
Plato’s Republic - Notes on Book V 

 

(page numbers refer to the file named PlatoRepBookV_Women.doc.) 

blue notes and page numbers refer to Cornford’s Translation of Rep.  [So far only notated up to 

p. 250 in Cornford… just the stuff on the quadrivial topics.] 

 

Book V, On Women and Matrimony etc. Family live and children… education. 

 

p. 3 

“possession and use of women and children” 

Men are as watch-dogs of the herd. 

In dogs, are they segregated by gender? Males for hunting and females for rearing pups?  No is 

the answer. 

Men should be taught music and gymnastics… and the art of war. therefore, the same for women 

since they raise the children and participate.   

But should women exercise naked in the palestra even after they are old?  For that matter should 

old men be allowed to exercise naked?  

 

p. 4 

It wasn’t so long ago when Athenians though nakedness was horrible… but times have changed 

and the ways of Cretans and others have become the norm.   

Interesting paragraph starting “But when experience…”  Seems to be saying that when reason is 

employed, nakedness makes sense no matter the age or gender.  Those who make fun of 

external appearances are fools. 

 

Socrates proposes to “argue against ourselves” here meaning that he will argue that women are 

not to be educated equally. 

p. 5 

section on rating differences and making sure that differentiation makes sense depending on 

circumstance and context. 

 

p. 6  

Can it be denied that women are superior at cooking and weaving? 

 

p. 7 

Women and men are both endowed with abilities.. but are men better at them in every instance?  

[This is a great argument about statistics.  The odds may be that men are better at women at 

debate, but that does not mean that all men are better than all women at debate.  People can do 

things to a lesser or greater ability on a case by case basis. Tell two bomb on airplane joke.] 

 

pp. 8-9 

All benefit from education.  If you want the best women in a society, they must be educated as 

best as is possible [even if statistically they will never attain, as a gender, the levels of men in 

general.]   

 

p. 9 



wives and children in common 

 

p. 10 

The authority will select men and women and put them together… they will “have intercourse”  

“by necessity of their natures”… not geometrical, but another sort of necessity. But 

unregulated sex is bad.  Marriage is good.  Order.  

 

p. 10 

breeding of dogs and birds… eugenics.   

 

p. 11 

Choose “ripe in age” to make children who might live longest. 

regulation of births and marriages 

“the best of either sex should be united with the best as often, and the inferior with the inferior as 

seldom, as possible” for a first rate flock. 

Only the rulers should know the details about this regulated breeding. 

[It seems like they are also proposing to dress up this eugenics project with mythological 

trimmings and poetry and feasts so that the masses won’t know what is really happening. last 

lines of p. 11] 

 

p. 12  

They propose to come up with a rigged lottery so that the defective will always lose and not 

reproduce but think it is just fate. 

The best men and women will be mated and their offspring carted off to be raised by 

professionals.  Any deviants or poorly conceived children will be carted to an undisclosed 

location. 

Lactating mothers will be brought in and special care taken so that mothers will never recognize 

their own progeny.  Too much breast feeding will be limited.  Wet nurses will be rotated in at 

shifts.   

 

How long is the prime of life?  20 for a woman, and 30 for a man.   

A women may bear children for the state starting at age 20 and continue until 40. 

A man may begin at 25 and continue until 55.  [Q- How old do you think Plato is?] 

 

p. 13  

care taken to avoid incest.  Violators will be prosecuted. 

How will people know who not to copulate with? 

All men will consider all children born on the 7th or 10th month after their own “hymeneal” their 

children and will be prohibited from marrying them.  Also the grandchildren.  Exceptions will 

be made for certain Pythina-approved brother-sister couplings.   

 

p. 14.  

property issues. 

analogy of the body politic with the individual body… macro to micro. 



Notes on Book VII: Allegory of the Cave Notes 

 

 
The World of Shadows and Deceptive Sensory and Sensual Perception. 

 

 
Prisoners are forced to look straight ahead.   

(Plato doesn’t suggest that they cannot close their eyes, but this works with the concept.) 



 
Reality is up there by the light, feeding images to the prisoner who knows no other reality.  

[Admittedly, Plato is not programming the prisoner… but in some sense the prisoner has been 

programmed to believe in the shadows…?] 

 

 
My Movie Theater Version of the Cave. 



 
Here is the standard depiction of Plato’s cave. 

 

 
 

If the prisoner is released, and turns to look at the real things that cast shadows, he will be 

blinded by the light and will not see anything.  He will prefer the shadows. 

If he is dragged up into the sunlight he will similarly be blinded. 

[Note the two types of light.  The fire light and the sun light.] 

 

With some time he will be able to see in the sunlight… first the shadows, then reflections in 

water, and then fully illuminated things.   

 

p. 3 

He will see in sunlight. 

The sun, “in a certain way the cause of all things”  the guardian, the season maker. 



Quotes Homer, Better to be a slave in reality than live like the prisoners in the cave watching 

shadows. 

If one had to return to the shadow world, they would not see the shadows as clearly at first. 

The prisoners would put to death any who tried to escape. 

 

Prison house= world of sight 

light of fire = light of sun 

the journey upwards to the sun = ascent of the soul into the intellectual world. 
 

reality -  our now  our sun-light  illumination-The Good 

allegory-  prison-shadows fire-illuminated sunlight world 
 

or put another way… 

 

Our current reality is like the prisoner in the cave watching shadows. 

Our understanding that we are delusional and only see imperfect representations of ideal forms is 

analogous to the prisoner figuring out that he/she was watching shadows of real things 

projected by the light of a fire.  

Our transcendence to an understanding that forms are derived from a Unity, a One, a Good is 

analogous to the former prisoner going into the light of the sun. 
 

 [This is very much like Abbott’s Flatland.] 

 

The idea of GOOD appears last in this sequence.  It is inferred to be the author of all things 

beautiful and right.  Parent of light, the lord of light, the source of reason and truth in the 

intellectual.  This is the “light” that must be the goal of all in public or private life. 

 

Those who get into the upper world don’t want to return… understandably.   

 

p. 4 

“the power and capacity of learning exists in the soul already” 

p. 5 

The leaders of society must be encouraged to find the good.  But they must not remain in this 

place/state and must go back down to the prisoners and live with them and improve the whole 

society.  Those who return to the cave from the light will (after getting accustomed to the 

darkness) see 10k times better.  They will know what the shadows really are.   

Those who rule must not love ruling too much.. 

p. 236 in Cornford’s trans…. 

Cornford’s commentary states that the ancients didn’t think of observing nature and deducing 

laws from it.  [Personally I think Aristotle had some of this in him, as did Ptolemy and any 

number of other people… Plato included.]  Plato says that manual arts are “degrading.”   

p. 6 

music and gymnastics are not really the way…  

p. 238 “one, two, three… number and caluculation… no art or science can dispense with…”  

p. 7 

Even more universal is “one, two, and three… number and calculation.”   



Arithmetic is the basis.  Real men can count. 

p. 238- Can it be imagined a military commander who cannot count?  Stories suggest that 

Agamemnon couldn’t count his own feet… but Plato makes it clear that such stories are 

dubious.  It is just too basic… to be able to count.  

p. 8 

sensation, perception… the soul knows things via qualities… opposites by degree…?  

perception can be oh so illusory and false. 

We perceive hard and soft in the same thing depending on comparative issues. 

p. 9 

lots of paradox, one and many stuff.  By perceiving many of one form, we are drawn to thinking 

of the good, the one, true being.   

p. 240: Cornford’s commentary states that there was logistic and arithmetic in ancient times… 

logistic was calculation and doing sums and arithmetic was more about  number theory.  He 

also gives a footnote about how “logismos” deals with both calculation and and with 

arithmetic or the activity of the rational element of the soul… it’s a horribly worded footnote 

and its meaning is not all that clear, but it appears to be of interest… to me. 

His commentary also notes that 1/3 was one of 3 not one third of one. 

 

A number can be considered both as many and as one… both as a unity and a plurality.  [The 

number 8 is a thing, a unity, 8, and it is also a pluralilty of 8 things.] 

The soldier needs number to “marshal his troops” and the philosopher needs to know  numbers in 

order to “rise above the world of change and grasp true being” 

p. 242: Number can only be perceived by the mind.  Pure truth via pure thought.   

“we must endeavor to persuade those who are to be the principal men of our State [525c] to go 

and learn arithmetic, not as amateurs, but they must carry on the study until they see the 

nature of numbers with the mind only” 

 

“arithmetic has a very great and elevating effect, compelling the soul to reason about abstract 

number, and rebelling against the introduction of visible or tangible objects into the 

argument.”  [525e] You know how steadily the masters of the art repel and ridicule anyone 

who attempts to divide absolute unity when he is calculating, and if you divide, they multiply, 

taking care that one shall continue one and not become lost in fractions. [526a]” 

 

p. 10 

“observed that those who have a natural talent for calculation are generally quick at every other 

kind of knowledge ; and even the dull,” 

No study is more difficult and few equally as difficult. 

 

They conclude that arithmetic is worthy and of the highest order of truth.  Next they consider 

geometry. 

 

p. 243: Cornford’s commentary states that there was some dissent amongst the ancients over 

whether geometrical concepts should be translated into real world stuff… did it soil its purity. 

Acc to Plutarch Plato hated this tendency, it brought the mind down to earthly perception and 

deception, rather than upwards towards truth and all that.   



Geometry is clearly necessary for war leaders… pitching camp, extending lines, maneuvers… 

but is it good to know the more complex stuff…. [I’m sure the answer is yes] 

[knowing mathematics is the analogue of knowing the world of the sun, knowing the intellectual 

truth, good, being….]  The study of geometry leads to being, not just becoming. 

[notice that Plato stresses the military utility of these topics first… me-thinks he seems to be a 

bit insecure, so he appeals to macho application first.] 

 

p. 11 

geometry can seem to be only about becoming because of its applications to everyday stuff.  

[after all, geometry means earth measure.] 

“anyone who has studied geometry is infinitely quicker of apprehension than one who has not. 

Yes, indeed, he said, there is an infinite difference between them.” 

[At this point arithmetic and geometry are agreed to be necessary for good education.] 

p. 244, but geometry is “knowledge of the eternally existent.”   

 

But what about astronomy?  “observation of the seasons and of months and years is as 

essential to the general as it is to the farmer or sailor.” 

p. 245: it is not correct to go from plane geometry into “the study of solid bodies in circular 

motion.”  First we need to study solid geometry, though the subject is in an awful state of 

neglect.   

Socrates corrects himself: after plane geometry should come the study of rotated into solids and 

then solids in general … etc. 3-D. 

 

p. 12 

lack of government support in 3D geometry has led to its low level of development.  

Socrates/Plato clearly seems to be promoting state sponsored education and research.   

Why this order of discussion: arith, plane geometry, astronomy, solid geometry?  asks Glaucon. 

p. 246: Cornford’s commentary mentions that Pythagoreans called astronomy “Sphaerics” due to 

the shapes concerned.   

Plato refers to astronomy as “motion of solids.” [see Boethius] 

Interesting but cryptic paragraph about the soul actually looking down, even at astronomy. 

Astronomy isn’t of a higher order just because it happens to be above, that is merely 

coincidence.  Don’t mistake higher thinking with an upward direction.   

Astronomy is still the physical world and sufferes from the flaws of perception.  

 

p. 12/13 

The starry heaven is “wrought” upon a visible armature.  This is the inferior aspect.  The truth is 

to be found in the motions…   “absolute swiftness and absolute slowness, which are relative 

to each other, and carry with them that which is contained in them, in the true number and in 

every true figure. Now, these are to be apprehended by reason and intelligence, but not by 

sight.”  [In the same way that the heavenly sounds are not heard, the true heavenly motions 

are not seen.] 

 



p. 13 

Interesting comment on how we get to the astro truth via the visible clues.  “any geometrician 

who saw them would appreciate the exquisiteness of their workmanship, but he would never 

dream of thinking that in them he could find the true equal [1:1] or the true double [2:1], or 

the truth of any other proportion.”  [appears to be a harmonic/arithmetic observation in this 

last quote.]  [Write Trachtenberg about this quote.  Architecture in time and Albertian plans.] 

proportions of day and night, to month… to stars one to another… eternal perfect motions… 

The truth in astronomy is far and above current knowledge on the topic.  Research! 

p. 248: “Accordingly, we must use the embroidered heaven as a model to illustrate our study of 

those realities, just as one might use diagrams exquisitely drawn by some consummate artist 

like Daedalus.  An expert in geometry, meeting with such designs, would admire their finished 

workmanship, but he would think it absurd to study them in all earnest with the expectation 

of finding in their proportions the exact ratio of any one number another.” … 

… “The genuine astronomer, then, will look at the motions of the stars with the same feelings.  

He will admit that the sky with all that it contains has been framed by its artificer with the 

highest perfection of which such works are capable.  But when it comes to the proportions of 

day to night, and day and night to month, of month to year, and of the periods of other stars 

to Sun and Moon and to one another, he will think it absurd to believe that these visible 

material things go on for ever without change or the slightest deviation, and to spend 

all his pains on trying to find exact truth in them.”  [This last couple of paragraphs are very 

important for they show a sort of geared concept of time measurement.  Cycles that can be 

mathematically comensurate. A good astronomer would be stupid to think that the real world 

would act perfectly.  Same is true today.  We don’t figure we know exact astro motions, 

factoring in all gravitational forces and such.] 

Any more necessary studies? asks Socrates.   

Speculates that there are more…  

Motion.  Motion can be in many forms. Two motions are obvious.  [astronomical motion is one 

I am assuming and the other is prolly harmonics since that discussion follows.] 

In the same way that astronomical truth is vision-centric, at least superficially, harmonics is 

aural-centric superficially.  The sounds are actually becoming.  Intellectual sounds are the 

point. 

 

Just like how most astronomers are really only concerned with appearances and not truths, 

deceiving themselves into thinking that just because they look up they are dealing with higher 

truths, the harmonicists can deceive themselves into thinking that their studies of strings are 

of a higher level… but most of them are just plucking strings.  [But the kernel of truth is in 

this practice, it just needs to be acknowledged and expanded.] 

 

p. 14 

plucking strings… etc, declaring the unit-interval has been found or that they have 

[alchemically] altered one note into another.  This bunch put “their ears before their 

understanding.”  [Aristoxenus will become (in 50 or so years) the leader of this more earthly, 

Aristotelian, philosophy.]  [Plato is an idealist.  The harmonicists are realists.] “one set of 



them declaring that they distinguish an intermediate note and have found the least interval 

which should be the unit of measurement ; the others insisting that the two sounds have 

passed into the same — either party setting their ears before their understanding.” … “they 

investigate the numbers of the harmonies which are heard, but they never attain to problems 

— that is to say, they never reach the natural harmonies of number, or reflect why some 

numbers are harmonious and others not.”  These guys never get into the deeper mysteries, 

the truth, good, one, being. 

p. 249: Harmonics 

Some ridicule of people with “their ears to the instrument [monochord]” discussing quarter 

tones and all.  [I suspect that Cornford is translating tetracord as quartertone.]  These idiots, 

according to Plato, are lost in the world of their ears and not of their intelligence.  [This 

pertains very much to Ptolemy.] 

p. 250: Like the astronomers who put too much credence into their observations, the 

harmonicists need to find consonance from numbers and not from from torchering strings. 

Interesting how Plato considers knowledge of the one and the beautiful to be “useful.”  It is 

most decidedly not a luxury or an extraneous knowledge for the idle philosophically inclined 

rich brat. 

Have the class define: useful, beautiful, good, one, being, becoming, …. or not. 

 

Ultimately all of these intellectual pursuits reach a “point of intercommunion and connection 

with one another.”  Before this point is realized, they will not be of much value.   

 

[aside: the quadrivium has been fully described here.] 

 

Dialectic, it seems, is similarly abstracted from the truth. “without any assistance of sense” 

Dialectic can lead to the one as well, but only if one doesn’t fall prey to its shadow-world 

seductions.   

 

 

 

Notes on excerpt from Book X  

pertaining to truth and perception and the art of imitation. 

(see PlatosRepublic-CaveMusicEr.doc) 

p. 15 

perspective; smaller when farther. straight appears crooked when refracted in water. 

The arts of measuring, numbering, and weighing come to the rescue from this world of perceptual 

deception.  Using these arts is the work of the soul, seeking truth, one, being… 

 

Plato concludes that measure, number and weighing are aspects of the truth [primary qualities in 

Locke’s system] and that the imitative arts (painting, drawing etc) are inferior and have no 

healthy aim. 

See Alberti on Painting and his concept of lineaments in De re. Alberti makes painting a more 

truthy art by connecting it’s inferior elements (size-distance relations and other perspective 



issues) to their real lineamental counterparts in the good, true, being world.  He connects the 

shadow world to the world of light using an algorithm.  Truth can be deduced, intellectually, by 

measuring the shadows and drawing conclusions from their measures.   

 

 

Divided line notes- Being/Becoming 

“corresponding to these four divisions, let there be four faculties in the soul - reason answering 

to the highest, understanding to the second, faith (or conviction) to the third, and perception of 

shadows to the last - and let there be a scale of them, and let us suppose that the several 

faculties have clearness in the same degree that their objects have truth.” 




