Plato on Self-Discipline
From the Gorgias

The right and wrong uses of rhetoric are technically the themes of Plato’s
Gorgias, but, as with all Platonic dialogues, the true end is the examination
of how life should be lived. Here we find Callicles boldly asserting "what the
rest of the world think, but do not like to say": leading the Good Life means
having what you want, as much as you want, whenever you want. In short, the
life of the rich and famous is the truly happy life. Socrates replies with his
telling image of a leaky vessel as a metaphor for the intemperate soul. He
insists that the ordered soul is the only truly happy one, the only one capable
of living the Good Life.

Socrates. Every man is his own ruler; but perhaps you think that there is no necessity
for him to rule himself, he is only required to rule others?

Callicles. What do you mean by his "ruling over himself '?

Soc. A simple thing enough; just what is commonly said, that a man should be
temperate and master of himself, and ruler of his own pleasures and passions.

Cal. What innocence! you mean those fools-the femperate?

Soc. Certainly: anyone may know that o be my meaning.

Cal. Quite so, Socrates; and they are really fools, for how can a man be happy who is
the servant of anything? On the contrary, I plainly assert, that he who would truly live ought
to allow his desires to wax to the uttermost, and not to chastise them; but when they have
grown to their greatest he should have courage and intelligence to minister to them and to
satisfy all his longings. And this T affirm fo be natural justice and nobility. To this however
the many cannot attain; and they blame the strong man because they are ashamed of their
own weakness, which they desire to conceal, and hence they say that intemperance is base.
As T have remarked already, they enslave the nobler natures, and being unable to satisfy
their pleasures, they praise temperance ancljustic,and justice out of their own cowardice.
For if a man had been originally the son of a king, or have a nature capable of acquiring an
empire or a tyranny or soverei9f, what could be more truly base or evil than temperance-to a
man like him, I say, who might freely be enjoying every good, and has no one to stand in his
way, and yet has admitted custom and reason and the opinion of other men to be lords over
him?-must not he be in a miserable plight whom the reputation of justice and femperance
hinders from giving more to his friends than fo his enemies, even though he be a ruler in his
city? Nay, Socrates, for you profess to be a votary of the truth, and the truth is this: that
luxury and intemperance and license, if they be provided with means, are virtue and
happiness-all the rest is a mere bauble, agreements contrary to nature, foolish talk of men,
worth nothing.

Soc. There is a noble freedom, Callicles, in your way of approaching the argument; for
what you say is what the rest of the world think, but do not like to say. And I must beg of
you fo persevere’, that the true rule of human life may become manifest. Tell me, then: you
say, do you not, that in the rightly developed man the passions ought not to be controlled,



but that we should let them grow to the utmost and somehow or other satisfy them, and that
this is virtue?

Cal. Yes: I do.

Soc. Then those who want nothing are not truly said to be happy?

Cal. No indeed, for then stones and dead men would be the happiest of all.

Soc. But surely life according to your view is an awful thing. . . . Let me request you to
consider how far you would accept this as an account of the two lives of the temperate and
intemperate in a figure: There are fwo men, both of whom have a number of casks; the one
man has his casks sound and full, one of wine, another of honey, and a third of milk, besides
others filled with other liquids, and the streams which fill them are few and scanty, and he
can only obtain them with a great deal of toil and difficulty; but when his casks are once
filled he has no need to feed them anymore, and has no further trouble with them or care
about them. The other, in like manner, can procure streams, though not without difficulty;
but his vessels are leaky and unsound, and night and day he is compelled to be filling them,
and if he pauses for a moment, he is in an agony of pain. Such are their respective lives: And
now would you say that the life of the intfemperate is happier than that of the femperate?
Do I not convince you that the opposite is the truth?

Cal. You do not convince me, Socrates, for the one who has filled himself has no
longer any pleasure left; and this, as I was just now saying, is the life of a stone: he has
neither joy nor sorrow after he is once filled; but the pleasure depends on the
superabundance of the influx.

Soc. But the more you pour in, the greater the waste; and the holes must be large for
the liquid fo escape.

Cal. Certainly.

Soc. The life which you are now depicting is not that of a dead man, or of a Stone,
but of a cormorant; you mean that lie is to be hungering and eating? Cal. Yes.

Soc. And he is to be thirsting and drinking?

Cal. Yes, that is what I mean; he is to have all his desires about him, and to be able to
live happily in the gratification of them. . ..

Soc. Listen to me, then, while I recapitulate the argument: Is the pleasant the same
as the good? Not the same. Callicles and I are agreed about that. And is the pleasant fo be
pursued for the sake of the good? or the good for the sake of the pleasant? The pleasant is
to be pursued for the sake of the good. And that is pleasant at the presence of which we are
pleased, and that is good at the presence of which we are good? To be sure. And we are
good, and all good things whatever are good when some virtue is present in us or them? That,
Callicles, is my conviction. But the virtue of each thing, whether body or soul, instrument or
creature, when given to them in the best way comes to them not by chance but as the result
of the order and truth and art which are imparted fo them: Am I not right? I maintain that
I am. And is not the virtue of each thing dependent on order or arrangement? Yes, I say.
And that which makes a thing good is the proper order inhering in each thing? Such is my
view. And is not the soul which has an order of her own better than that which has no order?
Certainly. And the soul which has order is orderly? Of course. And that which is orderly is
temperate? Assuredly. And the temperate soul is good? No other answer can I give, Callicles
dear; have you any?



Cal. Go on, my good fellow.

Soc. Then I shall proceed to add, that if the temperate soul is the good soul, the soul
which is in the opposite condition, that is, the foolish and intfemperate, is the bad soul.

Cal. Very true.

Soc. And will not the femperate man do what is proper, both in relation to the gods
and to men; for he would not be temperate if he did not? Certainly he will do what is proper.
In his relation to other men he will do what is just; and in his relation to the gods he will do
what is holy: and he who does what is just and holy must be just and holy? Very frue. And
must he not be courageous? For the duty of a temperate man is not to follow or to avoid
what he ought not, but what he ought, whether things or men or pleasures or pains, and
patiently to endure when he ought; and therefore, Callicles, the femperate man, being, as we
have described, also just and courageous and holy, cannot be other than a perfectly good
man, nor can the good man do otherwise than well and perfectly whatever he does; and he
who does well must of necessity be happy and blessed, and the evil man who does evil,
miserable: now this latter is he whom you were applauding-the intemperate who is the
opposite of the temperate. Such is my position, and these things I affirm to be true. And if
they are true, then I further affirm that he who desires to be happy must pursue and
‘practice temperance and run away from intemperance as fast as his legs will carry him: he
had better order his life so as not to need punishment; but if either he or any of his friends,
whether private individual or city, are in need of punishment, then Justice must be done and
he must suffer punishment, if lie would be happy. This appears to me to be the aim which a
man ought to have, and toward which he ought to direct all the energies both of himself and
of the state, acting so that he may have temperance and justice present with and be happy,
not suffering his lusts to be unrestrained, and in the never-ending desire to satisfy them
leading a robber's life. Such a one is the friend neither of God nor man, for he is incapable
of communion, and he who is incapable of communion is also incapable of friendship. And
philosophers fell us, Callicles, that communion and friendship and orderliness and temperance
and justice bind together heaven and earth and gods and men, and that this universe is
therefore called Cosmos or order, not disorder or misrule, my friend.



