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Evolution of Plato’s Thought on Equality:
From the Republic to the Laws

Satoshi Niimura

Abstract

It is generally held that there are two kinds of equality. One is simple or absolute equality that can be
described as A = B and the other is proportional or relative one, described as A/X = B/Y. Plato was the first to
distinguish these. He describes only simple equality in the Republic; however, he adds proportional one and
distinguishes these two kinds of equality in the Laws. Why does he distinguish them here? This article considers
the evolution of Plato’s thought on equality from the Republic to the Laws, and it clarifies the reason for the
change.

Plato argues in the Republic that equality is a principal feature of democracy, of which he is so critical. Plato
mentions three elements of equality in democracy; namely, those of rule, liberty and wealth. First, Plato argues
that the equality of rule concerns the equal right of all citizens to participate in politics, especially the right to
be chosen to public offices by lot. Second, the equality of liberty mainly exists in liberties of speech and action.
Third, the equality of wealth is achieved by the transfer of wealth from the rich to the poor citizens.

Plato has drastically changed his thought on politics and equality by the time of the Laws, wherein he
proposes “the second best constitution”, because he thinks that the best one can never be attained in reality. He
insists that public officials should not be chosen by lot, as in democracy, but by vote, as in electoral aristocracy.
Plato has also changed his ideas on aristocracy and equality in the later dialogue. He thinks in the Republic that
the relationship between citizens in democracy is equal, whereas that between a few rulers and the populace in
aristocracy is definitely unequal; consequently, he thinks that there is just simple equality. However, Plato argues
in the Laws that many people should be elected to various public offices, in proportion to their different abilities.
In this manner, though the relationships between different kinds of officials are unequal, those between the
officials of the same kind are equal; moreover, the ratios of their abilities and offices are also equal, as these are
proportional. Thus, Plato distinguishes two kinds of equality in the Laws: namely, simple equality in democracy

and proportional one in electoral aristocracy.

_13_



