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The Analogy Between Vice and Disease 
from the Republic to the Timaeus 
1. Introduction 
The analogy between vice and disease, whether it affects the individual or a collective class of 
citizens, is ancient in Greek literature. Combined with other comparisons, and sometimes more all-
encompassing analogies such as between the city and the cosmos, between the human body and the 
cosmos, and between the soul and the city, the scheme of the bodily disease is found in numerous 
passages to illustrate the appearance of vice1. Reciprocally, although less frequently, vice too 
appears to be a model to define some diseases, which may well be a sign that medicine is 
determined by an ethical and political normative agenda. A famous example of this interaction 
between vice and disease is to be found through the comparison Thucydides makes between the 
plague of Athens and civil strife2. 

In the Platonic corpus, the analogy between vice and disease is also well attested3. Bodily diseases 
are a model to understand vice in the soul; and in a general sense, vice—taken as a defect of a 
natural being—sheds light on what should be defined as a disease. The question is whether this 
analogy remains a strict comparison between the condition of the soul and that of the body or if it 
points to a more [69] subtle causal interaction between the two. There is nothing certain, however; 
for the passage from an analogy between illness and vice to a causal interaction between the two 
schemes, if there is any, is carried out in an extremely cautious way by Plato. This paper aims at 
answering two questions: (1) is there a prevalence of the causal model of vice over that of the 
disease or vice versa? Or does neither predominate? (2) Is there a systematic interaction between 
bodily diseases and vice, or should we assume that these interactions are simply adventitious and 
accidental? In other words, how far can we go, within a dualist approach that strongly separates 
body and soul, in comparing such disruptions in the individuals and in the cities? 
In the first section, I will give an overview of the functioning of the analogy between disease and 
vice in the Republic; bodily diseases seem to be the model, through the analogy, that accounts for 
the vice in the soul and in the city: vice, as bodily disease, is a disruption of a hierarchical structure. 
But we will see that the analogy between vice and disease may point to a stronger metaphor, insofar 
as there seem to be a privileged connection between physical diseases that come from a bad 
regimen and diseases of the soul. 
In the second section, relying on a passage in book 10 of the Republic, I will try to show however 
that this analogy rests on an asymmetrical understanding of the two terms that are compared, 
without allowing any simple causality that links them. To put it in few words, Plato does not say 
that vice can come from a physical disease, whereas some diseases seem to emerge because of a 

 
1 See especially Lloyd (2003) for a clear overview of the use of these analogies in ancient Greek literature. 
2 On this comparison, and especially about civil strife, where the disease and the vice are connected by the fact that the 
one feeds the other: the dissolution of social bonds worsening the contamination, which, in return, dissolves these very 
bonds, until the city is scattered, see Macé (2010). 
3 See Lloyd (2003) and also Stalley (1981, 1995b, 1995a, 1996) whose work on the notion of punishment and responsibility 
from the Protagoras to the Laws, through the Republic and the Timaeus, shows the importance of the connection 
between disease and vice in the Platonic corpus. 
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bad condition of the soul. In the third section, I will confront the use of the analogy in the Timaeus 
where, as it is well known, “diseases of the soul” or vices are said to come from a bad condition of 
the body. I will show that this conclusion, which seems to be contradictory with the Republic, is in 
fact perfectly compatible with it, insofar as the Timaeus says at the same time that some diseases are 
conditioned by a vicious regime and flawed institutions. I will then conclude on what appears to be, 
in Plato, a strong normative theory of the diseases of the body. 

 

1. A Sketch of the Vice-Disease Analogy in the Republic 

1.1. Vice as Disease 

Moral defects are often described as diseases or pestilences (νόσος, νόσηµα) by Plato without him 
saying that they are so described through an analogy4. Vice is then characterized through what we 
can recognize as a metaphor: vice is a disease of the soul. But we should resist a little bit against the 
evidence that this metaphor is unquestioned and already lexicalized in the time of Plato. On the 
contrary, the metaphor is drawn from an analogy between the functioning of vice and that of 
illness, where one of the schemes clarifies the other, while the two remain relatively distinct. 
According to this analogy, vice is to the soul what disease is to the body. [69] The clearest 
formulation of the comparison between vice and disease is found in book 4: 

“Virtue seems, then, to be a kind of health (ἀρετὴ µὲν ἄρα, ὡς ἔοικεν, ὑγίειά τέ τις ἂν εἴη), 
fine condition, and well-being of the soul (καὶ κάλλος καὶ εὐεξία ψυχῆς), while vice is 
disease, shameful condition, and weakness (κακία δὲ νόσος τε καὶ αἶσχος καὶ ἀσθένεια).”5 

This formulation must be understood as the result of an analogy which is itself very clearly 
formalized: 

“Because just and unjust actions are no different (οὐδὲν διαφέροντα) for the soul than 
healthy and unhealthy things are for the body (τῶν ὑγιεινῶν τε καὶ νοσωδῶν, ὡς ἐκεῖνα ἐν 
σώµατι). — In what way? — Healthy things produce health, unhealthy ones disease. — 
Yes.— And don’t just actions produce justice in the soul and unjust ones injustice? — 
Necessarily. — To produce health is to establish the components of the body in a 
natural relation of control and being controlled, one by another (τὰ ἐν τῷ σώµατι κατὰ 
φύσιν καθιστάναι κρατεῖν τε καὶ κρατεῖσθαι ὑπ' ἀλλήλων), while to produce disease is to 
establish a relation of ruling and being ruled contrary to nature (τὸ δὲ νόσον παρὰ φύσιν 
ἄρχειν τε καὶ ἄρχεσθαι ἄλλο ὑπ'ἄλλου). — That’s right. — Then, isn’t to produce justice to 
establish the parts of the soul in a natural relation of control, one by another (τὰ ἐν τῇ 
ψυχῇ κατὰ φύσιν καθιστάναι κρατεῖν τε καὶ κρατεῖσθαι ὑπ' ἀλλήλων), while to produce 
injustice is to establish a relation of ruling and being ruled contrary to nature (τὸ δὲ 
ἀδικίαν παρὰ φύσιν ἄρχειν τε καὶ ἄρχεσθαι ἄλλο ὑπ' ἄλλου)? — Precisely.”6 

Justice is to the soul what health is to the body, and injustice is to the soul what illness is to the 
body. This analogous relation therefore designates vices and diseases as a subversion of a natural 
and hierarchical structure. As the elements or humors of the body must obey a kind of equilibrium, 

 
4 See, for example, 391c4 where greed and servility are called νόσηµα or 439d2 where psychic affections are named 
νοσήµατα. The following sections give other examples. 
5 Rep. 4, 444d13 e2. All translations are taken from the Republic, trans. G.M.A. Grube, revised by C.D.C. Reeve, in Cooper 
& Hutchinson (1997), unless specified 
6 Rep. 4, 444c5-d11. 
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in the case of the soul, it is a matter of making the rational function command (ἄρχειν) and rule 
over (κρατεῖν) the two other nonrational functions for the sake of the good of the whole soul. In this 
analogy, the healthy or sick body appears to be the model from which the structural operations of 
the virtuous/vicious soul are described. It is then perfectly possible to call vice a “disease” as a 
result of the comparison. The analogy may naturally lead to a metaphor that erases in its formula 
the trace of the analogy. 

1.2. Disease as Vice 

The identification between vice and disease goes also the other way round. Disease can certainly be 
called a “vice” of the body. To begin with, disease is an “evil” (κακία), a defect, an incapacity, or a 
damage of the body as a whole or of one of its parts; in that sense, a bodily disease is a failure for a 
nature to fulfill its function [70] (ἐργόν).7 This is why bodily diseases themselves are sometimes 
subject to moral judgment, just as love, drunkenness, or other “misfortunes” are (396d). 
It is nevertheless difficult to discriminate between a neutral meaning of κακός (“bad”) and an 
ethical meaning which ordinarily translates κακία by “vice.” Whereas one is usually inclined to 
deplore and pity some natural misfortunes that come from necessity and chance—for example, 
being born with a puny bodily constitution8— some bodily diseases are clearly the symptom of a 
vicious regime, which should arouse blame. A short passage in book 3 shows that the etiology of 
the disease is ethically determined: 

“And doesn’t it seem shameful to you to need medical help, not for wounds (τραυµάτων) 
or because of some seasonal illness (τινων ἐπετείων νοσηµάτων ἐπιπεσόντων), but 
because, through idleness and the life-style (δίαιταν) we’ve described, one is full of gas 
and phlegm (ῥευµάτων τε καὶ πνευµάτων) like a stagnant swamp, so that sophisticated 
Asclepiad doctors are forced to come up with names like “flatulence” and “catarrh” 
(φύσας τε καὶ κατάρρους) to describe one’s diseases?”9 

There are then some diseases that we should pity and cure and others that are shameful and fall 
under the scope of the legislator. So just as moral defect is a kind of disease, bodily disease is, in a 
way, a vice—and if not a moral vice, at least a functional vice. A certain normativity is at stake in 
both cases, vice and illness. 
What we learn from the analogy so far is that the body and the soul function as hierarchical 
structures or orders10. Each element or function of this structure has its own natural place, just as 
the whole structure has a nature to ensure its proper function. Health and virtue are the names of 
the two positive modalities that constitute the good of what they apply to, whereas disease and vice 
are the two negative poles. But strictly speaking, the analogy does not tell us yet—it is not its 
function—about the entanglement between the effects of virtue on health, disease on vice, and 
vice versa11. 

 
7 This point is underlined by Stalley (1981, p. 112). 
8 This idea is clearly stated by Protagoras: Prot. 323c8-d6. 
9 Rep. 3, 405c8-d4. 
10 Miller (1962). 
11 Again, this point is rightly stated by Stalley (1981, p. 111), when he remarks that the analogy is limited, for it does not 
state any precise correspondence between parts of the soul and bodily parts and about the kind of “control” that should 
prevail in health and justice. 
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1.3. The Analogy Applied to the City 

Not only the individual body and soul are characterized by the medical lexicon of illness. The 
collective body of citizens, and its regime, or even its constitution (or its soul) also receives the same 
qualifiers. At 470c5-10, Plato speaks of a “sick” city (νοσεῖν) engaged in an internal war 
(στασιάζειν); at 544c7, tyranny is called an [71] “ultimate disease of the city” (ἔσχατον πόλεως 
νόσηµα); at 552c-d, Plato compares rich people to drones that are plagues (νόσηµα, 552c3) for the 
hive; the same disease (ταὐτόν…νόσηµα, 563e7) that happened within oligarchy paving the way for 
democracy can happen once again in democracy but more widespread and virulent (καὶ ἐν ταύτῃ 
πλέον τε καὶ ἰσχυρότερον, 563e8-9), leading to tyranny. 
How should we account for this extension of the analogy on political bodies and souls? 
A first reason is that after all, if any structure can be called “healthy” when it is in order, nothing 
prevents us from applying the model of the bodily disease on this collective body that is the city 
when it is disorganized12. The general principle, according to which a disruptive change is expected 
in a structure when it undergoes an excessive external action, destroying its natural order and 
constitution, is recalled by Plato about tyranny: 

“In fact, excessive action (τὸ ἄγαν τι) in one direction usually sets up a change 
(µεταβολὴν) in the opposite direction. This happens in seasons, in plants, in bodies, and, 
last but not least, in constitutions (καὶ δὴ καὶ ἐν πολιτείαις οὐχ ἥκιστα).”13 

The illness model applies, so it seems, directly to the political “body” to account for its corruption, 
provided that, as a structure (which a body is), a political body undergoes some passions that 
threaten its external and internal balance. In that sense, it is fair to speak of a pathology, which 
relies on the general principle that all kinds of structures are to be understood in the same way 
through their own capacity for actions and passions14. The most fearful disease of the city, civil strife 
and internal war, is a result of a disruption of the natural laws that prevented one part to rule over 
the others with iniquity15. 

Again, bodily disease seems to be the explanatory model for degenerated cities. The analogy 
between vice of the city and illness of the body is mentioned at least once in this context but this 
time to underline an internal disruption: 

“Then, as a sick body (σῶµα νοσῶδες) needs only a slight shock from outside to become 
ill (πρὸς τὸ κάµνειν) and is sometimes at civil war with itself (στασιάζει αὐτὸ αὑτῷ) even 
without this, so a city in the same condition needs only a small pretext—such as one 
side bringing in allies from an oligarchy or the other from a democracy—to fall ill and 
to fight with itself (νοσεῖ τε καὶ αὐτὴ αὑτῇ µάχεται) and is sometimes in a state of civil 
war even without any external influence.”16 

 [72] In the first explanation, a city as a whole could be defined as a structure, comparable with any 
kind of plants and bodies. But this passage contains, if only implicitly, a second kind of explanation. 

 
12 On the presence of this analogy between bodily disease and political corruption in the ancient corpus, see Brock 
(2000) and Kosak (2000). 
13 Rep. 8, 563e9-564a1, trans. Grube slightly modified. 
14 See Phdr. 270c and on this passage Mansfeld (1980). On the homogenous ontology that prevails to account for a 
“nature” in the Platonic corpus through action and passion, and even the moral and political structures, see Macé 
(2006), esp. 178ff. 
15 See Rep. 8, 564a10-c4, where stinged and stingless drones in the hive are compared with phlegm and bile in the body. It 
is then up, respectively, to the lawgiver and the doctor to set up the balance again. 
16 Rep. 8, 556e3-9. 
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A city is not only a homogenous structure: it contains substructures—its citizens—that are 
relatively autonomous components that can be themselves vicious. We should then remember that 
the city itself is analogously compared with the soul in the Republic. This is not the place here to 
recall the meaning and the demonstrative value of the city-soul analogy; but this powerful analogy 
allows Plato to produce complex interactions, even a quasi-causality, between the individual and 
the political spheres.17 The lexicon of illness can be applied to the social body because the soul and 
the city are comparable structures and in some cases eponymous. As a result, as physical diseases 
certainly affect not only individual bodies but also series of bodies, for example, in the case of a 
plague, individual vicious souls in a city finally mark the cities with their character, and, conversely, 
corrupted cities give birth to vicious and diseased souls within them. It is then by contamination of 
its parts (individual souls) that a city becomes sick, and it is by shaping vicious souls through bad 
education that a city makes its citizens likely to be sick themselves and prone to injustice18. 

1.4. Two Kinds of Diseases 

If the vice-disease analogy, which rests on a strong distinction between the soul and the body, 
seems viable to us, it is because the two terms that are compared (soul and body) remain quite 
distinct. But this point is not without difficulty, and the power of the metaphor should not be 
dismissed. What meaning does Plato want to convey when he speaks about a “diseased soul” or a 
“fevered city”? Why, in other words, does the metaphor of a diseased soul or city seem to conceal a 
surplus of meaning in the Republic? It is not only because vice and disease are names of disrupted 
structures that they can be compared, it is because there are some interactions between the order 
of the soul and that of the body. However, these interactions are not detailed in the Republic, or, to 
be fairer, they are presented in an extremely cautious way. 
At the origin of the vice-disease analogy, there is a quite tangible problem: how should we shape 
characters to make them just, them and the city they belong to, and who is responsible of this 
education? A contest seems to occur between doctors and masters of paideia in the fevered city 
(φλεγµαίνουσαν πόλιν, 372e8), regarding the diet of the citizens (δίαιτα, 373a2). Let us specify the 
relationship between these two arts. 
First of all, medicine is intimately associated with gymnastics in the sense that, in the context of 
the city being built from book 2, these two arts refer to a good diet  [73] or regimen in order to 
produce health and power19. The concern for diseases emerges through the example of those 
athletes “who sleep their lives away” (404a5), being brought up by a bad regimen favoring 
sluggishness and idleness—a regimen that Socrates had already ridiculed in the Gorgias calling it 
“cosmetics” (ἡ κοµµωτική, Gorg. 465b3). The diseases arise when these people no longer follow the 
special diet prescribed for them. It is therefore necessary to distinguish between the true and the 
false doctors-coaches with regard to sickness and health, as we must distinguish between the true 
and the false masters of music and gymnastics with respect to indiscipline and moderation. 

“Just as variety (ἡ ποικιλία) in the one gives rise to licentiousness (ἀκολασίαν), doesn’t it 
give rise to illness (νόσον) in the other? But simplicity (ἡ δὲ ἁπλότης) in music and 
poetry makes for moderation in the soul (κατὰ µὲν µουσικὴν ἐν ψυχαῖς σωφροσύνην), and 

 
17 On this point, see Blössner (2007) and Renaut (2017). On the metaphor of the sick city in Plato, see Lloyd (2003, pp. 
156–157). 
18 Even if the general principle that affects every structure works, political instability does indeed come from the parts 
of the city as its vehicles (see Rep. 4, 435e1-436a3). 
19 See the first association in 389c1-6. 
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in physical training it makes for bodily health (κατὰ δὲ γυµναστικὴν ἐν σώµασιν 
ὑγίειαν)?”20 

This passage presents, again, an analogy between virtue/vice and health/disease, through the 
respective effects of music (on the soul) and gymnastics (on the body). The disease and the 
malignant disposition of the body is therefore an analogue of the indiscipline in the soul. However, 
as Socrates states repeatedly hereafter, music and gymnastics are intended to the shaping of the 
soul, insofar as these two arts aim at shaping good characters. Then, it is necessary to have in mind 
the difference between gymnastics and medicine, insofar as medicine seems, in some passages, 
restricted to a localized curative activity on bodily parts. 

“Therefore, won’t we say that Asclepius knew this and that he taught medicine for those 
whose bodies are healthy in their natures and habits (τοὺς µὲν φύσει τε καὶ διαίτῃ 
ὑγιεινῶς ἔχοντας τὰ σώµατα) but have some specific disease (νόσηµα δέ τι ἀποκεκριµένον 
ἴσχοντας ἐν αὑτοῖς)? His medicine is for these people with these habits. He cured them of 
their disease with drugs or surgery and then ordered them to live their usual life so as 
not to harm their city’s affairs. But for those whose bodies were riddled with disease, he 
didn’t attempt to prescribe a regimen, drawing off a little here and pouring in a little 
there, in order to make their life a prolonged misery and enable them to produce 
offspring in all probability like themselves. He didn’t think that he should treat someone 
who couldn’t live a normal life, since such a person would be of no profit either to 
himself or to the city.”21 

Two strands of medicine are distinguished in this passage: on the one hand, a sophisticated 
medicine with deleterious effects in prescribing for each diseased individual a specific regimen 
that actually feeds his puny constitution and on the other hand a medicine that takes into account 
the political existence and function of the individuals in the city22. Having a better sense of what is 
just, the medicine of [74] Asclepius is then more able to bring about health in the city. The 
operations on the body are then much simpler (or presented as such) than the sophisticated 
medicine, for the physician should heal only some localized affections and prescribe a normal 
regimen—the diseases at stake here are probably those, as we saw earlier, “wounds” and “seasonal 
illnesses” (405c8-9), diseases that do not come from indiscipline and the physical effects of an 
indolent diet. But as a result, medicine is here consciously reduced to a technique of intervention 
on the body, certainly concerned with the diet and exercise favoring health, but not encroaching on 
the function of education by music and gymnastics which aims at producing moral qualities in the 
individual. 
We may then give two meanings of “disease” in Republic 3. A first meaning of “disease” refers to 
natural diseases, the “seasonal diseases” as Socrates calls them, whose principle is external and 
whose treatment requires a medicine that aims at an immediate restoration of the natural order of 
the body by drugs and other kinds of treatment. A second meaning refers to the “new diseases,” 
such as the “flatulences and catarrhs,” which are the effects and the symptoms of a depraved, 
varied, and uncontrolled regimen and whose treatment requires a sophisticated medicine which 
actually worsens the state of the city. As the example of the oligarch in book 8 shows (556e3-9), the 

 
20 Rep. 3, 404e3-5 (trans. Grube & Reeve slightly modified). 
21 Rep. 3, 407c7-e2. 
22 On this passage, and the reconstruction of an idealized history of medicine, see the very insightful remarks of 
Demont (2013). See also Jorgenson (2018, pp. 111–117) and finally Betegh in a paper entitled “Plato on illness in the 
Phaedo, the Republic, and the Timaeus” (forthcoming). 
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idleness and sluggishness of the regimen make the individual more vulnerable to natural physical 
diseases and wounds. 
The first kind of disease presupposes that in some cases, the physician is able to isolate the sphere 
of the body with a very localized treatment, even if medicine as a whole concerns a general 
regimen that prevents people from being vulnerable to other illnesses. The second kind of disease, 
by contrast, is mingled with moral, social, and political habits and way of life, so that it is fair to say 
that “flatulences and catarrhs” are diseases that come from and reveal a “disease of the soul.” Both 
kinds of disease imply, as is obvious, a strong normative view of medicine: the old medicine, which 
is concerned with the overall good of the individual in his social and political environment, is 
expected to have some grasp of what is good, and not only to what is healthy, even if its procedure 
seem to be reduced here to prescribe a correct diet, together with localized interventions; the new 
medicine, by contrast, has no insight of the overall good of the individual, by focusing exclusively 
on the bodily condition. Without playing with words, these “new diseases” and diseases of the soul 
are feeding each other in a “vicious” circle. 
To conclude this section, we have seen that the virtue-health/vice-disease analogy rests on a strict 
isomorphism between the body and the soul (or city), both being a naturally measured and ordered 
structure; but we have also seen that there is a more privileged association between vice and 
disease insofar as vice can contribute to the emergence of new diseases and physical weaknesses, 
making the metaphor of the “disease of the soul” more vivid. A pending issue is the following: how 
far should we accept that there is a causality at stake, beyond the analogy, between the diseases of 
the soul and the ones of the body? An important passage in book 10 of the Republic shows that 
Plato is very cautious on this interaction and refutes any direct causation between body and soul 
regarding evil.  

2. Republic 10: The Analogy Reconsidered 
 
[75] In book 10 of the Republic, Socrates sets up an argument to prove the immortality of the soul 
(608c-611a). A first premise claims that there is a natural good and evil for each thing, so that one 
thing perishes because of the development of its own evil. A second claim is that if a thing is not 
even destroyed by its own natural evil, then that thing is immortal. In what follows, I will not focus 
on the validity of the argument23 but only on the vice-disease analogy, which is further elaborated 
and tells us more about a possible causality between the body and the soul. 
(1) First, the analogy recalls the structural homology of disease and vice, both being a disruption of 
the organized and hierarchical structure. 

“And do you say that there is a good and a bad for everything? For example, ophthalmia 
for the eyes, sickness for the whole body (καὶ σύµπαντι τῷ σώµατι νόσον), blight for grain, 
rot for wood, rust for iron or bronze. In other words, is there, as I say, a natural badness 
and disease for pretty well everything (σχεδὸν πᾶσι σύµφυτον ἑκάστῳ κακόν τε καὶ 
νόσηµα)?”24 

As we have already seen, the generic term “disease” (νόσηµα) holds for something that threatens 
and finally corrupts whatever thing’s natural order: this term can be used in an analogous way for 
natural elements, metals, organs, or animal. A disease is, in other words, a “defect” that prevents the 

 
23 On the structure and validity of the argument, see Brown (2011). 
24 Rep. 10, 608e6-609a4 (trans. Grube slightly modified). 
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thing from fulfilling its nature or natural activity. It is called “sickness” for any physical body, and it 
is “vice” for a soul (609b9-c1). 
Even if this general principle could apply to everything (and in this respect a soul could be well 
compared with metal), it is precisely the analogy of vice of the soul and disease of the body that 
Socrates calls upon in the argument. 

“Just as the body is worn out, destroyed, and brought to the point where it is a body no 
longer by disease, which is evil in a body (ἡ σώµατος πονηρία νόσος οὖσα), so all the 
things we mentioned just now reach the point at which they cease to be what they are 
through their own peculiar evil (ὑπὸ τῆς οἰκείας κακίας), which attaches itself to them 
and is present in them. Isn’t that so? — Yes. — Then look at the soul in the same way 
(κατὰ τὸν αὐτὸν τρόπον). Do injustice and the other vices that exist in a soul (ἐνοῦσα ἐν 
αὐτῇ ἀδικία καὶ ἡ ἄλλη κακία)—by their very presence in it and by attaching themselves 
to it—corrupt it and make it waste away until, having brought it to the point of death, 
they separate it from the body (ἕως ἂν εἰς θάνατον ἀγαγοῦσα τοῦ σώµατος χωρίσῃ)?”25 

This homology leads us to a second point. 
(2) Second, the analogy reveals a difference and even a specificity of the soul: by contrast with the 
body, a soul will not perish because of the injustice it possesses. 
In the passage quoted just above, the analogy is brought up in a strict way to raise a difficult 
question. A disease makes the body waste away and perish, “to the point [76] where it is a body no 
longer”; we can well imagine a body perish so as to become nothing but matter and dust. The first 
question at stake is not whether the disease of the soul, vice, disrupts the order of the soul—this is 
a claim that we already have seen previously in the Republic—but whether it has the same 
outcome as in the body, that is, that the soul itself perishes, not being recognized as a soul 
anymore. Another related question is whether the presence of vice, by corrupting the soul, is 
responsible for “death,” i.e., the separation of the soul from the body (making the body a mere 
corpse), whereas it is not said that bodily diseases lead to the same outcome26. The strict way of 
positing the analogy is important here, for it does not only reveal an isomorphism between soul 
and body but also a specificity or a difference between the two. By contrast with the body, which 
perishes because of its own disease, the soul remains unjust, but does not perish: being unjust does 
not, obviously, lead to death. 
This point leads to a third issue: if the body and the soul are comparable throughout the analogy, 
but are distinct insofar as the latter may not perish whereas the former does, producing “death,” 
then, what is the causal relation between the two that can account for this separation between 
body and soul? 
(3) Third, and because “death” is involved, Socrates raises the issue of the causal interaction 
between a soul and the body it enlivens. A corrupted body should not infect, at least directly, the 
soul with its own disease. If the body has any power on the soul, it is because, in a way, the soul 
makes room in itself for disruption and lets itself be infected by the desires that come from the 
body. 
Socrates focuses first on the causal relation between food and the body. 

 
25 Rep. 10, 609c5-d7. 
26  See Adam (1969, p. 423) ad. 609d and 425 ad. 610d. Adam is right to distinguish three possible meanings of “death” (a) 
of the body, (b) of the soul, and (c) of the sunolon. This ambiguity between an ordinary meaning of “death” and the more 
strict Platonic version of it, i.e., separation between body and soul, may explain the difficulty of the argument. 
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“Keep in mind, Glaucon, that we don’t think that a body is destroyed by the badness of 
food (ὑπὸ τῆς τῶν σιτίων πονηρίας), whether it is staleness, rottenness, or anything else. 
But if the badness of the food happens to implant in the body an evil proper to a body 
(ἀλλ' ἐὰν µὲν ἐµποιῇ ἡ αὐτῶν πονηρία τῶν σιτίων τῷ σώµατι σώµατος µοχθηρίαν), we’ll say 
that the body was destroyed by its own evil, namely, disease (ὑπὸ τῆς αὑτοῦ κακίας νόσου 
οὔσης). But, since the body is one thing and food another, we’ll never judge that the 
body is destroyed by the badness of food, unless it implants in it the body’s own natural 
and peculiar evil (τὸ ἔµφυτον κακόν).”27 

There must be a proper “assimilation” of the body from the badness of food before we can say that 
the body is diseased. The same argument is then applied to the relation between body and soul. 

“By the same argument (κατὰ τὸν αὐτὸν τοίνυν λόγον), if the body’s evil doesn’t cause an 
evil in the soul that is proper to the soul, we’ll never judge that the soul, in the absence 
of its own peculiar evil (τῆς ἰδίας πονηρίας), is destroyed by the evil of [77] something 
else. We’d never accept that anything is destroyed by an evil proper to something 
else.”28 

If the body were to be the cause of a psychic vice, it has to bring about first, i.e., to be the occasion 
for, a proper evil in the soul. The result of this comparison is twofold: to be sure, the body may have 
some effects on the soul, infecting it with bad “food,” so that the soul is being overwhelmed with 
desires and mortal thoughts; on the other hand, as it is obvious too, the soul cannot be destroyed 
by fevers, murders, or any other bodily diseases or other accidents: it has to assimilate these bad 
foods into a proper evil, vice, before being corrupted. 

“When something has the evil proper to something else in it, but its own peculiar evil is 
absent, we won’t allow anyone to say that it is destroyed, no matter whether it is a soul 
or anything else whatever. And you may be sure that no one will ever prove that the 
souls of the dying are made more unjust by death.”29 

Because we are a composite of body and soul, body and soul remain completely distinct in regard 
to the causation of their respective corruption. It is of course true that the body is a source for the 
soul to become vicious, as well as a truism to say that a vicious soul may dispose the body to the 
“new diseases” that were described from book 3. But the application of the analogy shows, 
precisely, that it is perfectly possible, from this argument, to have a sick body and a healthy soul30 

or, reciprocally, to have a vicious soul in a body bursting with vitality, even it is only for a time.31 

The argument of book 10 makes clear that the analogy between vice and disease, even if it reveals an 
isomorphism, should remain asymmetrical. Bodily diseases are powerful images to understand 
vices; but a disease of the body cannot infect the soul so far as to destroy it; because a soul does not 
perish even by its proper evil, vice, we must posit, by contrast, that even if a vicious soul does not 

 
27 Rep. 10, 609e1-610a3. 
28 Rep. 10, 610a5-8. 
29 Rep. 10, 610b6-c2. 
30 See, for example, Rep. 10, 613a4-7: “Then we must suppose that the same is true of a just person who falls into poverty 
or disease (ἐν νόσοις) or some other apparent evil, namely, that this will end well for him, either during his lifetime or 
afterwards, for the gods never neglect anyone who eagerly wishes to become just and who makes himself as much like a 
god as a human can by adopting a virtuous way of life.” 
31 Rep. 10, 610d5-e4: “By god, if injustice were actually fatal to those who contracted it, it wouldn’t seem so terrible, for it 
would be an escape from their troubles. But I rather think that it’s clearly the opposite, something that kills other people 
if it can, while, on top of making the unjust themselves lively (µάλα ζωτικὸν παρέχουσαν), it even brings them out at 
night. Hence it’s very far from being deadly to its possessors.” 
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contaminate the body directly, vice may pave the way to new diseases and bad regimens, as we have 
seen from book 3. 

3. From the Republic to the Timaeus 
[78] The Timaeus seems to contradict the conclusions we’ve reached in the Republic: as it is 
famously stated in 86b2, diseases of the soul, at least some of them, come from bodily states (διὰ 
σώµατος ἕξιν) that have just been described in 81e-86b. However, the conclusions of the Timaeus, as 
difficult to interpret as they may be, do not contradict the principal claims of the Republic.32 

First of all, bodily diseases are dysfunctional structures by excess or default. According to the 
traditional reading of pages 81e-86a of the Timaeus, bodily diseases follow a tripartite division: (1) 
illnesses coming from an excess or deficiency of one element over the others (air, fire, earth, water), 
itself implying a disturbance of the qualities (hot, cold, dry and wet, light and heavy) or humors 
(blood, biles, and phlegms); (2) illnesses coming from secondary constitutions (marrow, bone, flesh, 
tendons, blood) whose general principle is the inversion of the regeneration process; and (3) 
illnesses related to humors and wind disorders.33 It has been argued, however, rightly in my view, 
that the first category of diseases is more to be understood as a general principle of the nosology, 
defining disease as a disorder between elements.34 This description is compatible with the 
structural homology that has been presented in the Republic, where all elementary and composite 
objects can be called “ill” because of a disruption of their respective natural order and function. 
Illnesses of the soul too are disruptions of its structure and hierarchical order.35 Every disease of the 
soul coming from madness and ignorance is reducible to a disorganized psychic structure, where 
reason cannot master pleasures and pains anymore nor emotions such as anger and fear.36 Again, a 
structural homology, relying on the view that both body and soul obey the same general principle 
of an ordered cosmos, can be inferred from the Timaeus’s passage on the bodily and psychic 
diseases. 
Second, the fact that some diseases of the soul emerge (συµβαίνει, 86b1) from a vicious disposition 
of the body (διὰ σώµατος ἕξιν, 86b2) surely does not mean that the cause is exclusively physical.37 It 
is true that it is an excess of semen in the marrow that causes troubles regarding the acuteness of the 
feeling of pleasures and pain; it is true too that it is white phlegm, acid phlegm, and bile that disturb 
the movements [79] of the soul, causing psychic diseases. However, Timaeus not only insists finally 
on the importance of political institutions and false speeches on the one hand (87a7-b2), and on bad 
upbringing on the other hand (87b2-3) regarding the diseases of the soul that depends on 
ignorance, but he never really claims that the sole cause of these diseases is physical. Admittedly, 

 
32 For a useful presentation of the theory of “vice” from the Republic to the Timaeus, see Hackforth (1946) and O’Brien 
(1967, p. 13). 
33 See Brisson (1994), Cornford (1937), Joubaud (1991), and Taylor (1928). 
34 See Grams (2009) and Prince (2014). Grams presents very precise arguments so as to prove that illnesses in the body 
follow the same principles that rule the cosmos as a whole: diseases are caused either “by movement into the body, out 
of the body, or among the elements already present within the body” (162). Prince makes the so-called first “kind” of 
disease the general principle whose subsequent two kinds are some “subspecies” of the former (915). 
35 Miller (1962) explicitly follow this line of interpretation. See also Lautner (2011). 
36 See Hackforth (1946, p. 119) who notes that the term νόσος appears to be the generic term for all these disruptions and 
not κακία as in the Sophist. 
37 It is not the place here to recall the very ancient and tight debates on this passage. I rely mostly here on Stalley 
(1996), Gill (2000), and Steel (2001). 
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Timaeus refutes a too simple dualism that leads people to blame as voluntary some akratic actions; 
for if some corrupt condition of the body is clearly responsible, a bad upbringing is also involved: 

“A man becomes evil, rather, as a result of one or another corrupt condition of his body 
(διὰ δὲ πονηρὰν ἕξιν τινὰ τοῦ σώµατος) and an uneducated upbringing (καὶ ἀπαίδευτον 
τροφὴν).”38 

Even if we were to accept that this kind of vice has nothing to do with a perverse bodily condition, 
we would be wrong to blame it, according to Timaeus, for the upbringing is within the remit of the 
lawgivers, parents, and educators. In other words, diseases of the soul are more probably a 
conjunction of two causes, a physical one that gives the occasion for a vice to appear and a psychic 
one that makes the agent unwilling to control his appetites, pleasures, and pains. The conclusions 
of book 10 of the Republic may be insightful here: just as it was necessary in the Republic for a soul 
to assimilate the bad condition of a body (disease) in developing its own and proper evil (vice), 
without conflating each of these bad conditions, in the Timaeus, the soul is challenged with 
diseases to master these disturbances (παθήµατα), allowing them to influence its own movements 
or not.39 

As a matter of fact, Timaeus precisely does not conflate physical and psychic conditions, as the 
example of the “sacred disease” shows. At 85a5-b2, in the context of the bodily diseases, Timaeus 
describes the cause of the so-called sacred disease (probably epilepsy), saying that it comes from 
white phlegm mixed with black bile, whose diffusion stands in the circuits of the head. 

“If it is mixed with black bile and the mixture is sprayed against the divine circuits in 
the head, thereby throwing them into confusion, the effect is fairly mild if it comes 
during sleep, but should it come upon someone while awake, it is much harder to shake 
off. Seeing that it is a disease of the sacred part of our constitution, it is entirely just that 
it should be called the “sacred” disease (νόσηµα δὲ ἱερᾶς ὂν φύσεως ἐνδικώτατα ἱερὸν 
λέγεται).”40 

The “sacred disease” is for Timaeus nothing “sacred” in the sense that the disease would come from 
the action of a god—on this point the physician agrees with the author of the Hippocratic treatise 
Sacred disease41; but Timaeus invokes another [80] meaning of the expression, saying that it is 
“sacred” for it obscures intellect, which is admittedly the most precious part of our own soul. Later 
in 87a, dealing with the diseases of the soul, the very same causes (phlegm and bile combined) are 
said to provoke oblivion or forgetfulness and dullness when they reach the highest part of the soul: 

“When any of a man’s acid and briny phlegms or any bitter and bilious humors wander 
up and down his body without finding a vent to the outside and remain pent up inside, 
they mix the vapor that they give off with the motion of the soul and so are confounded 
with it. So they produce all sorts of diseases of the soul, some more intense and some 
more frequent than others. And as they move to the three regions of the soul, each of 
them produces a multitude of varieties of bad temper and melancholy in the region it 

 
38 Tim. 86d7-e2. 
39 Tim. 42a3-b2. 
40 Tim. 85a5-b2. 
41  See Sacred Disease, sec. V (=2 Littré): “But this disease is in my opinion no more divine than any other; it has the 
same nature as other diseases, and the cause that gives rise to individual diseases. (…) Another strong proof that this 
disease is no more divine than any other is that it affects the naturally phlegmatic, but does not attack the bilious. Yet, if 
it were more divine than others, this disease ought to have attacked all equally, without making any difference between 
bilious and phlegmatic” (trans. W.H.S. Jones in Hippocrates (1923)). 
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attacks, as well as of recklessness and cowardice, not to mention forgetfulness and 
stupidity.”42 

Timaeus gives us then two outcomes of the same causes that are not similar—a mere physical one 
in the former passage (a seizure) and some intellectual defects in the latter. One might say that the 
same causes may not have the same effects, but it would be better to say that in the former case, 
one may have a bodily disease that affects his intellect temporarily, whereas in the latter case, the 
vices that are mentioned are avoidable in training the soul so as to resist some overcoming vapors. 
There is, indeed, a difference between a seizure and a permanent disposition that comes, maybe 
from a bodily condition but surely from a bad upbringing. 
Third, one may even go further in the Timaeus, saying that a good regime, led by a virtuous soul, 
may stand for a good criterion to diagnose what kind of cause is involved in a bodily disease. In the 
passage devoted to the bodily diseases, Timaeus makes a continuous use of political metaphor to 
describe them.43 We can interpret these metaphors in the line of the Republic: (a) there is an 
isomorphism between the city and the soul, and just as the body is sick because of its elements, the 
city is disorganized because of the stasis between its unequal components, and (b) the comparison 
has a common reference to a general cosmic order, to borrow G. Lloyd’s word, that “span[s] the fields 
of politics, morality, ‘physics’ (the nature of things) and the body in particular”44. We can note, 
however, that in the Timaeus, the political metaphor informs the way we see the body, and not the 
other way round, so that it would be more correct to say that just as the city is disorganized 
because of the stasis between its unequal components, so the body is sick because of the battle 
between its elements. In other words, we find, even in the Timaeus, an asymmetrical position of the 
analogy between soul (and or city) and body, for it is always [81] ultimately to an ethical and 
political end that a right description of what depends on it (health and physical upbringing) is 
answerable45. Bodily diseases can of course be natural; but their cure is overdetermined by an 
ethical and political end that prescribes the correct regimen. The apparent symmetry that we find 
in the Timaeus between body and soul (88b ff.) should not obliterate the main responsibility of the 
soul in governing its parts and the bodily parts that depend on it. 

Conclusion: Norms of Disease 
Plato is no doctor. But as a philosopher, he does not hesitate to give his own interpretation of what 
medicine is and of what its history should be. Plato is not G. Canguilhem either46, but a 
functionalist paradigm that applies to psychic, physical, and psychosomatic structures leads to an 
axiological overdetermination of diseases and their typologies. In using the analogy between 
disease and vice, Plato does not align psychic illness with physical necessity; on the contrary, 
physical necessity is informed and better mastered by the intellect’s rule. 

 
42 Tim. 86e3-87a7. 
43 Tim. 82a2-4, “unnatural pleonexia” (ἡ παρὰ φύσιν πλεονεξία) prevails among the elements; 83a3-5, tissues and by-
products of blood are feuding among themselves and make war against whatever stays at its post (ἐχθρὰ µὲν αὐτὰ 
αὑτοῖς διὰ τὸ µηδεµίαν ἀπόλαυσιν ἑαυτῶν ἔχειν, τῷ συνεστῶτι δὲ τοῦ σώµατος καὶ µένοντι κατὰ χώραν πολέµια); 85e10-
a1, the body is said to master (κρατηθεῖσα) the dissolution of the bile, and then by-products are expelled just like they 
are “banished from a city in stasis” (οἷον φυγὰς ἐκ πόλεως στασιασάσης ἐκ τοῦ σώµατος ἐκπίπτουσα). 
44 Lloyd (2003, p. 156). 
45  I agree with the claim that medicine offers us a normative account of diseases, as Jorgenson (2018, p. 113) shows. 
46 Canguilhem (1966/2009). 
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I would like finally to comment on an intriguing passage from the Republic that reveals both the 
fecundity and the limits of the vice-disease analogy or shows, what amounts to the same claim, 
how Plato considers the place of the doctor in the city of the Republic. 

“The cleverest doctors are those who, in addition to learning their craft, have had contact 
with the greatest number of very sick bodies (ὡς πλείστοις τε καὶ πονηροτάτοις σώµασιν 
ὁµιλήσειαν) from childhood on, have themselves experienced every illness (καὶ αὐτοὶ 
πάσας νόσους κάµοιεν), and aren’t very healthy by nature (µὴ πάνυ ὑγιεινοὶ φύσει), for 
they don’t treat bodies with their bodies, I suppose—if they did, we wouldn’t allow their 
bodies to be or become bad. Rather, they treat the body with their souls (ἀλλὰ ψυχῇ 
σῶµα), and it isn’t possible for the soul to treat anything well, if it is or has been bad 
itself. — That’s right. — As for the judge, he does rule other souls with his own soul 
(ψυχῇ ψυχῆς ἄρχει). And it isn’t possible for a soul to be nurtured among vicious souls 
(ἐν πονηραῖς ψυχαῖς) from childhood, to associate with them, to indulge in every kind of 
injustice, and come through it able to judge other people’s injustices from its own case, as 
it can diseases of the body (οἷον κατὰ σῶµα νόσους). Rather, if it’s to be fine and good, and 
a sound judge of just things, it must itself remain pure and have no experience of bad 
character while it’s young. That’s the reason, indeed, that decent people appear simple 
and easily deceived by unjust ones when they are young. It’s because they have no 
models in themselves of the evil experiences of the vicious to guide their judgments.”47 

[82] Doctors learn by experience, and they should themselves experience (at least as in a vaccine 
trial) bodily diseases in order to treat them well. Because the doctors treat bodies with their soul 
(diagnosis, prescription of a regimen), they do not need to be healthy. Doctors should have 
theoretical knowledge of diseases from these experiences, through a kind of inductive process, but 
the experience of diseases enables them to be more attentive to the specificities of the body48. The 
diseases of the body can be, so it is supposed, at least neutralized as such, without influencing the 
soul itself. By contrast, the judge should never experience vice so as to know them: there is no form 
of vice, and the only criterion of judgment is virtue itself. The knowledge of human nature does not 
rest on the experience of vicious actions and characters but on knowledge proper, so as to define for 
each natural being its proper good. The asymmetrical position of the doctor and the judge 
regarding the good gives an account of why health is no more than a secondary good, depending on 
the good of the soul, which is virtue. The analogy between vice and disease in the Republic, and 
further in the Timaeus, may work so as to understand vice through bodily disease, but virtue and 
knowledge is the ultimate criterion to grasp the norms that are involved in our diagnosis of 
disease.49 

 
47 Rep. 3, 408d10-409b1. 
48 Strong arguments are given by Betegh (forthcoming) to account for a relative autonomy of the body in the late 
dialogues. 
49 See Tim. 88a3-7 for an example of a bad diagnosis because of the inability of the doctor to recognize the right cause 
of the disease: “(…) in teaching and controversy, public or private, she inflames and racks its fabric through the 
rivalries and contentions that arise, and bringing on rheums deludes most so-called physicians making misguided 
diagnoses (τἀναίτια αἰτιᾶσθαι ποιεῖ)” (trans. Cornford with a modification from Zeyl for the three last words). 
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