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What is going on in the conversation up to the caesura at the end of Book 3 in 

Plato’s Laws? Before obtaining from his interlocutors the position of an expositor with 

full powers, what is an unnamed Athenian doing or perhaps engineering towards this 

intermediate goal of the conversation
ii
? Apart from the Athenian’s precautions

iii
 or ex 

post facto remarks
iv

 on the conversation the underlying interactivity is still worth 

analyzing step by step. 

In Book One an unnamed Athenian is examining the two Dorian interlocutors’ 

ideas
v
. Cleinias, a Cretan, seemingly with unqualified approval, admits that the goal of 

legislation is not war but peace (628a8). This admission leads to his downfall in the first 

round. As the text clearly shows, the Athenian dangles in front of them the reason for his 

downfall. Cleinias is knocked out, because when he mentioned diakekosmemenous at a 

camp (626a1) he did not notice that he presupposed that kosmia is necessary for war 

(628a9-b4). The Dorians’ lawgiver needs peace and friendship, before they embark on 

war. Their states must suppress internal strife before they can wage war. Yet Cleinias is 

dissatisfied with the results of their discussion (628e2-5). So the Athenian confirms the 

same point by an imaginary discussion of the contrast between Tyrtaeus and Theognis 

(629a1-630d3). Now he starts to counter-propose the outline of his legislation, starting 

with the hierarchy of goodness in reality (physei 631d1-2). Seemingly, the Athenian is 

confident that the Dorians’ self-contradiction is resolved and explained by his own 

comprehensive systematic ideas, that is, a system of the whole of virtue, not part of it 

(631b3-d1; 630d9-631b1). This is the first round. 

 Then they re-start according to the Athenian’s hierarchy of goodness. They take 

manliness in war first (632d9-e7; 633a3-5). Megillus, a Spartan, only enumerates 

Spartan institutions in which to train in endurance of pain (633b5-c7). The Athenian 

elicits from the Dorians commitment to the thesis that courage also needs resistance to 

pleasure (633c8-e6). Hence he raises a question: Why are there no institutions in which 

to train in resistance to pleasure (633d5-e6)? He further specifies that in such 

institutions one needs to actually indulge in pleasure (634a6-b2). Against the Athenian’s 

push, the Dorians find no institutions in their customs (634b7-c4). Assuming 



VI Symposium Platonicum, Jerusalem, 2001 2 

impartiality to his own customs (635a7-b1), Cleinias does not succumb to the 

Athenian’s second push (635b2-635e3). 

Now the Athenian suggests transition from andreia to sophrosune (635e4-636a1). 

But Megillus fortunately adds sophrosune to the goal of the Spartan customs of 

common messes and gymnastics (636a2-3).  

The Athenian indirectly criticizes Megillus’ claim (636a4-e3), but Megillus does 

not directly argue but again from his partiality to Sparta he just advocates Spartan 

customs of abstention from pleasure (636e4-8). In particular, he takes a revelry at 

Dionysia as the most appropriate object of banishment. This sets in train a further long 

disquisition on drunkenness (636e8-637b6). The Athenian clearly raises an objection: a 

drinking party with resistance to pleasure is admissible (637b7-c1).  

Does the Athenian raise that objection to defend his principle? What is the 

Athenian’s real intention in suggesting transition from andreia to sophrosune?  

 

1. The Athenian’s objection at 637b7-c1 

Unlike the Persian custom of drunkenness for a sound decision
vi

 or Socrates’ 

self-mastery in Plato’s Symposium
vii

, most young revelers do not drink to resist pleasure; 

they drink for excess pleasure; even normal drinkers drink for disinhibition as an effect 

of wine
viii

. Drinkers indulge in pleasure
ix

. Since people are inclined to seek what causes 

pleasure if there is no other reason, it is hard to imagine when one gets into some 

unavoidable situation against this natural inclination (anankaios 635c1). Compared with 

unavoidable physical pain in constant war, unavoidable pleasure is harder to imagine. 

Hence, deliberately training in resistance to pleasure is odder than abstention.  

The interlocutors’ background concerning common messes is more subtle. It is 

controversial to what extent the contemporary Dorian syssitia, common messes, 

represented the archaic syssitia as a didactic institution mastered by elders, which was 

later succeeded by symposia, perhaps a constant source of excess pleasure and internal 

strife. Anyway, archaic aristocrats loved war and wine; and moderate drinking, that is, 

resistance to excess drunkenness, was a rule for the aristocrat participants in the archaic 

common messes
x
. However, the Spartan abstention from drunkenness as Megillus 

advocates it, whether or not it is historically true and whether or not Cretan customs are 

dissimilar to it, would be a new culture in the age of hoplite tactics. In this new culture 

numbness to pain and abstention from pleasure would be a physical requirement in 

fighting in the front line, although co-operation and self-control in the swift formation 

of a line would be also necessary. Therefore, Megillus has reason to advocate the 

Spartan abstention policy. 
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Against this background, objection arises from the Athenian. Until the end of Book 

Two and even in his recapitulation at the end of Book Three, the Athenian persistently 

leads the Dorians to the thesis that the resistance to pleasure, especially, drunkenness in 

a wine party, if the party is mastered by a sober man, is a good training for sophrosune, 

self-mastery in internal strife both in an individual and in a city, that is, peace and 

friendship
xi

.  

Hence, seemingly, this thesis comes from the Athenian’s doctrine. His 

recapitulation at the end of Book Three partly suggests this (701d5-9). At 646a7-b3, 

while the Athenian attributes the thesis to their shared discussion, Cleinias attributes it 

to the Athenian and the Athenian does not deny this attribution of Cleinias’. Peace and 

friendship the Athenian evidently advocates (628c9-d1; 641c2-7; cf. 640b6-9). 

Yet sophrosune as self-mastery comes from the Dorians’ idea of self-mastery 

(626c3-628c3); the term “endurance” or “resistance” (karteresis)
xii

 comes from 

Megillus (634b7-8). Indeed, Cleinias recognizes sophrosune also in resistance to 

unavoidable pleasure (648e6-7). But could the Athenian be arguing for his thesis from 

his interlocutors’ commitments by means of the analogy of fighting en masse to fighting 

against pleasure and that with his theoretical background shared with his 

interlocutors
xiii

?   

First, the Athenian argues from the Dorians’ commitments. Megillus first mentions 

Spartan institutions involving the endurance of pains when asked to enumerate the 

institutions relevant to manliness or courage (633a4-c7). Then, the Athenian suggests 

defining courage, changing karteresis in Megillus’ speech to ‘fight’ (diamache; 633d1; 

cf. Lach. 191d7-e1) and Megillus admits that courage is also the resistance to pleasure. 

Next, he reminds Cleinias of the term he previously admitted, ‘self-mastery’ of a person 

or a city (633d5-8). The Athenian asks which is kakon or bad and/or coward, to be 

conquered only by pain or to be conquered by pleasure as well as by pain; Cleinias 

answers more than asked: he answers that it is even worse to be conquered by pleasure; 

and he adds: it is a more reproachable self-defeat to be conquered by pleasure than to be 

conquered by pain (633e1-6). This commitment leads the Athenian to correct the 

inconsistent imbalance in the Dorians’ principle of legislation (634a6-c4) but he just 

questions (634a1-5).  

Second, for this argument, the Athenian, as the Dorians accepted in their previous 

commitments, associates the term ‘be conquered’ with victory in war and, by analogy of 

city to individual, further with victory in war in the mind of an individual (634b2-6). 

Thus, the Athenian induces the Dorians to admit that indulging in pleasure is a training 

to gain a victory in a more difficult and therefore more crucial war than in fighting en 
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masse by infantry (as engutata suggests (634b4-6; cf. 629e3)). The Athenian repeatedly 

returns to this analogy, but does not justify this association arising from his opponents. 

   But why is the Athenian so obstinate in correcting the imbalance if not in his own 

defense? For his peace-centered principle of legislation indulging in pleasure is a good 

training but does he assume that both Megillus and Cleinias share in that peace-centered 

principle? If so, he would see some good reason in their previous commitments but they 

still stick to their war-centered principle, as Megillus’ reaction at 638a1-2 shows. 

 I think that this difference in presupposition, despite the Athenian’s efforts 

(638a3ff.) will more or less remain intact until he introduces the topic of the archaic 

Peloponnesian alliance policy that is contradictory to Cleinias and Megillus’ principle of 

a constant state of war (682e8-683b6; 683e8-684b3; 686a7-b6). I will try to explore the 

origin of the difference by answering another question about the Athenian’s suggestion 

of transition from andreia to sophrosune. 

 

2. The Athenian’s suggestion of transition at 635e4-636a1 

Against Cleinias’ resistance, the Athenian suggests changing the subject from 

andreia to sophrosune. He ironically offers the Dorians another chance to raise or 

perhaps redeem or even lower the reputation of their customs in sophrosune. And 

Megillus is embarrassed. 

 The Athenian suggests this transition as if in accordance with the plan he set up at 

the beginning of the restarted discussion (632d9-e7). In the scene after his long 

counter-proposal (632d8ff.), the Athenian suggested setting the argument anew in 

accordance with the scale of goodness he propounded just before (631b3-d2). However, 

the Dorians clearly have no time to digest such a comprehensive theory. Hence, All he 

could expect of the Dorians is for them to understand sophrosune at most in one of its 

popular senses, for example, ‘moderation in sensual desires’ (LSJ)
xiv

. But why can he 

expect to pin them down to a single popular sense? 

The Athenian propounds later (644c9-645c6) a theory of the reasoning master over 

pain and pleasure, but the Dorians have heard no such theory at the moment. Hence, the 

Dorians’ ideas of sophrosune depend on their previous commitments, although the 

popular psychological description of akrasia is familiar to them. Cleinias’ idea of 

psychology, which the Athenian elicited when examining his ideas, was analogous to his 

idea of internal strife: the class of aristocrats conquers the inferior classes. Furthermore, 

the Dorians were able to defend their laws and customs only by referring to the 

aristocrats’ self-mastery in internal strife. These explicit and inexplicit previous 

commitments would seem to the Athenian to point to the Dorians’ commitment to 
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self-mastery in internal strife in Dorian customs. Therefore, the Athenian would still be 

in a position to ask again for the correction of the imbalance by changing subjects, if he 

succeeded in disarming them of their partiality to their own customs.  

But is this sense of sophrosune, self-mastery in internal strife, also the Athenian’s? 

There is another important point in the Athenian’s change of the subject. The transition 

refers back to the Athenian’s setup and therefore further back to his scale of goodness in 

his previous long counter-proposal (631b3-632d1). Therefore, when he shifts to 

sophrosune, he appears to the Dorians to follow the scale of goodness as he describes it. 

However, if they remember, the Athenian did not suggest the transition from andreia to 

sophrosune in his scale or even in his enumeration of goodnesses just in advance 

(630a8-b2)
xv

. Then, did he foist on the Dorians the contrast between Tyrtaean and 

Theognisian manliness? If he always stood in his own defense, when he obtains from 

the Dorians the admission of the priority of peace to war as a goal of legislation, he 

should have rearranged all the goodness not in their terms but in his own. He should 

have re-minted andreia and sophrosune in his hierarchy of goodness. But the Athenian 

does not specify either of the two goodnesses or manlinesses in his scale. Yet later he 

repeatedly have recourse to this transition by superimposing the image of the troop led 

by a commander over that of a party of revelers led by a sober master. Hence it is 

doubtful whether the transition is beyond a dialectical stratagem
xvi

. 

Then, why could the Athenian still claim to argue for his own tenet with some 

fundamental assumptions shared with the Dorians? 

    The Athenian claims again and again to have argued that Cleinias is right in taking 

goodness as the goal of legislation but wrong in taking only part of it, not the whole 

(628d4-e1; 630a8-b3; 630d9-e4; 631a2-a8; 631d2-6; 632d1-7; 666d11-667a7; 

693a5-c5; 705d3-706a4). The Athenian is confident that he has shared with them both 

the investigation of the goal of legislation and the conclusion he formed. However, both 

Cleinias and Megillus are reluctant, although they approve of all the propositions 

embodied in the Athenian’s direct or indirect questions toward the conclusion the 

Athenian puts forward. They concede to the force of the argument but feel aversion to 

the suggested debasement of their own customs. The Athenian might have secured from 

the Dorians the commitments necessary for the conclusion but there still remains some 

underlying difference concerning their principles of legislation. 

 

3. An undissolved difference between the Athenian’s systematic principle and the 

Dorians’ pre-theoretical rooted idea 

The reality (kata physin; physei) is a hierarchy of goodness for the Athenian but it is 



VI Symposium Platonicum, Jerusalem, 2001 6 

an incessant war for the Dorians. Cleinias claims that under this state of nature the 

goodness of all the good things is not guaranteed without victory in war (625c9-626b4). 

Cleinias was certainly forced to modify the idea of a constant state of war by admitting 

that a city-state must suppress any internal strife (or ‘make peace’ in the Athenian’s 

terms) before embarking on war. However, he could still justify all his answers 

according to his principle, not the Athenian’s. In other words, probably he agreed on the 

ground that the proposition embodied accorded with his principle: victory in war against 

other states under a constant state of war.  

Therefore, sophrosune in Cleinias’ pre-theoretical ideas is still good as a means 

to victory in internal strife, that is, self-mastery of the best part, both in a city and an 

individual; but for the Athenian, as the Dorians agree, sophrosune works for peace in 

internal strife but its intrinsic value is not measured by victory in war but the natural 

order of good things.  

Another chasm already arose. Cleinias committed himself to the idea that one 

does not kill one’s brothers in fighting and then to the idea that the aristocrats must 

suppress internal strife not by exterminating the adversary factions but by reconciling 

themselves with them (626b5-628c5). The Athenian could easily internalize this process 

into the psychological reconciliation with the adversary: pleasure. Therefore, the 

Athenian would well envisage a route for the logic to his interlocutors’ ultimate 

admission of indulgence in pleasure. However, it requires a great leap. For Cleinias the 

aristocrats’ reconciliation with the inferior rebels by laws can be good not for peace but 

for the commanders’ conduct of the war in that they would not lose their manpower. 

Thus, the Athenian secured the necessary commitments but the underlying systematic 

difference is not dissolved.  

 

4. Excursus 

In the close of the first discussion on indulgence in pleasure (641a3-b2), when 

the Athenian is empowered to propound the utility of drinking in education, he is in a 

position to look ahead and be ready to return to the topic of a drinking party by way of 

the topic of an educational system centered on choir training rather like the archaic 

Spartan system
xvii

. Thus, the first three books are not Plato’s or the Athenian’s 

systematic proposal of their doctrines
xviii

 but a conversation under interactivity
xix

. The 

interlocutors understand the same word in its ordinary sense but often use it with 

different implications. The Athenian assumes that he shares with the Dorians the priority 

of peace to war. Thus he tries to secure the Dorians’ commitments to the admission of 

training in resistance to pleasure to the shared ideal laws and customs. However, the 
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Dorians’ persistence in victory in war and their partiality to their customs foil the 

Athenian’s repeated thrusts. 

 

                                                   
i
 I apologize for reducing for this session the topics I stated in the abstract submitted to 

IPS in October 2000. “Epode” in the context of Book Two is an incantation on morally 

good conducts, sung to young people by the chorus of old drunken men mastered by a 

even older sober man, but by this term I mean the interactivity in that ongoing 

conversation which I compare to the imageries of conversation: Minos’ colloquy with 

Zeus, Dorian common messes, symposia, and old men’s Dionysian chorus. For epode in 

the Laws, see Dodds, E.R., The Greeks and the Irrational, Berkeley, California, 1951, 

212.  
ii
 In the first three books of the Laws, as the conversation goes, an unnamed Athenian 

appears to his Dorian interlocutors to have more to propound than he asks and his 

interlocutors answer, both theoretically and historically, about laws and customs. 

Specifically, he puts forward a theory of the natural hierarchy of good things (631b3-d1), 

a theory of psychology (644c9-645c6), a theory of choir training in Book2, and the 

history of the rise and fall of states in Book 3; all could show him to be more than a 

so-called garrulous Athenian (641e4-642a3). He claims to argue for his thesis that the 

goal of legislation is the whole of goodness, not, as the Dorians suggest, part of it. But 

mostly in this conversation he asks a question directly or indirectly, often with 

alternatives and even where he advances his own idea, he often asks for his 

interlocutors’ approval (643d3-4); thus the conversation does not proceed without his 

interlocutors’ rejoinder (Cf. Bobonich, C., Reading the Laws, Gill, C. and McCabe, 

M.M., Form and Argument in Late Plato, Oxford, 1996, 249-282). 
iii

 The Athenian cautions his interlocutors about a coming lengthy discussion on 

drunkenness and education (641e3-642a7; 652a6-b1). 
iv

 The Athenian refers to the preceding discussions. In his recapitulation at the end of 

Book 3, the Athenian claims to have tried in all the preceding discussion to find out how 

a city can best be managed and how an individual can best live his or her own life. In 

the beginning of the expository part in Book 4 (705d3-706a4), he repeats his point in the 

preceding discussion on the laws of Cretans (624a1-632d7): not part but the whole of 

goodness should be the goal of legislation. In the earlier part of Book 3 (682e7), after 

distracting his interlocutors from education to the history of rise and fall of states, the 

Athenian claims to return from the digression on drunkenness and music to the claimed 

relevant point: the foundation of Sparta. 
v
 In the initial question, the Athenian might be interested in eliciting more than a 

Homeric version of the divine origin of Cretan laws, but, if one sees this scene against 

the background of the ancient reputations of Dorian laws and customs, of which he 

himself later shows he knows (632d1-7; 631b3-5), he is interested in something else, 

too. When at 625a5-6 he ironically extols Cleinias and Megillus for their 

well-habituated and well-governed upbringing, he is satisfied that Cleinias’ first two 

moves more than asked have shackled him and Megillus to defending their laws and 

customs by their piety and patriotism. Thus the Athenian gains the initiative of 

examining the Dorian old men’s belief of the divine principle in Dorian particular laws 

and customs. 



VI Symposium Platonicum, Jerusalem, 2001 8 

                                                                                                                                                     
vi

 Herodotus, 1.133. 
vii

 Grote, G., Plato and Other Companions of Sokrates, III, 3 vols, London, 1865, 

316-318. 
viii

 Garnsey, P. Food and Society in Classical Antiquity, Cambridge, 1999, 128-131. 
ix

 Cf. Herodotus, 1.172; 1.202; 2.78; 2.121, 5.17-20. 
x
 Bremmer, J., Adolescents, Symposion, and Pederasty, in Sympotica: a Symposium on 

the Symposion, ed. By Murray, O., Oxford, 1990, 135-148. 
xi

 His moves towards this thesis emerges, first, just before Cleinias changes direction 

and asks the utility of a drinking party (639a3-641a2), then after classifying education 

and propounding his psychology (645c7-647d8), and after seeking for the greatest 

educational effect of drunkenness in old men’s chorus (671a4-674c7; esp. 673e3-8). 
xii cf. Lach. 192b5-c2; Phd. 82c2-6. 
xiii

 For another possible alternative, sublimating both pleasure and pain, see Phd. 

82d9-84b7. 
xiv

 Dover, Greek Popular Morality in the Time of Plato and Aristotle, Indianapolis, 

1974,125-126; 208-209. 
xv

 For the shift from courage to sophrosune, see Phd. 67e5-69e4; Rp. IV 442b11-d3; cf. 

Phd. 83e5-7; for the relation of sophrosune with internal strife, see Rp. IV 442c10-d1; cf. 

Phd. 82a11-b3; Plutarch, Cor. 16.6-7; Arist. 8.3. 
xvi

 Contrast Tecuşan, M. Logos Sympotikos: Patterns of the Irrational in Philosophical 

Drinking: Plato Outside the Symposium, in Sympotica: a Symposium on the Symposion, 

ed. By Murray, O., Oxford, 1990, 238-260.  
xvii

 For the three divisions of the choir according to three ages, Plutarch, Lycurgus 21.2; 

see also Morrow, G., Plato’s Cretan City: a Historical Interpretation of the Laws, with a 

new foreword by Kahn, C.H., 1993 (originally published1960), 17-73; Marrou, H.I., A 

History of Education in Antiquity, tr. by Lamb (Histoire de l’Education dans l’Antiquité, 

Paris, 1948), G., Madison, Wisconsin, 1956, 14-25; 36-45; Barclay, W., Educational 

Ideals in the Ancient World, London, 1959, 49-142.   
xviii

 Stallbaum, G., Leges et Epinomis, 1, 3vols, Gotha and Erfurt, 1859, 3-13; 135-142; 

Grote, 1865, 301-350; Ritter, C., Platos Gesetze: Darstellung des Inhalts, Leipzig, 1896, 

1-126; Taylor, A.E., Plato: the Man and His Work, London, 1926, 463-502; England, 

E.B. The Laws of Plato, Manchester, 1921, 9-16; Jaeger, W., Paideia: the Ideals of 

Greek Culture, 3, tr. by Highet, G., 3 vols, 1944, 213-235; Diès, A., Plan et intention 

général des Lois, des Place, É. and Diès, A. Platon, Œuvres Complètes, Tome XI, 1
re

 

Partie, Les Lois, Livres I-II, Paris, 1951, v-xciii; Sinclair, T.A., A History of Greek 

Political Thought, 1951, 86-207; Barker, E., Greek Political Theory, London, 1960 

(19181), 338-444; Morrow, 1960, 3; 441-443; Crombie，I.M., An Examination of Plato’s 

Doctrine, Vol. 1, 2 vols, London, 1962, 169-182; Guthrie, W.K.C. A History of Greek 

Philosophy, Vol. 5. Cambridge, 1978, 328-329; 382; Schöpsdau, K., Platon, Nomoi 

(Gesetze): Buch I-III, Göttingen, 1994; Bernadete, S. Plato’s “Laws”: the Discovery of 

Being, Chicago and London, 2000, 1-124. 
xix

 Cf. Guthrie, 382; cf. Saunders, T.J., Plato, The Laws, London, 1970, 37-39; Stalley, 

R.E., An introduction to Plato’s Laws, Indianapolis, Indiana, 1983, 4; 24-25; 63; Strauss, 

L. The Argument and the action of Plato’s Laws, Chicago, 1975, 3-53. 


