
Universals Are Real . 

Plato (427-374 B.c.?), one of the great Greek philosophers, has exerted more 
influence on the development of Western philosophy than any other writer with 
the possible exception of his student Aristotle. He established the Academy in 
Athens, the first of the major schools of ancient Greece. His works, w;ritten in 
dialogue form and featuring his teacher Socrates as the principal speaker, have 
continued to be widely read not only for their intellectual content but also for their 
literary merit. 

Of all the words we use, few of them besides proper names stand for par
ticular things. We often use words, such as "table," "red," "greater," or 
"strike," to stand for types of things, or for qualities, relations, or actions 
that do not exist by themselves. We observe particular tables or particular 
reds, but never a table in general or a red in general. The problem, then, is 
to determine what these universal terms represent. 

Plato, a realist concerning universals, says that these terms stand for 
what a number of particular things have in common, and it is this common 
element that we refer to as a universal. Unlike some realists, Plato believes 
that these universals exist eternally in a nontemporal, nonspatial realm in
dependent of our space-time world. He argues for the unique existence of 
these universals, or Ideas, in the following way. We have knowledge of 
objects, such as perfect circles, that cannot be based on anything we have 
sensed. Knowledge must have an object. Therefore there must exist some 
other entities (the Ideas) distinct from those of the senses. 

Plato expressed these thoughts in two famous passages, "The Di
vided Line" and "Allegory of the Cave." His epistemological system is di
vided into four types: conjecture, practical belief, reasoning, and dialectic. 
This system corresponds to four degrees of reality: images, physical objects, 
mathematical objects, and the forms. 

The following diagrams illustrate the two allegories and their corre
sponding aspects to the four degrees of reality. Reference to these graphic 
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representations will help in understanding these difficult passages, and 
should be referred to during reading. 
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THE OBJECTS OF KNOWLEDGE 

. Let me remind you of the distinction we drew earlier and have often 
drawn on other occasions between the multiplicity of things that we call 
good or beautiful or whatever it may be an~, on the other hand, Goodness 
itself or Beauty itself and so on. Correspondmg to each of these sets of many 

ll . 1 things, we postulate a single Form or real essence, as we ca 1t. 
Yes, that is so. . 
Further, the many things, we say, can be seen, but are n~t ~b~ects 

of rational thought; whereas the Forms are objects of thought, but IDVlSlble. 
Yes, certainly. . 
And we see things with our eyesight, just. as w~ hear. sounds w1th 

our ears and, to speak generally, perceive any sens1ble thmg Wlth our sense
faculties . 

Of course. · 
Have you noticed, then, that the artificer who designed the senses 

has been exceptionally lavish of his materials in making the eyes able to see 
and their objects visible? 

That never occurred to me. 
Well, look at it in this way. Hearing and sound do not stand in nee~ 

of any third thing, without which the ear will not hear nor sound be heard, 
and I think the same is true of most, not to say all, of the other senses. Can 
you think of one that does require anything of the sort? 

No, I cannot. 
But there is this need in the case of sight and its objects. You r:nay 

have the power of vision in your eyes and try to use it, and col~t may ~e 
there in the objects; but sight will see nothing and the. colors will rema~ 
invisible in the absence of a third thing peculiarly constituted to serve this 
very purpose. 

By which you mean-? . . . . 
Naturally I mean what you call light; and if light lS a thing of value, 

the sense of sight and the power of being visible a~e ~ed . together by a 
very precious bond, such as unites no other sense Wlth. 1ts obJeCt. 

No one could say that light is not a precious thing. . 
And of all the divinities in the skies3 is there one whose light, above 

all the rest, is responsible for making our eyes see perfectly and making 
objects perfectly visible? 

There can be no two opinions: of course you mean the Sun. 
And how is sight related to this deity? Neither sight nor the eye 

-----
From The Republic of Plato, trans. by F. M. Comford (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1914). 
Reprinted by permission of Oxford University Press. 
1Socrates is speaking to a group of people, and Glaucon is his interlocutor. . . 
2Piato held that the hearing of sound is caused by blows inflicted by the arr (Ttmaeus 67 B, 80 
A); but the air is hardly analogous to light. 
3Piato .held that the heavenly bodies are immortal living creatures, i.e. gods. 
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which contains it is the sun, but of all the sense-organs it is the most sun
like; and further, the power it possesses is dispensed by the Sun, like a 
stream flooding the eye. And again, the Sun is not vision, but it is the cause 
of vision and also is seen by the yision it causes. 

Yes. 
It was the Sun, then, that I meant when I spoke of that offspring 

which the Good has created in the visible world, to stand there in the same 
relation to vision and visible things as that which the Good itself bears in 
the intelligible world to intelligence and to intelligible objects. 

How is that? You must explain further. 
You know what happens when the colors of things are no longer 

irradiated by the daylight, but only by the fainter luminaries of the night: 
when you look at them, the eyes are dim and seem almost blind, as if there 
were no unclouded vision in them. But when you look at things on which 
the Sun is shirling, the same eyes see distinctly and it becomes evident that 
they do contain the power of vision. 

Certainly. 
Apply this comparison, then, to the soul. When its gaze is fixed 

upon an object irradiated by truth and reality, the soul gains understanding · 
and knowledge and is manifestly in possession of intelligence. But when it 

· looks towards that twilight ·world of things that come into existence and 
pass away, its sight is dim and it has only opinions and beliefs which shift 
to and fro, and it seems like a thing that has no intelligence. 

That is true . 
This, then, which gives to the objects of knowledge their truth and 

to him who knows them his power of knowing, is the Form or essential 
nature of Goodness. It is the cause of knowledge and truth; and so, while 
you may think of it as an object of knowledge, you will do well to regard i~ 
as something beyond truth and knowledge and, precious as these both are, 
of still higher worth. And, just as in our analogy light and vision were to be 
thought of as like the Sun, but not identical with it, so here both knowledge 
and truth are to be regarded as like the Good, but to identify either with the 
Good is wrong. The Good must hold a yet higher place of honor. 

You are giving it a position of extraordinary splendour, if it is the 
source of knowledge and truth and itself surpasses them in worth. You 
surely cannot mean that it is pleasure. 

Heaven forbid. . . . But I want to follow up our analogy still fur
ther. You will agree that the Sun not only makes the things we see visible, 
but also brings them into existence and gives them growth and nourish
ment; yet he is not the same thing as existence. And so with the objects of 
knowledge: these derive from the Good not only their power of being 
known, but their very being and reality; and Goodness is not the same thing 
as being, but even beyond being, surpassing it in dignity and power. 

Glaucon exclaimed with some amusement at my exalting Goodness 
in such extravagant terms. 



It is your fault, I replied; you forced me to say what I think. . 
Yes, and you must stop there. At any rate, complete your compan-

son with the Sun, if there is any more to be said. · 
There is a great deal more, I answered. 
Let us hear it then; don't leave anything out. 
I am afraid ~uch must be left unspoken. However, I will not, if I 

can help it, leave anything that can be said on this occasion. 
Please do not. · 

FOUR STAGES OF COGNITION. 
THE LINE 

Conceive, then, that there are these two powers I speak of, the Good r~i_gn
ing over the domain of all that is intelligible, the Su~ over the VlSl~le 
world-or the heaven as I might call it; only you would think I was sho~mg 
off my skill in etymology. At any rate have ~ou t~~se ;wo orders of things 
dearly before your mind: the visible and the mtellig1ble. 

I have. 
Now take a line divided into two unequal parts, one to represent 

the visible order, the other the intelligible; and divide each part again in ~he 
same proportion, symbolizing degrees of comparative cl~arness or ob~cunty. 
Then (A) one of the two sections in the visible world will stand for rmages. 
By images I mean first shadows, and then reflectio~s ~ water or in dose
grained, polished surfaces, and everything of that kind, if you understand. 

Yes, I understand. . . 
Let the second section (B) stand for the actual thmgs of which the 

first are likenesses, the living creatures about us and all the works of nature 

or of human hands. 
So be it. 
Will you also take the proportion in w~ch the visible world has 

been divided as corresponding to degrees of reality and truth, so that the 
likeness shall stand to the original in the same ratio as the sphere of appear
ances and belief to the sphere of knowledge? 

Certainly. 
Now consider how we are to divide the part which stands for the 

intelligible world. There are two sections. In the first_ (C) the _mind us~~ as 
images those actual things which th~m~elve~ had rma!?es m the VlSlble 
world; and it is compelled to pursue 1ts mqwry by starting fro~ ·assump
tions and travelling, not up to a principle, but down to a conclus10n .. In the 
second (D) the mind moves in the other direction, from an assumption up 
towards a principle which is not hypothetical; and it makes no use of t~e 
images employed in the other section, but only of Forms, and conducts ltS 
inquiry solely by their means. 

I don't quite understand what you mean. 
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Then we will try again; what I have just said will help you to un
derstand. (C) You know, of course, how students of subjects like geometry 
and arithmetic begin by postulating odd and even numbers, or the various 
figures and the three kinds of angle, and other such data in each subject. 
These data they take as known; and, having adopted them as assumptions, 
they do not feel called upon to give any account of them to themselves or 
to anyone else, but treat them as self-evident. Then, starting from these 
assumptions, they go on until they arrive, by a series of consistent steps, at 
all the conclusions they set out to investigate. 

Yes, I know that. 
You also know how they make use of visible figures and discourse 

about them, though what they really have in mind is the originals of which 
these figures are images: they are not reasoning, for instance, about this 
particular square and diagonal which they have drawn, but about the Square 
and the Diagonal; and so in all cases. The diagrams they draw and the mod
els they make are actual things, which may have their shadows or images 
in water; but now they serve in their turn as images, while the student is 
seeking to behold those realities which only thought can apprehend. 4 

True. 
This, then, is the class of things that I spoke of as intelligible, but 

with two qualifications: first, that the mind, in studying them, is compelled 
to employ assumptions, and, because it cannot rise above these, does not 
travel upwards to a first principle; and second, that it uses as images those 
actual things which have images of their own in the section below them and 
which, in comparison with those shadows and reflections, are reputed to be 
more palpable and valued accordingly. 

I understand: you mean the procedure of geometry and of the 
kindred arts. 

(D) Then by the second section of the intelligible world you may 
understand me to mean all that unaided reasoning apprehends by the 
power of dialectic, when it treats its assumptions, not as first principles, but 
as ~ypo_theses in the literal sense, things 'laid down' like a flight of steps up 
which 1t may mount all the way to something that is not hypothetical, the 
first principle of all; and having grasped this, may turn back and, holding 
on to the consequences which depend upon it, descend at last to a conclu
sion, never making use of any sensible object, but only of Forms, moving 
through Forms from one to another and ending with Forms. 

I understand, he said, though not perfectly; for the procedure you 
describe sounds like an enormous undertaking. But I see that you mean to 
distinguish the field of intelligible reality studied by dialectic as having a 
greater certainty and truth than the subject-matter of the 'arts', as they are 

4Conversely, the fact that the mathematician can use visible objects as illustrations indicates 
that the realities and truths of mathematics are embodied, though imperfectly, in the world of 
visible and tangible things; whereas the counterparts of the moral Forms can only be beheld by 
thought. 



called, which treat their assumptions as first principles. The students of 
these arts are, it is true, compelled to exercise thought in contemplating 
objects which the senses cannot perceive; but because they start from as
sumptions without going back to a first principle, you do not regard them · 
as gaining true understanding about those objects, although the objects 
themselves, when connected with a first principle, are intelligible. And I 
think you would call the state of mind of the students of geometry and other 
such arts, not intelligence, but thinking, as being something between intel
ligence and mere acceptance of appearances. 

You have understood me quite well enough, I replied. And now you 
may take, as corresponding to the four sections, these four states of mind: 
intelligence for the highest, thinking for the second, belief for the third, and 
for the last imagining. These you may arrange as the terms in a proportion, 
assigning to each a degree of clearness and certainty corresponding to the 
measure in which their objects possess truth and reality. · 

I understand and agree with you. I will arrange them as you say. 

THE ALLEGORY OF THE CAVE 

. Here is a parable to illustrate the degrees in which our nature may be 
enlightened or unenlightened. Imagine the condition of men living in a sort 
of cavernous chamber underground, with an entrance open to the light and 
a long passage all down the cave. Here they have been from childhood, 
chained by the leg and also by the neck, so that they cannot move and can 
see only what is in front of them, because the chains will not let them turn 
their heads. At some distance higher up is the light of a fire burning behind 
them; and between the prisoners and the fire is a track with a parapet built 
along it, like the screen at a puppet-show, which hides the performers while 
they show their puppets over the top. 

I see, said he. 
Now behind this parapet imagine persons carrying along various 

artificial objects, including figures of men and animals in wood or stone or 
other materials, which project above the parapet. Naturally, some of these 
persons will be talking, others silent. 

It is a strange picture, he said, and a strange sort of prisoners. 
Like ourselves, I replied; for in the first place prisoners so confined 

would have seen nothing of themselves or of one another, except the shad
ows thrown by the fire-light on the wall of the Cave facing them, would 
they? 

heads. 
Not if. all their lives they had been prevented from moving their 

And they would have seen as little of the objects carried past. 
Of course. 
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Now~ if they could talk to one another, would they not suppose that 
their words referred only to those passing shadows which they saw? 

Necessarily. 
And suppose their prison had an echo from the wall facing them? 

When one of the people crossing behind them spoke, they could only sup
pose that the sound came from the shadow passing before their eyes. 

No doubt. 
In every way, then, such prisoners would recognize as reality noth

ing but the shadows of those artificial objects. 
Inevitably. 
Now consider what would happen if their release from the chains 

and the healing of their unwisdom should come about in this way. Suppose 
one of them set free and forced suddenly to stand up, turn his head, and 
walk with eyes lifted to the light; all these movements would be painful, 
and he would be too dazzled to make out the objects whose shadows he 
had been used to see. What do you think he would say, if someone told 
him that what he had formerly seen was meaningless illusion, but now, 
being somewhat nearer to reality and turned towards more real objects, he 
was getting a truer view? Suppose further that he were shown the various 
objects being carried by and were made to say, in reply to questions, what 
each of them was. Would he not be perplexed and believe the objects now 
shown him to be not so real as what he formerly saw? 

Yes, not nearly so real. 
And if he were forced to look at the fire-light itself, would not his 

eyes ache, so that he would try to escape and turn back to the things which 
he could see distinctly, convinced that they really were clearer than these 
other objects now being shown to him? 

Yes. 
And suppose someone were to drag him away forcibly up the steep. 

and rugged ascent and not let him go until he had hauled him out into the 
sunlight, would he not suffer pain and vexation at such treatment, and, 
when he had come out into the light, find his eyes so full of its radiance 
that he could not see a single one of the things that he was now told were 
real? 

Certainly he would not see them all at once. 
He would need, then, to grow accustomed before he could see 

things in that upper world. At first it would be easiest to make out shadows, 
and then the images of men and things reflected in water, and later on the 
things themselves. After that, it would be easier to watch the heavenly bod
ies and the sky itself by night, looking at the light of the moon and stars 
rather than the Sun and the Sun's light in the day-time. 

Yes, surely. 
Last of all, he would be able to look at the Sun and contemplate its 

nature, not as it appears when reflected in water or any alien medium, but 
as it is in itself in its own domain. 



No doubt. . · · h s 
And now he would begin to draw the conclusiOn that 1t 1s t e un 

that produces the seasons and the course of the year and controls every
thing in the visible world, and moreover is in a way the cause of all that he 
and his companions used to see. 

Clearly he would come at last to that c~nclusion . 
Then if he called to mind his fellow pnsoners and what passed for 

wisdom in his former dwelling-place, he would surely think himself happy 
in the change and be sorry for them. They may have had a practice of hon
oring and commending one another, with prizes for the man who had t~e 
keenest eye for the passing shadows and the best memory for the order m 
which they followed or accompanied one another, so that he could make_ a 
good guess as to which was going to come next. Would our released pns
oner be likely to covet those prizes or to envy the men exalted to honor and 

power in the Cave? . . . 
Yes, he would prefer any fate to such a life. . . 
Now imagine what would happen if he went down ag~ to t~e his 

former seat in the Cave. Coming suddenly out of the sunlight, his ~yes 
would be filled with darkness. He might be required once more to deliver 
his opinion on those shadows, in c~mpetition ~t~ the prisoners w~o ha? 
never been released, while his eyestght was still dim and unsteady, and 1t 
might take sometime to become used to the darkness. T_hey ~o~ld lau?h at 
him and say that he had gone up only to come back wtth his stght rumed; 
it was worth no one's while even to attempt the ascent. If they could lay 
hands on the man who was trying to set them free and lead them up, they 

would kill him. 
Yes; they would. 

Every feature in this parable, my dear Glaucon, is ~eant to fit our 
earlier analysis. The prison dwelling corresp~nds t~ t~e ~egwn revealed to 
us through the sense of sight, and the fire-light wtthm 1t to the power of 
the Sun. The ascent to see the things in the upper world you may take as 
standing for the upward journey of the soul into ~he r~gion of t_he intelligi
ble; then you will be in possession of what I surmtse, smce that ts what yo~ 
wish to be told. Heaven knows whether it is true; but this, at any rate, 1s 
how it appears to me. In the world of knowledge, t~e last thing to be per
ceived and only with great difficulty is the essential Form of_ Goodn~s~. 
Once it is perceived, the conclusion must follow that, for all t~m!?s, thi~ 1s 
the cause of whatever is right and good; in the visible world 1t gtves brrth 
to light and to the lord of light, while it is itself s?vereign ~ the intelli~~le 
world and the parent of intelligence and truth. Wtthout havmg had a vtswn 
of this Form no one can act with wisdom, either in his own life or in matters 

of state. 
So far as I can understand, I share your belief. 
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Then you may also agree that it is no wonder if those who have 
reached this height are reluctant to manage the affairs of men. Their souls 
long to spend all their time in that upper world-naturally enough, if here 
once more our parable holds true. Nor, again, is it at all strange that one 
who comes from the contemplation of divine things to the miseries of hu
man life should appear awkward and ridiculous when, with eyes still dazed 
and not yet accustomed to the darkness, he is compelled, in a law-court or 
elsewhere, to dispute about the shadows of justice or the images that cast 
those shadows, and to wrangle over the notions of what is right in the 
minds of men who have never beheld Justice itself. 

It is not at all strange. 
No; a sensible man will remember that the eyes may be confused in 

two ways-by a change from light to darkness or from darkness to light; 
and he will recogrlize that the same thing happens to the soul. When he 
sees it troubled and unable to discern anything clearly, instead of laughing 
thoughtlessly, he will ask whether, coming from a brighter existence, its 
unaccustomed vision is obscured by the darkness, in which case he will 
think its condition enviable and its life a happy one; or whether, emerging 
from the depths of ignorance, it is dazzled by excess of light. If so, he will 
rather feel sorry for it; or, if he were inclined to laugh, that would be less 
ridiculous than to laugh at the soul which has come down from the light. 

. That is a fair statement. · 
If this is true, then, we must conclude that education is not what it 

is said to be by some ~ho profess to put knowledge into a soul which does 
nqt possess it, as if they could put sight into blind eyes. On the contrary, 
our own account sigrlifies that the soul of every man does possess the power 
of learning the truth and the organ to see it with; and that, just as one might 
have to turn the whole body round in order that the eye should see light . 
instead of darkness, so the entire soul must be turned away from this chang
ing world, until its eye can bear to contemplate reality and that supreme 
splendor which we have called the Good. Hence there may well be an art 
whose aim would be to effect this very thing, the conversion of the soul, in 
the readiest way; not to put the power of sight into the soul's eye, which 
already has it, but to ensure that, instead of looking in the wrong direction, 
it is turned the way it ought to be. 

Yes it may well be so. 
It looks, then, as though wisdom were different from those ordinary 

virtues, as they are called, which are not far removed from bodily qualities, 
in that they can be produced by habituation and exercise in a soul which 
has not possessed them from the first. Wisdom, it seems, is certainly the 

. virtue of some diviner faculty, which never loses its power, though its use 
for good or harm depends on the direction towards which it is turned. You 
must have noticed in dishonest men with a reputation for sagacity the 
shrewd glance of a narrow intelligence piercing the objects to which it is 



directed. There is nothing wrong with their power of vision, but it has been 
forced into the service of evil, so that the keener its sight, the more harm it 
works. 
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Aristotle (384-322 B.c.), son of a physician, studied in Plato's academy for twenty 
years before founding his own more empirical school, the Lyceum. He tutored 
Alexander the Great. He wrote on logic, ethics, aesthetics, metaphysics, biology, 
physics, psychology, and politics; further, he had an enormous influence on 
medieval Hebrew, Arabic, and Christian philosophers, especially on St. Thomas 
Aquinas and his later scholastic followers . 

We speak of that which is sought after for its own sake as more final than 
that which is sought after as a means to something else; we speak of that 
which is never desired as a means to something else as more final than the 
things which are desired both in themselves and as means to something 
else; and we speak of a thing as absolutely final if it is always desired in 
itself and never as a means to something else. . 

It seems that happiness pre-eminently answers to this description, 
as we always desire happiness for its own sake and never as a means to 
something else, whereas we desire honor, pleasure, intellect, and every vir
tue, partly for their own sakes (for we should desire them independently of 
what might result from them) but partly also as being means to happiness, 
because we suppose they will prove the instruments of happiness. Happi
ness, on the other hand, nobody desires for the sake of these things, nor 
indeed as a means to anything else at all. If we define the function of Man 
as a kind of life, and this life as an activity of soul, or a course of action in 
conformity with reason, if the function of a good man is such activity or 
action of a good and· noble kind, and if everything is successfully performed 
when it is performed in accordance with its proper excellence, it follows that 
the good of Man is an activity of the soul in accordance with virtue or, if 
there are more virtues than one, in accordance with the best and most com
plete virtue. But it is necessary to add the words "in a complete life." For as 
one swallow or one day does not make a spring, so one day or a short time 
does not make a fortunate or happy man. 

Inasmuch as happiness is an activity of the soul in accordance with 
complete or perfect virtue, it is necessary to consider virtue, as this will 
perhaps be the best way of studying happiness. . . . 

Virtue or excellence being twofold, partly intellectual and partly 
moral, intellectual virtue is both originated and fostered mainly by teaching; 

From The Nicomachean Ethics of Aristotle, trans. J. E. C. Weldon (London: Macmillan & Co. , .Ltd., 
1892). 



it therefore demands ·experience and time. Moral virtue on the other hand 
is the outcome of habit, and accordingly its name is derived by a slight 
deflexion from habit. From this fact it is clear that no moral virtue is im
planted in us by nature; a law of nature cannot be altered by habitua
tion. . . . It is neither by nature then nor in defiance of nature that virtues 
are implanted in us. Nature gives us the capacity of receiving them, · and 
that capacity is perfected by habit. . . . But the virtues we acquire by first 
exercising them, as is the case with all the arts, for it is by doing what we 
ought to do when we have learnt the arts that we learn the arts themselves; 
we become e.g., builders by building and harpists by playing the harp. Sim
ilarly it is by doing just acts that we become just, by doing temperate acts 
that we become temperate, by doing courageous acts that we become cou
rageous. . . . It is by acting in such transactions as take place between man 
and man that we become either just or unjust. It is by acting in the face of 
danger and by habituating ourselves to fear or courage that we become ei
ther cowardly or courageous. It is much the same with our desires and an
gry passions. Some people become temperate and gentle, others become 
licentious and passionate, according as they conduct themselves in one way 
or another way in particular circumstances. In a word moral states are the 
results of activities corresponding to the moral states themselves. It is our 
duty therefore to give a certain character to the activities, as the moral states 
depend upon -the differences of the activities. Accordingly the difference be
tween one training of the habits and another from early days is not a light 
matter, but is serious or rather all-important. . . . 

But it may be asked what we mean by saying that people must be
come just by doing what is just and temperate by doing what is temperate. 
For if they do what is just and temperate, they are ipso facto proved, it will 
be said, to be just and temperate in the same way as, if they practice gram
mar and music, they are proved to be grammarians and musicians .... 

But actions in accordance with virtue are not, e.g., justly or temper
ately performed [merely] because they are in themselves just or temperate. 
It is necessary that the agent at the time of performing them should satisfy 
certain conditions, i.e., in the first place that he should know what he is 
doing, secondly that he should deliberately choose to do it and to do it for 
its own sake, and thirdly that he should do it as an instance of a settled and 
immutable moral state. If it be a question whether a person possesses any 
art, these conditions, except indeed the condition of knowledge, are not 
taken into account; but if it be a question of possessing the virtues, the mere 
knowledge is of little or no avail, and it is the other conditions, which are 
the results of frequently performing just and temperate actions, that are not 
of slight but of absolute importance. Accordingly deeds are said to be just 
and temperate, when they are such as a just or temperate person would do, 
and a just and temperate person is not merely one who does these deeds 
but one who does them in the spirit of the just and the temperate .. . . 

128 ETHICS 

. .. the virtues are neither emotions nor faculties [but] moral 
states. . . . But it is not enough to state merely that virtue is a moral state, 
we must also describe the character of that moral state. 

It must be laid down then that every virtue or excellence has the 
effect of producing a good condition of that of which it is a virtue or excel
lence, and of enabling it to perform its function well. Thus the excellence of 
the eye makes the eye good and its function good, as it is by the excellence 
of the eye that we see well. Similarly, the excellence of the horse makes a 
horse excellent and good at racing, at carrying its rider and at facing the 
enemy. 

If then this is universally true, the virtue or excellence of man will 
be such a moral state as makes a man good and able to perform his proper 
function well. We have already explained how this will be the case, but 
another way of making it clear will be to study the nature or character of 
this virtue. 
. Now in everything, whether it be continuous or discrete, it is pos-

Sible to take a greater, a smaller, or an equal amount, and this either abso
lutely or in relation to ourselves, the equal being a mean between excess 
and deficiency. By the mean in respect of the thing itself, or the absolute 
mean, I understand that which is equally distinct from both extremes; and 
this is one and the same thing for everybody. By the mean considered rela
tively to ourselves I understand that which is neither too much nor too little; 
but this is not one thing, nor is it the same for everybody. Thus if 10 be too 
~uch and 2 too little we take 6 as a mean in respect of the thing itself; for 6 
IS as much greater than 2 as it is less than 10, and this is a mean in arith
metical proportion. But the mean considered relatively to ourselves must not 
be ascertained in this way. It does not follow that if 10 pounds of meat be 
too much and 2 be too little for a man to eat, a trainer will order him 6 
pounds, as this may itself be too much or too little for the person who is to 
take it; it will be too little, e.g., for Milo, but too much for a beginner in 
gymnastics . It will be the same with running and wrestling; the right · 
amount will vary with the individual. This being so, everybody who under
stands his business avoids alike excess and deficiency; he seeks and chooses 
the mean, not the absolute mean, but the mean considered relatively to our
selves. 

Every science then performs its function well, if it regards the mean 
~~ refers the ~orks which it produces to the mean. This is the reason why 
It IS usually sa1d of successful works that it is impossible to take anything 
from them or to add anything to them, which implies that excess or defi
ciency is fatal to excellence but that the mean state ensures it. Good artists 
too, as we say, have an eye to the mean in their works. But virtue, like 
Nature herself, is more accurate and better than any art; virtue therefore 
will aim at the mean;-1 speak of moral virtue, as it is moral virtue which is 
concerned with emotions and actions, and it is these which admit of excess 
and deficiency and the mean. Thus it is possible to go too far, or not to go 



far enough, in respect of fear, courage, desire, anger, pity, and pleasure and 
pain generally, and the excess and the deficiency are alike wrong; but to 
experience these emotions at the right times and on the right occasions and 
towards the right persons and for the right causes and in the right manner 
is the mean or the supreme good, which is characteristic of virtue. Similarly 
there may be excess, deficiency, or the mean, in regard to actions. But virtue 
is concerned with emotions and actions, and here excess is an error and 
deficiency a fault, whereas the mean is successful and laudable, and success 
and merit are both characteristics of virtue. 

It appears then that virtue is a mean state, so far at least as it aims 
at the mean. · 

Again, there are many different ways of going wrong; for evil is in 
its nature infinite, to use the Pythagorean figure, but good is finite. But 
there is only one possible way of going right. Accordingly the fanner is easy 
and the latter difficult; it is easy to miss the mark but difficult to hit it. This 
again is a reason why excess and deficiency are characteristics of vice and 
the mean state a characteristic of virtue. 

"For good is simple, evil manifold." 

Virtue then is a state of deliberate moral purpose consisting in a 
mean that is relative to ourselves, the mean being determined by reason, or 
as a prudent man would determine it.1 

It is a mean state firstly as lying between two vices, the vice of ex
cess on the one hand, and the vice of deficiency on the other, and secondly 
because, whereas the vices either fall short of or go beyond what is proper 
in the emotions and actions, virtue not only discovers but embraces the 
mean. 

Accordingly, virtue, if regarded in its essence or theoretical concep
tion, is a mean state, but, if regarded from the point of view of the highest 
good, or of excellence, it is an extreme. 

But it is not every action or every emotion that admits of a mean 
state. There are some whose very name implies wickedness, as e . g . ~ malice, 
shamelessness, and envy, among emotions, or adultery, theft, and murder, 
among actions. All these, and others like them, are censured as being intrin
sically wicked, not merely the excesses or deficiencies of them. It is never 
possible then to be right in respect of them; they are always sinful. Right or 
wrong in such actions as adultery does not depend on our committing them 
with the right person, at the right time or in the right manner; on the con
trary it is sinful to do anything of the kind at all. It would be equally wrong 
then to suppose that there can be a mean state or an excess or deficiency in 
unjust, cowardly or licentious conduct; for, if it were so, there would be a 

1[That is, moral virtue is a state of character consisting of a disposition to choose the mean 
relative to oneself in matters of action and feeling, the mean being determined by reason, or as 
a man of practical wisdom would determine it.-ED.l 

130 ETHICS 

mean state of an excess or of a deficiency, an excess of an excess and a 
deficiency of a deficiency. But as in temperance and courage there can be 
no excess or deficiency because the mean is, in a sense, an extreme, so too 
in these cases there cannot be a mean or an excess or deficiency, but, how- . 
ever the acts may be done, they are wrong. For it is a general rule that an 
excess or deficiency does not admit of a mean state, nor a mean state of an 
excess or deficiency. 

But it is not enough to lay down this as a general rule; it is necessary 
to apply it to particular cases, as in reasonings upon actions general state
ments, although they are broader, are less exact than particular statements. 
For all action refers to particulars, and it is essential that our theories should 
harmonize with the particular cases to which they apply. We must take par
ticular virtues then from the catalogue of virtues . 

In regard to feelings of fear and confidence, courage is a mean state. 
On the side of excess, he whose fearlessness is excessive has no name, as 
often happens, but he whose confidence is excessive is foolhardy, while he 
whose timidity is excessive and whose confidence is deficient is a coward. 

In respect of pleasures and pains, although not indeed of all plea
sures and pains, and to a less extent in respect of pains than of pleasures, 
the mean state is temperance, the excess is licentiousness. We never find 
people who are deficient in regard to pleasures; accordingly such people 
again have not received a name, but we may call them insensible. 

As regards the giving and taking of money, the mean state is liber
ality, the excess and deficiency are prodigality and illiberality. Here the ex
cess and deficiency take opposite forms; for while the prodigal man is ex
cessive in spending and deficient in taking, the illiberal man is excessive in 
taking and deficient in spending. 

(For the present we are giving only a rough and summary account 
of the virtues, and that is sufficient for our purpose; we will hereafter deter
mine their character more exactly.) 

In respect of money there are other dispositions as well. There is the 
mean state which is magnificence; for the magnificent man, as having to do 
with large sums of money, differs from the liberal man who has to do only 
with small sums; and the excess corresponding to it is bad taste or vulgarity, 
the deficiency is meanness. These are different from the excess and defi
ciency of liberality; what the difference is will be explained hereafter. 

In respect of honour and dishonour the mean state is highminded
ness, the excess is what is called vanity, the deficiency littlemindedness. 
Corresponding to liberality, which, as we said, differs from magnificence as 
having to do not with great but with small sums of money, there is a moral 
state which has to do with petty honour and is related to highmindedness 
which has to do with great honour; for it is possible to aspire to honour in 
the right way, or in a way which is excessive or insufficient, and if a per
son's aspirations are excessive, he is called ambitious, if they are deficient, 
he is called unambitious, while if they are between the two, he has no 



name. The dispositions too are nameless, except that the disposition of the 
ambitious person is called ambition. The consequence is that the extremes 
lay claim to the mean or intermediate place. We ourselves speak of one who 
observes the mean sometimes as ambitious, and at other times as unambi
tious; we sometimes prai~e an ambitious, and at other times an unambitious 
person. The reason for our doing so will be stated in due course, but let us 
now discuss the other virtues in accordance with the method which we have 
followed hitherto. 

Anger, like other emotions, has its excess, its deficiency, and its 
mean state. It may be said that they have no names, but as we call one who 
observes the mean gentle, we will call the mean state gentleness. Among 
the extremes, if a person errs on the side of excess, he may be called pas
sionate and his vice passionateness, if on that of deficiency, he may be 
called impassive and his deficiency impassivity. . . . 

In the matter of truth then, he who observes the mean may be called 
truthful, ·and the mean state truthfulness. Pretence, if it takes the form of 
exaggeration, is boastfulness, and one who is guilty of pretence is a boaster; 
but if it takes the form of depreciation it is irony, and he who is guilty of it 
is ironical. 

As regards pleasantness in amusement, he who observes t...~e mean 
is witty, and his disposition wittiness; the excess is buffoonery, and he :who 
is guilty of it a buffoon, whereas he who is deficient in wit may be called a 
boor and his moral state boorishness. 

As to the other kind of pleasantness, viz . pleasantness in life, he 
who is pleasant in a proper way is friendly, and his mean state friendliness; 
but he who goes too far, if he has no ulterior object in view, is obsequious, 
while if his object is self interest, he is a flatterer, and he who does not go 
far enough and always makes himself unpleasant is a quarrelsome and mo
rose sort of person. 

There are also mean states in the emotions and in the expression of 
the emotions. For although modesty is not a virtue, yet a modest person is 
praised as if he were virtuous; for here too one person is said to observe the 
mean and another to exceed it, as e.g. the bashful man who is never any
thing but modest, whereas a person who has insufficient modesty or no 
modesty at all is called shameless, and one who observes the mean modest. 

Righteous indignation, again, is a mean state between envy and 
malice. They are all concerned with the pain and pleasure which we feel at 
the fortunes of our neighbours. A person who is righteously indignant is 
pained at the prosperity of the undeserving; but the envious person goes 
further and is pained at anybody's prosperity, and the malicious person is 
so far from being pained that he actually rejoices at misfortunes .. . . 

It is in some cases the deficiency and in others the excess which is 
the more opposed to the mean. Thus it is not foolhardiness the excess, but 
cowardice the deficiency which is the more opposed to courage, nor is it 
insensibility the deficiency, but licentiousness the excess which is the more 
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opposed to temperance. There are two reasons why this should be so. One 
lies in the nature of the thing itself; for as one of the two extremes is the 
nearer and more similar to the mean, it is not this extreme, but its opposite, 
that we chiefly set against the mean. For instance, as it appears that fool
hardiness is more similar and nearer to courage than cowardice, it is cow
ardice that we chiefly set against courage; for things which are further re
moved from the mean seem to be more opposite to it. This being one reason 
which lies in the nature of the thing itself, there is a second which lies in 
our own nature. It is the things to which we ourselves are naturally more 
inclined that appear more opposed to the mean. Thus we are ourselves nat
urally more inclined to pleasures than to their opposites, and are more 
prone therefore to licentiousness than to decorum. Accordingly we speak of 
those things, in which we are more likely to run to great lengths, as being 
more opposed to the mean. Hence it follows that licentiousness which is an 
excess is more opposed to temperance than insensibility. 

It has now been sufficiently shown that moral virtue is a mean state, 
and in what sense it is a mean state; it is a mean state as lying between two 
vices, a vice of excess on the one side and a vice of deficiency on the other, 
and as aiming at the mean in the emotions and actions.. 

That is the reason why it is so hard to be virtuous; for it is always 
hard work to find the mean in anything, e.g., it is not everybody, but only 
a man of science, who can find the mean or centre of a circle. So too any
body can get angry-that is an easy matter-and anybody can give or spend 
money, but to give it to the right persons, to give the right amount of it and 
to give it at the right time and for the right cause and in the right way, this 
is not what anybody can do, nor is it easy. That is the reason why it is rare 
and laudable and noble to do well. Accordingly one who aims at the mean 
must begin by departing from that extreme which is the more contrary to 
the me~n; he must act in the spirit of Calypso's advice, 

"Far from this smoke and swell keep thou thy bark," 

for of the two extremes one is more sinful than the other. As it is difficult 
then to hit the mean exactly, we must take the second best course, as the 
saying is, and choose the lesser of two evils, and this we shall best do in 
the way that we have described, i.e., by steering clear of the evil which is 
further from the mean. We must also observe the things to which we are 
ourselves particularly prone, as different natures have different inclinations, 
and we may ascertain what these are by a consideration of our feelings of 
pleasure and pain. And then we must drag ourselves in the direction op
posite to them; for it is by removing ourselves as far as possible from what 
is wrong that we shall arrive at the mean, as we do when we pull a crooked 
stick straight. 

But in all cases we must especially be on our guard against what is 
pleasant and against pleasure, as we are not impartial judges of pleasure. 



Hence our attitude towards pleasure must be like that of the elders of the 
people in the Iliad towards Helen, and we must never be afraid of applying 
the words they use; for if we dismiss pleasure as they dismissed Helen, we 
shall be less likely to go wrong. It is by action of this kind, to put" it sum
marily, that we shall best succeed in hitting the mean. 

It may be admitted-that this is a difficult task, especially in particular 
cases. It is not easy to determine e.g. the right manner, objects, occasions, 
and duration of anger. There are times when we ourselves praise people 
who are deficient in anger, and call them gentle, and there are other times 
when we speak of people who exhibit a savage temper as spirited. It is not 
however one who deviates a little from what is right, but one who deviates 
a great deal, whether on the side of excess or of deficiency, that is censured; 
for he is sure to be found out. Again, it is not easy to decide theoretically 
how far and to what extent a man may go before he becomes censurable, 
but neither is it easy to define theoretically anything else within the region 
of perception; such things fall under the head of particulars, and our judg
ment of them depends upon our perception. 

So much then is plain, that the mean state is everywhere laudable, 
but that we ought to incline at one time towards the excess and at another 
towards the deficiency; for this .will be our easiest manner of hitting the 
mean, or in other words of attaining excellence. 
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"" "" "" Thus, Tragedy is an imitation of an action that is serious , complete, 
and possessing magnitude; in embellished language, each kind of which is 
used separately in the different parts ; in the mode of action and not narrated ; 
and effecting through pity and fear [what we call] the catharsis2 of such 
emotions. By "embellished language" I mean language having rhythm and 
melody, and by "separately in different parts" I mean that some parts of a 
play are carried on solely in metrical speech while others again are sung. 

T1~e constituent parts of tragedy. Since the imitation is carried out in the 
dramatic mode by the personages themselves, it necessarily follows , first, 
that the arrangement of Spectacle will be a part of tragedy, and next, that 
Melody and Language will be parts , since these are the media in which they 
effect the imitation . By "language" I mean precisely the composition of the 
verses, by "melody" only that which is perfectly obvious. And since tragedy 
is the imitation of an action and is enacted by men in action, these persons 
must necessarily possess certain qualities of Character and Thought, since 
these are the basis for our ascribing qualities to the actions themselves~ 
character and thought are two natural causes of actions-and it is in their 
actions that men universally meet with success or failure. The imitation of 
the action is the Plot. By plot I here mean the combination of the events; 
Character is that in virtue of which we say that the personages are of such 
and such a quality; and Thought is present in everything in their utterances 
that aims to prove a point or that expresses an opinion. Necessarily, 
therefore, there are in tragedy as a whole, considered as a special form , six 
constituent elements, viz. Plot, Character, Language, Thought, Spectacle, 
and Melody. Of these elements , two [Language and Melody] are the media 
in which they effect the imitation , one [Spectacle] is the manner, and three 
[Plot, Character, Thought] are the objects they imitate; and besides these 
there are no other parts . So then they employ these six forms , not just some 
of them so to speak; for every drama has spectacle, character, plot, language, 
melody, and thought in the same sense, but the most important of them is 
the organization of the events [the plot]. 

Plot and character. For tragedy is not an imitation of men but of actions and 
of life. It is in action that happiness and unhappiness are found, and the 
end3 we aim at is a kind of activity, not a quality; in accordance with their 
characters men are of such and such a quality, in accordance with their 
actions they are fortun ate or the reverse. Consequently, it is not for the 
purpose of presenting their characters that the agents engage in action, but 

I. Translated by James Hutton. Bracketed text has been added for clarity. 2. This is probably the most 
di sputed passage in the \Vest ern cri tical tradition. There are two main schools of interpretation, which 
differ in their understanding of the metaphor implied in the word cat lwrsis. Some critics take the word to 
mea n ''puri fication,'' implying a metaphor from th e religious process of purification from guilt; the passions 
are "purified" by the tragic performance because the excitement of these pass ions by the performance 
weakens them and reduces them to just proportions in the individual. This theory was supported by the 
German crit ic Less ing. Others take the metaphor to be medical, reading the word as "purging" and inter
preting the phrase to mean that the tragic performance excites the emotions only to allay them, thus ridding 
the spectator of the disquieting emotions from which he or she suffers in everyday life. Tragedy thus has a 
therapeutic effect. 3 . Purpose. 

rather it is for the sake of their actions that they take on the characters they 
have. Thus , what happens- that is , the plot-is the end for which a tragedy 
exists , and the end or purpose is the most important thing of all. What is 
more, without action there could not be a tragedy, but there could be without 

characterization. ,. "" "" 
Now that the parts are established, let us next discuss what qualities the 

plot should have, since plot is the primary and most important part of trag
edy. I have posited that tragedy is an imitation of an action that is a whole 
and complete in itself and of a certain magnitude-for a thing may be a 
whole, and yet have no magnitude to speak of. Now a thing is a whole if it 
has a beginning, a middle, and an end. A beginning is that which does not 
come necessarily after something else, but after which it is natural for 
another thing to exist or come to be. An end, on the contrary, is that which 
naturally comes after something else, either as its necessary sequel or as its 
usual (and hence probable] sequel , but itself has nothing after it. A middle 
is that which both comes after something else and has another thing follow
ing it. A well-constructed plot, therefore, will neither begin at some chance 
point nor end at some chance point, but will observe the principles here 

stated. ,. "" "" 
Contrary to what some people think, a plot is not ipso facto a unity if it 

revolves about one man. Many things, indeed an endless number of things, 
happen to any one man some of which do not go together to form a unity, 
and similarly among the actions one man performs there are many that do 
not go together to produce a single unified action . Those poets seem all to 
have erred, therefore, who have composed a Heracleid, a T1~eseid, and other 
such poems, it being their idea evidently that since Heracles was one man , 

their plot was bound to be unified. "" "" "" 
From what has already been said, it will be evident that the poet's function 

is not to report things that have happened , but rather to tell of such things 
as might happen , things that are possibilities by virtue of being in themselves 
inevitable or probable. Thus the difference between the historian and the 
poet is not that the historian employs prose and the poet verse-the work of 
Herodotus• could be put into verse, and it would be no less a history with 
verses than without them; rather the difference is that the one tells of things 
that have been and the other of such things as might be. Poetry, therefore, 
is a more philosophical and a higher thing than history, in that poetry tends 
rather to express the universal, history rather the particular fact. A universal 
is: The sort of thing that (in the circumstances) a certain kind of person will 
say or do either probably or necessarily, which in fact is the universal that 
poetry aims for (with the addition of names for the persons); a particular, on 
the other hand is : What Alcibiades5 did or had done to him . "" "" "" 

Among plots and actions of the simple type, the episodic form is the worst. 
I call episodic a plot in which the episodes follow one another in no probable 
or inevitable sequence. Plots of this kind are constructed by bad poets on 
their own account, and by good poets on account of the actors ; since they 
are composing entries for a competitive exhibition , they stretch the plot 
beyond what it can bear and are often compelled , therefore, to dislocate the 

natural order. "" ,. "" 

4. Historian of the Persian Wars, a contemporary of Sophocles. 
nian statesman (fifth century B.C.). 

S. A brilliant but unscrupulous Athe 



Some plots are simple, others complex; indeed the actions of which the 
plots are imitation are at once so differentiated to begin with. Assuming the 
action to be continuous and unified, as already defined, I call that action 
simple in which the change of fortune takes place without a reversal or 
recognition, and that action complex in which the change of fortune involves 
a recognition or a reversal or both. These events [recognitions and reversals] 
ought to be so rooted in the very structure of the plot that they follow from 
the preceding events as their inevitable or probable outcome; for there is a 
vast difference between following from and merely following after. * * 

Reversal (Peripety) is, as aforesaid, a change from one state of affairs to 
its exact opposite, and this, too, as I say, should be in conformance with 
probability or necessity. For example, in Oedipus, the messenger6  comes to 
cheer Oedipus by relieving him of fear with regard to his mother, but by 
revealing his true identity, does just the opposite of this. ' 

Recognition, as the word itself indicates, is a change from ignorance to 
knowledge, leading either to friendship or to hostility on the part of those 
persons who are marked for good fortune or bad. The best form of recogni-
tion is that which is accompanied by a reversal, as in the example from 
Oedipus. * * * 

Next in order after the points I have just dealt with, it would seem nec-
essary to specify what one should aim at and what avoid in the construction 
of plots, and what it is that will produce the effect proper to tragedy. 

Now since in the finest kind of tragedy the structure should be complex' 
and not simple, and since it should also be a representation of terrible and 
piteous events (that being the special mark of this type of imitation), in the 
first place, it is evident that good men ought not to be shown passing from 
prosperity to misfortune, for this does not inspire either pity or fear, but only 
revulsion; nor evil men rising from ill fortune to prosperity, for this is the 
most untragic plot of all—it lacks every requirement, in that it neither elicits 
human sympathy nor stirs pity or fear. And again, neither should an 
extremely wicked man be seen falling from prosperity into misfortune, for a 
plot so constructed might indeed call forth human sympathy, but would not 
excite pity or fear, since the first is felt for a person whose misfortune is 
undeserved and the second for someone like ourselves—pity for the man 
suffering undeservedly, fear for the man like ourselves—and hence neither 
pity nor fear would be aroused in this case. We are left with the man whose 
place is between these extremes. Such is the man who on the one hand is 
not pre-eminent in virtue and justice, and yet on the other hand does not 
fall into misfortune through vice or depravity, but falls because of some 
mistake;' one among the number of the highly renowned and prosperous, 
such as Oedipus and Thyestes and other famous men from families like 
theirs. 

It follows that the plot which achieves excellence will necessarily be single 
in outcome and not, as some contend, double, and will consist in a change 
of fortune, not from misfortune to prosperity, but the opposite from pros-
perity to misfortune, occasioned not by depravity, but by some great mistake 
on the part of one who is either such as I have described or better than this 

6. The Corinthian herdsman. 7. The Greek word is hanwrtia. It has sometimes been translated as "flaw" 
(hence the expression "tragic flaw") and thought of as a moral defect, but comparison with Aristotle's use • 
of the word in other contexts suggests strongly that he means by it "mistake" or "error" (of judgment). 

rather than worse. (What actually has taken place confirms this; for though 
at first the poets accepted whatever myths came to hand, today the finest trag-
edies are founded upon the stories of only a few houses, being concerned, for 
example, with Alcmeon, Oedipus, Orestes, Meleager, Thyestes, Telephus, 
and such others as have chanced to suffer terrible things or to do them.) So, 
then, tragedy having this construction is the finest kind of tragedy from an 
artistic point of view. And consequently, those persons fall into the same 
error who bring it as a charge against Euripides that this is what he does in 
his tragedies and that most of his plays have unhappy endings. For this is in 
fact the right procedure, as I have said; and the best proof is that on the 
stage and in the dramatic contests, plays of this kind seem the most tragic, 
provided they are successfully worked out, and Euripides, even if in every-

thing else his management is , 
faulty, seems at any rate the most tragic of the 

poets. * * * 
In the characters and the plot construction alike, one must strive for that 

which is either necessary or probable, so that whatever a character of any 
kind says or does may be the sort of thing such a character will inevitably or 
probably say or do and the events of the plot may follow one after another 
either inevitably or with probability. (Obviously, then, the denouement of 
the plot should arise from the plot itself and not be brought about "from the 

machine,' as it is in Medea and in the embarkation scene in the Iliad. 8  The 

machine is to be used for matters lying outside the drama, either antecedents 
of the action which a human being cannot know, or things subsequent to 
the action that have to be prophesied and announced; for we accept it that 
the gods see everything. Within the events of the plot itself, however, there 
should be nothing unreasonable, or if there is, it should be kept outside the 

play proper, as is done in the Oedipus of Sophocles.) * * * 

The chorus in tragedy. The chorus ought to be regarded as one of the actors, 
and as being part of the whole and integrated into performance, not in Eurip-
ides' way but in that of Sophocles. In the other poets, the choral songs have 
no more relevance to the plot than if they belonged to some other play. And 
so nowadays, following the practice introduced by Agathon,

9  the chorus 

merely sings interludes. But what difference is there between the singing of 
interludes and taking a speech or even an entire episode from one play and 

inserting it into another? 

8. The reference is to an incident in the second book of the Iliad: an attempt of the Greek rank and file 

to return home and abandon the siege is arrested by the intervention of Athena. If it were a drama she 

would appear on the machine, literally the machine that was employed in the theater to show the gods 
flying in space. It has come to mean any implausible way of solving complications of the plot. Medea 
escapes from Corinth "on the machine" in her magic chariot.  9. A younger contemporary of Euripides; 

most of his plays were produced in the fourth century B.C. 
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