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Book Seven 

 

What constitution in the parent is most advantageous to the offspring is a subject 

which we will consider more carefully when we speak of the education of 

children, and we will only make a few general remarks at present. The 

constitution of an athlete is not suited to the life of a citizen, or to health, or to the 

procreation of children, any more than the valetudinarian or exhausted 

constitution, but one which is in a mean between them. A man's constitution 

should be inured to labor, but not to labor which is excessive or of one sort only, 

such as is practiced by athletes; he should be capable of all the actions of a 

freeman. These remarks apply equally to both parents.  

 

Women who are with child should be careful of themselves; they should take 

exercise and have a nourishing diet. The first of these prescriptions the legislator 

will easily carry into effect by requiring that they shall take a walk daily to some 

temple, where they can worship the gods who preside over birth. Their minds, 

however, unlike their bodies, they ought to keep quiet, for the offspring derive 

their natures from their mothers as plants do from the earth.  

 

As to the exposure and rearing of children, let there be a law that no deformed 

child shall live, but that on the ground of an excess in the number of children, if 

the established customs of the state forbid this (for in our state population has a 

limit), no child is to be exposed, but when couples have children in excess, let 

abortion be procured before sense and life have begun; what may or may not be 

lawfully done in these cases depends on the question of life and sensation.  

 

And now, having determined at what ages men and women are to begin their 

union, let us also determine how long they shall continue to beget and bear 

offspring for the state; men who are too old, like men who are too young, 

produce children who are defective in body and mind; the children of very old 

men are weakly. The limit then, should be the age which is the prime of their 

intelligence, and this in most persons, according to the notion of some poets who 

measure life by periods of seven years, is about fifty; at four or five years or later, 

they should cease from having families; and from that time forward only cohabit 



with one another for the sake of health; or for some similar reason.  

 

As to adultery, let it be held disgraceful, in general, for any man or woman to be 

found in any way unfaithful when they are married, and called husband and 

wife. If during the time of bearing children anything of the sort occur, let the 

guilty person be punished with a loss of privileges in proportion to the offense.  

 

Part XVII  

 

After the children have been born, the manner of rearing them may be supposed 

to have a great effect on their bodily strength. It would appear from the example 

of animals, and of those nations who desire to create the military habit, that the 

food which has most milk in it is best suited to human beings; but the less wine 

the better, if they would escape diseases. Also all the motions to which children 

can be subjected at their early age are very useful. But in order to preserve their 

tender limbs from distortion, some nations have had recourse to mechanical 

appliances which straighten their bodies. To accustom children to the cold from 

their earliest years is also an excellent practice, which greatly conduces to health, 

and hardens them for military service. Hence many barbarians have a custom of 

plunging their children at birth into a cold stream; others, like the Celts, clothe 

them in a light wrapper only. For human nature should be early habituated to 

endure all which by habit it can be made to endure; but the process must be 

gradual. And children, from their natural warmth, may be easily trained to bear 

cold. Such care should attend them in the first stage of life.  

 

The next period lasts to the age of five; during this no demand should be made 

upon the child for study or labor, lest its growth be impeded; and there should 

be sufficient motion to prevent the limbs from being inactive. This can be 

secured, among other ways, by amusement, but the amusement should not be 

vulgar or tiring or effeminate. The Directors of Education, as they are termed, 

should be careful what tales or stories the children hear, for all such things are 

designed to prepare the way for the business of later life, and should be for the 

most part imitations of the occupations which they will hereafter pursue in 

earnest. Those are wrong who in their laws attempt to check the loud crying and 

screaming of children, for these contribute towards their growth, and, in a 

manner, exercise their bodies. Straining the voice has a strengthening effect 

similar to that produced by the retention of the breath in violent exertions. The 

Directors of Education should have an eye to their bringing up, and in particular 

should take care that they are left as little as possible with slaves. For until they 

are seven years old they must five at home; and therefore, even at this early age, 



it is to be expected that they should acquire a taint of meanness from what they 

hear and see. Indeed, there is nothing which the legislator should be more careful 

to drive away than indecency of speech; for the light utterance of shameful 

words leads soon to shameful actions. The young especially should never be 

allowed to repeat or hear anything of the sort. A freeman who is found saying or 

doing what is forbidden, if he be too young as yet to have the privilege of 

reclining at the public tables, should be disgraced and beaten, and an elder 

person degraded as his slavish conduct deserves. And since we do not allow 

improper language, clearly we should also banish pictures or speeches from the 

stage which are indecent. Let the rulers take care that there be no image or 

picture representing unseemly actions, except in the temples of those Gods at 

whose festivals the law permits even ribaldry, and whom the law also permits to 

be worshipped by persons of mature age on behalf of themselves, their children, 

and their wives. But the legislator should not allow youth to be spectators of 

iambi or of comedy until they are of an age to sit at the public tables and to drink 

strong wine; by that time education will have armed them against the evil 

influences of such representations.  

 

We have made these remarks in a cursory manner- they are enough for the 

present occasion; but hereafter we will return to the subject and after a fuller 

discussion determine whether such liberty should or should not be granted, and 

in what way granted, if at all. Theodorus, the tragic actor, was quite right in 

saying that he would not allow any other actor, not even if he were quite second-

rate, to enter before himself, because the spectators grew fond of the voices 

which they first heard. And the same principle applies universally to association 

with things as well as with persons, for we always like best whatever comes first. 

And therefore youth should be kept strangers to all that is bad, and especially to 

things which suggest vice or hate. When the five years have passed away, during 

the two following years they must look on at the pursuits which they are 

hereafter to learn. There are two periods of life with reference to which education 

has to be divided, from seven to the age of puberty, and onwards to the age of 

one and twenty. The poets who divide ages by sevens are in the main right: but 

we should observe the divisions actually made by nature; for the deficiencies of 

nature are what art and education seek to fill up.  

 

Let us then first inquire if any regulations are to be laid down about children, 

and secondly, whether the care of them should be the concern of the state or of 

private individuals, which latter is in our own day the common custom, and in 

the third place, what these regulations should be. 

 



Book Eight 

 

Part I  

 

No one will doubt that the legislator should direct his attention above all to the 

education of youth; for the neglect of education does harm to the constitution 

The citizen should be molded to suit the form of government under which he 

lives. For each government has a peculiar character which originally formed and 

which continues to preserve it. The character of democracy creates democracy, 

and the character of oligarchy creates oligarchy; and always the better the 

character, the better the government.  

 

Again, for the exercise of any faculty or art a previous training and habituation 

are required; clearly therefore for the practice of virtue. And since the whole city 

has one end, it is manifest that education should be one and the same for all, and 

that it should be public, and not private- not as at present, when every one looks 

after his own children separately, and gives them separate instruction of the sort 

which he thinks best; the training in things which are of common interest should 

be the same for all. Neither must we suppose that any one of the citizens belongs 

to himself, for they all belong to the state, and are each of them a part of the state, 

and the care of each part is inseparable from the care of the whole. In this 

particular as in some others the Lacedaemonians are to be praised, for they take 

the greatest pains about their children, and make education the business of the 

state.  

 

Part II  

 

That education should be regulated by law and should be an affair of state is not 

to be denied, but what should be the character of this public education, and how 

young persons should be educated, are questions which remain to be considered. 

As things are, there is disagreement about the subjects. For mankind are by no 

means agreed about the things to be taught, whether we look to virtue or the best 

life. Neither is it clear whether education is more concerned with intellectual or 

with moral virtue. The existing practice is perplexing; no one knows on what 

principle we should proceed- should the useful in life, or should virtue, or 

should the higher knowledge, be the aim of our training; all three opinions have 

been entertained. Again, about the means there is no agreement; for different 

persons, starting with different ideas about the nature of virtue, naturally 

disagree about the practice of it. There can be no doubt that children should be 

taught those useful things which are really necessary, but not all useful things; 



for occupations are divided into liberal and illiberal; and to young children 

should be imparted only such kinds of knowledge as will be useful to them 

without vulgarizing them. And any occupation, art, or science, which makes the 

body or soul or mind of the freeman less fit for the practice or exercise of virtue, 

is vulgar; wherefore we call those arts vulgar which tend to deform the body, 

and likewise all paid employments, for they absorb and degrade the mind. There 

are also some liberal arts quite proper for a freeman to acquire, but only in a 

certain degree, and if he attend to them too closely, in order to attain perfection 

in them, the same evil effects will follow. The object also which a man sets before 

him makes a great difference; if he does or learns anything for his own sake or 

for the sake of his friends, or with a view to excellence the action will not appear 

illiberal; but if done for the sake of others, the very same action will be thought 

menial and servile. The received subjects of instruction, as I have already 

remarked, are partly of a liberal and party of an illiberal character.  

 

 

Part III  

 

The customary branches of education are in number four; they are- (1) reading 

and writing, (2) gymnastic exercises, (3) music, to which is sometimes added (4) 

drawing. Of these, reading and writing and drawing are regarded as useful for 

the purposes of life in a variety of ways, and gymnastic exercises are thought to 

infuse courage. concerning music a doubt may be raised- in our own day most 

men cultivate it for the sake of pleasure, but originally it was included in 

education, because nature herself, as has been often said, requires that we should 

be able, not only to work well, but to use leisure well; for, as I must repeat once 

again, the first principle of all action is leisure. Both are required, but leisure is 

better than occupation and is its end; and therefore the question must be asked, 

what ought we to do when at leisure? Clearly we ought not to be amusing 

ourselves, for then amusement would be the end of life. But if this is 

inconceivable, and amusement is needed more amid serious occupations than at 

other times (for he who is hard at work has need of relaxation, and amusement 

gives relaxation, whereas occupation is always accompanied with exertion and 

effort), we should introduce amusements only at suitable times, and they should 

be our medicines, for the emotion which they create in the soul is a relaxation, 

and from the pleasure we obtain rest. But leisure of itself gives pleasure and 

happiness and enjoyment of life, which are experienced, not by the busy man, 

but by those who have leisure. For he who is occupied has in view some end 

which he has not attained; but happiness is an end, since all men deem it to be 

accompanied with pleasure and not with pain. This pleasure, however, is 



regarded differently by different persons, and varies according to the habit of 

individuals; the pleasure of the best man is the best, and springs from the noblest 

sources. It is clear then that there are branches of learning and education which 

we must study merely with a view to leisure spent in intellectual activity, and 

these are to be valued for their own sake; whereas those kinds of knowledge 

which are useful in business are to be deemed necessary, and exist for the sake of 

other things. And therefore our fathers admitted music into education, not on the 

ground either of its necessity or utility, for it is not necessary, nor indeed useful 

in the same manner as reading and writing, which are useful in money-making, 

in the management of a household, in the acquisition of knowledge and in 

political life, nor like drawing, useful for a more correct judgment of the works of 

artists, nor again like gymnastic, which gives health and strength; for neither of 

these is to be gained from music. There remains, then, the use of music for 

intellectual enjoyment in leisure; which is in fact evidently the reason of its 

introduction, this being one of the ways in which it is thought that a freeman 

should pass his leisure; as Homer says,  

 

"But he who alone should be called to the pleasant feast, " 

 

and afterwards he speaks of others whom he describes as inviting  

 

"The bard who would delight them all. " 

 

And in another place Odysseus says there is no better way of passing life than 

when men's hearts are merry and  

 

The banqueters in the hall, sitting in order, hear the voice of the minstrel.  

 

It is evident, then, that there is a sort of education in which parents should train 

their sons, not as being useful or necessary, but because it is liberal or noble. 

Whether this is of one kind only, or of more than one, and if so, what they are, 

and how they are to be imparted, must hereafter be determined. Thus much we 

are now in a position to say, that the ancients witness to us; for their opinion may 

be gathered from the fact that music is one of the received and traditional 

branches of education. Further, it is clear that children should be instructed in 

some useful things- for example, in reading and writing- not only for their 

usefulness, but also because many other sorts of knowledge are acquired through 

them. With a like view they may be taught drawing, not to prevent their making 

mistakes in their own purchases, or in order that they may not be imposed upon 

in the buying or selling of articles, but perhaps rather because it makes them 



judges of the beauty of the human form. To be always seeking after the useful 

does not become free and exalted souls. Now it is clear that in education practice 

must be used before theory, and the body be trained before the mind; and 

therefore boys should be handed over to the trainer, who creates in them the 

roper habit of body, and to the wrestling-master, who teaches them their 

exercises. 

 

Aristotle 

Nicomachean Ethics (350 B.C.E.) 

(excerpts) 

 

 

Book X 

 

But, being a man, one will also need external prosperity; for our nature is not 

self-sufficient for the purpose of contemplation, but our body also must be 

healthy and must have food and other attention. Still, we must not think that the 

man who is to be happy will need many things or great things, merely because 

he cannot be supremely happy without external goods; for self-sufficiency and 

action do not involve excess, and we can do noble acts without ruling earth and 

sea; for even with moderate advantages one can act virtuously (this is manifest 

enough; for private persons are thought to do worthy acts no less than despots-

indeed even more); and it is enough that we should have so much as that; for the 

life of the man who is active in accordance with virtue will be happy. Solon, too, 

was perhaps sketching well the happy man when he described him as 

moderately furnished with externals but as having done (as Solon thought) the 

noblest acts, and lived temperately; for one can with but moderate possessions 

do what one ought. Anaxagoras also seems to have supposed the happy man not 

to be rich nor a despot, when he said that he would not be surprised if the happy 

man were to seem to most people a strange person; for they judge by externals, 

since these are all they perceive. The opinions of the wise seem, then, to 

harmonize with our arguments. But while even such things carry some 

conviction, the truth in practical matters is discerned from the facts of life; for 

these are the decisive factor. We must therefore survey what we have already 

said, bringing it to the test of the facts of life, and if it harmonizes with the facts 

we must accept it, but if it clashes with them we must suppose it to be mere 

theory. Now he who exercises his reason and cultivates it seems to be both in the 



best state of mind and most dear to the gods. For if the gods have any care for 

human affairs, as they are thought to have, it would be reasonable both that they 

should delight in that which was best and most akin to them (i.e. reason) and 

that they should reward those who love and honour this most, as caring for the 

things that are dear to them and acting both rightly and nobly. And that all these 

attributes belong most of all to the philosopher is manifest. He, therefore, is the 

dearest to the gods. And he who is that will presumably be also the happiest; so 

that in this way too the philosopher will more than any other be happy. 

Now some think that we are made good by nature, others by habituation, others 

by teaching. Nature's part evidently does not depend on us, but as a result of 

some divine causes is present in those who are truly fortunate; while argument 

and teaching, we may suspect, are not powerful with all men, but the soul of the 

student must first have been cultivated by means of habits for noble joy and 

noble hatred, like earth which is to nourish the seed. For he who lives as passion 

directs will not hear argument that dissuades him, nor understand it if he does; 

and how can we persuade one in such a state to change his ways? And in general 

passion seems to yield not to argument but to force. The character, then, must 

somehow be there already with a kinship to virtue, loving what is noble and 

hating what is base.  

 

But it is difficult to get from youth up a right training for virtue if one has not 

been brought up under right laws; for to live temperately and hardily is not 

pleasant to most people, especially when they are young. For this reason their 

nurture and occupations should be fixed by law; for they will not be painful 

when they have become customary. But it is surely not enough that when they 

are young they should get the right nurture and attention; since they must, even 

when they are grown up, practise and be habituated to them, we shall need laws 

for this as well, and generally speaking to cover the whole of life; for most people 

obey necessity rather than argument, and punishments rather than the sense of 

what is noble.  

 

This is why some think that legislators ought to stimulate men to virtue and urge 

them forward by the motive of the noble, on the assumption that those who have 

been well advanced by the formation of habits will attend to such influences; and 

that punishments and penalties should be imposed on those who disobey and 

are of inferior nature, while the incurably bad should be completely banished. A 

good man (they think), since he lives with his mind fixed on what is noble, will 

submit to argument, while a bad man, whose desire is for pleasure, is corrected 

by pain like a beast of burden. This is, too, why they say the pains inflicted 

should be those that are most opposed to the pleasures such men love.  



 

However that may be, if (as we have said) the man who is to be good must be 

well trained and habituated, and go on to spend his time in worthy occupations 

and neither willingly nor unwillingly do bad actions, and if this can be brought 

about if men live in accordance with a sort of reason and right order, provided 

this has force,-if this be so, the paternal command indeed has not the required 

force or compulsive power (nor in general has the command of one man, unless 

he be a king or something similar), but the law has compulsive power, while it is 

at the same time a rule proceeding from a sort of practical wisdom and reason. 

And while people hate men who oppose their impulses, even if they oppose 

them rightly, the law in its ordaining of what is good is not burdensome.  

 

In the Spartan state alone, or almost alone, the legislator seems to have paid 

attention to questions of nurture and occupations; in most states such matters 

have been neglected, and each man lives as he pleases, Cyclops-fashion, 'to his 

own wife and children dealing law'. Now it is best that there should be a public 

and proper care for such matters; but if they are neglected by the community it 

would seem right for each man to help his children and friends towards virtue, 

and that they should have the power, or at least the will, to do this. 
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