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ON FIR ST LOOKING INTO PLATO’S REPU BLIC

I t has become a truism  th a t most people ‘of a certain age’ can re­
call just w hat they were doing when informed of the news of John Ken­
nedy’s assassination and the exact im pact the news had upon them* 
In the same way large numbers of people, including perhaps a good 
number in this room, seem to be able to recall the im pact made upon 
them when they first made their way through P lato’s Republic. T hat 
impact, often an im pact th a t lasts a lifetime, tu rns out to be rem ar­
kably diverse, and in my paper I plan among other things to exam i­
ne for a while why this m ight be the case, and its possible im plications 
in a number of areas of current interest.

'  I shall s ta rt, for those whose memories need a refresher, w ith  a 
brief account of the drift of the dialogue’s conversation. I shall then  
look more specifically a t a number of items mentioned in the dialo­
gue th a t have over the years proved startling  to a lo t of readers, pay­
ing particular attention to their differing, and on occasion diam etri­
cally opposed effect on readers of various political and other persua­
sions. At th a t point I shall tu rn  my atten tion  to an investigation of 
the reasons why this has happened, and indeed continues to happen.

W hat is it  about the form of th is book, or its contents, or both, 
th a t seems to leave it  open to such a variety  of interpretations?

I shall then conclude by offering some reasons why, and w ith 
what particular approach I think the Republic  still very m uch worth 
reading, illustrating my points w ith a short dialogue of my own.

So let’s begin a t the beginning. The dialogue has six interlocutors, 
two of whom are on the scene for only the  opening pages then  exit 
never to return. The th ird , the otherwise unknown sophist T hrasy- 
machus, is a vigorous participant for the first of the ten books of the 
work, and is apart from one gruff comment silent for the  rest. The 
other three, Socrates and two brothers of Plato, Glaucon and Adei- 
mantus, are major participants throughout. The topic for discussion
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is justice, and it quickly emerges Lhul for Socrates justice is apparen­
tly a virtue tha t is invariably beneficial for us in a basic and lasting 
way, regardless of possible personal and social consequences that 
most people would consider appalling and intolerable. Nothing da­
unted by Thrasymuchus’s counter-arguments and mockery, Socrates 
presses on, restating to a puzzled (ilaucon and Adeimantus that just 
activity  is invariably both right and in the deepest sense beneficial, 
regardloss of consequences tha t most people would consider uncon­
scionable, such as a lifetime of subjection to excruciating physical 
and mental torture, deprivation of all rights, and - perhaps worst of 
all - the total destruction of tha t most precious thing, one’s good na­
me and reputation amongst one9s fam ily , one9s friends, society at lar­
go and even the gods themselves, upon whose appreciation of our 
goodness turns among other things the quality and happiness of our 
life or lives beyond.

I t  is an enormous claim, arid the rest of the Republic will consist 
of Socrates’s attem pt to justify it, first in terms of the macrostruc- 
turo of the state and then in terms of the microstructure of the indi­
vidual soul. Surprises begin a t once. A natural, if not necessarily histo­
rical way for societies to develop, says Socrates, is from a small, rela­
tively uncomplicated state in which each man (read: each male; this 
is classical Greece) has one and only one job, and tha t the job for 
which he is most naturally  fitted. I t  is a society in which basic needs 
are satisfied with the minimum of commerce and the minimum pro­
duction and consumption of luxury goods. Socrates calls such a so­
ciety "healthy” ; Glaucon says it sounds too much like Sparta. W hat 
he does not question is the notion of a unique natural talent in eaoh 
person.

In keeping with a tradition of Greek pessimism in these matters, 
Socrates next describes a society th a t has declined from the original 
sta te  of simple self-sufficiency, a state readily recognisable as his 
vision of the Athens of his day. I t  is he says an unnealthy city, fat, 
bloated and luxurious, thunks in large measure to two things: the 
largescale breakdown of the one-man-one-job principle and the pro­
liferation within its midst of w hat he calls "im itators” , a term  whose 
im port will rapidly become clear. W hatever justice is going to turn 
ou t to mean for Socrates, this is not the sort of society which instan­
tia tes it. Is there any which will?

Yes, says Socrates; but a number of specific conditions must be 
fulfilled. The first is a sound educational system for soul and body,
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but particularly soul. This will involve the erection of an educational 
environment' based on the so-called "m im etic” theory of education, 
according* to which we become w hat we become as persons through a 
process of osmosis from a particular educational environment. For the 
Greeks, most of them  non - literate, educational environm ent m eant 
in effect the artistic environment of dram atic festivals, rhap sodic 
recitations and the like, along w ith the physical presence a t all tim es 
of their cities’ civic structures, statues and temples, all in a context 
of the overwhelming natural beauty of the country in which they  
lived.

The appropriate artistic environm ent for a tru ly  good society, 
says Socrates, will, as far as dram a, literature, music and the  visual 
arts are concerned, involve tru th  in content and beauty in form, on 
the grounds th a t our objective is to produce individuals characterised 
by both beauty of soul and maximal rationality  and knowledge. And 
how, he wonders aloud, can this be achieved if the citizens are sur­
rounded by ugliness in the visual and aural arts and are perm anent­
ly deceived on vital m atters by much th a t is conveyed in dram a and 
other forms of literature? The result is a set of suggestions th a t  we 
know astonished the Republic's first readers, and have draw n com­
ment ever since.

Much of Homer, for example, to this date the nearest the Greeks 
had to a bible, will in the Ideal Society be drastically curtailed, on 
several grounds. F irst the two poems tell un tru ths about the gods, 
who says Socrates are good and only good, cannot deceive, and are in 
no way anthropomorphic; in fact, he says, there is only one god, as 
Xenophanes had argued a century earlier. They also portray  a world 
characterized by violence, brutality , and a num ber of activities th a t 
do not fit into Socrates’s canon of virtuous action: heroes, for ex­
ample, occasionally break down in tears. Much of Greek tragedy and 
comedy will suffer the same fate as Homer, and on similar grounds. 
As far as music is concerned, too much of it is too soft in its rhythm s 
for Socrates, too likely to produce emotions too effeminate and un­
warriorlike for his citizens; this also m ust be ruthlessly excized from 
the canon. The list of villainous features of contem porary arf-forms 
goes on and on, and by the end (which takes along time coming; few 
details are spared) one is left wondering how much of the Greek ar­
tistic environment will in fact remain, ap a rt from one or two fables 
by Aesop, a few heroic odes by Pindar perhaps, and a lo t of m ilitary 
marches.
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But we m ust return, as Socrates himself does, to the overall ob­
jective of these reforms - the attem pt to understand the nature of 
justice. I t is possible, he says, if we can come to a right understanding 
of the Soul, th a t rational self which is our most real self, and how 
both it and the state are in fact tripartite. Starting with the latter 
first, he argues th a t his Ideal Society, like any society, will consist 
of three groupings: the leaders (whom he calls guardians), a soldier- 
police class (whom he calls auxiliaries), and the rest. Unlike other 
societies, the members of the three groupings in the Ideal Society will 
consist of individuals for whom th a t particular role stems from their 
perceived unique ta len t for such a role. This will be guaranteed from 
the outset, he argues, by a specific device usually translated (and I 
shall get back to this) the "noble lie” , whereby all members of socie­
ty  will be persuaded by a certain m yth - the so called myth of the 
am ount of gold, silver or bronze with which our souls are endowed- 
th a t one and only one of the three stra ta  or classes of society is their 
natural place, and one in which they will both best benefit society 
and achieve their maxinum personal well-being. This is, he adds, a t 
any rate normally the case; there will prove to be occasional exce­
ptions to the rule, and in view of particular pieces of evidence for this 
promotions and demotions within the system can be expected. As far 
as the life of the guardians is concerned (and from this point on the 
Republic concerns mostly them ), it will be communal, Sparta-style; 
there will be no private property or possession of money, and their 
education will be characterized by something Socrates seems to 
admire a lot, to tal changelessness, the point being th a t any attem pt 
to  change th a t which has been described as perfection would be by 
definition change for the worse.

Turning to soul, Socrates then argues th a t it will, like the state 
be tripartite , and the three parts he decsribes as reason, spiritedness 
(something like will power) and gut desire. Applying to this schema 
the system of four virtues th a t we first meet in Pindar - wisdom, ju ­
stice, self-control and b ravery -, he has no difficulty characterising 
wisdom as the specific virtue of the reasoning part of soul and bra­
very as the specific virtue of the spirited part. Self-control he has gre­
ater difficulty with, eventually locating it in all three parts of soul 
and characterizing it in anthropomorphic terms as agreement by each 
of the three parts as to which is to rule and which is to be ruled. Which 
leaves him with only one virtue to be accounted for, justice, and 
th is he defines as " th e  doing of its own <job>” by each part of the soul.
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So justice turns out to be a sta te  of balance in the soul, and in wider 
terms a state of balance in society. B ut balance is in standard Greek 
medical terms a description of health in the organism. So justice is a 
form of health, in the individual and in society. But who (to comple­
te the syllogism) in his right mind would ever deny th a t health is al­
ways preferable to disease, or affirm th a t disease is ever more bene­
ficial than health? So too, justice, being now seen to be a sta te  of the 
organism, personal and social, is invariably preferable over injustice 
and invariably more beneficial; indeed, ju st as the sta te  of health co­
incides with the maximal well-being of a physical organism, so will 
the state of justice coincide w ith the maximal well-being (eudaemo- 
nia, sometimes translated happiness) of the soul or state.

W ith this argum ent, Socrates lias apparently  answered the que­
stion he set out to answer, and the Republic seems to have come to 
an end. How come in th a t case there are still six books to go? One 
possible answer is th a t it  once was indeed the end, and th a t under que­
stioning from curious if not alarmed readers and friends P lato deci­
ded to pursue a number of m atters in greater depth. Be th a t  as it  may, 
Book five begins with a query from Adeim antus about a passing re­
mark by Socrates earlier on in the discussion - not picked up a t the 
tiipe - th a t part of the communal life of the guardians would be the ir 
communal possession of wives and children 1 In answer, Socrates, far 
from backing off from his view, re-iterates it, adding for good measu­
re and defending a t some length two more statem ents th a t we know 
were talking points from the beginning: first, th a t in the m atte r of
ruling an Ideal Society th a t women of appropriate genetic background 
and appropriate education will apart from the small m atter of diffe­
rential physical stength be ju st as able to rule as men, and second, 
th a t in such a society the rulers will invariably be philosophers ("lo ­
vers of wisdom*’) and the philosophers rulers. Asked (Bk 6, 502c) 
whether this ideal could ever be realized, Socrates says it would be 
difficult bu t not impossible.

I have used the phrase, in talking of prospective women-guar- 
dians, "of appropriate genetic background and appriopriate educa­
tion” . The reference is of course to a feature of the Republic th a t al­
ways fascinates: th a t is, Socrates’s suggestion th a t guardians can and 
can only be produced by a stric t and detailed eugenics policy in con­
junction with a strict and detailed educational system. As far as the 
former is concerned, it will involve an abandonm ent of the family as 
currently understood; selected females will be allowed to copulate a t
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annual sacred festivals with selected males, and any offspring will 
be brought up in a communal creche system. The manner of their 
education till the age of 18 is not described, but one can assume, as a 
minimal consideration, th a t it will be characterised by the pre-cen­
sorship of all th a t is deemed ugly and untrue th a t was mentioned ear­
lier on in the account. From 18 to 20 there will be compulsory milita­
ry service, followed by 10 years of training in higher mathematics, 5 
in w hat Socrates calls dialectic, and 15 in public service. By this time 
our potential guardians will have reached the age of 50, after which 
tim e they may or may not finish up as guardians.

To understand why we must back up a little to inspect the me­
taphysics and theory of knowledge Socrates puts forward to under­
pin the system. Knowing and having an opinion, says Socrates, are 
two different states of consciousness, and have two different objects. 
The la tte r has as its object anything in the world around us-the world 
of space-time. Knowledge has as its object a set of perfect particu­
lars not apparently in space-time, the so-called Forms (sometimes 
misleadingly translated Ideas), by reference to which all things are 
generically w hat they are. Since our future guardians must according 
to Socrates be endowed with knowledge not just opinion they will need 
an educational upbringing far transcending anything the rest of 
society will receive. This is achieved by a step-by-step process of exa­
mining reality in its more and more abstract aspects, beginning with 
the pure unqualified quantities th a t are the object of the various ma­
them atical disciplines and ending with those aesthetic and moral Fo­
rms, like beauty or bravery or justice, which are purely and simply 
realities, uncharacterized even by quantity, th a t serve as the arche­
types by reference to which reality in all its aspects, moral and aes­
thetic as well as physical, is w hat it is and makes sense in being such.

The la tte r process of investigation, called by Socrates dialectic, 
is still however only the penultim ate stage. For the ultimate Form 
of all, transcending the rest as he puts it in venerability and power 
(509b), is not a Form th a t can come to be known by particular edu­
cational techniques, including the one he has just outlined, though 
those techniques do constitute an indispensable condition if such 
knowledge is ever to come about. This Form is the so-called Form of 
the Good, by reference to which Socrates’s ultimate assumption, first 
adum brated in the Phaedo, is finally and incontrovertibly grounded. 
I mean his assumption not only th a t the world of our aquaintance in 
all its aspects, including the moral and aesthetic, enjoys the particu­
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lar level of reality it enjoys (which as it  tu rns out is not much, by con­
trast with the Forms), bu t th a t it is best th a t this, along w ith every 
other feature of the real, should be the way it is.

These are heady claims, and we know th a t  they drew opposition 
from the very beginning. But let us set them  aside for the moment, so 
th a t we can rapidly complete the picture. In the closing pages of Book 
7 he repeats his claim th a t im plem entation of his ideas is difficult 
bu t not impossible, and this tim e even suggests a possible trigger-m e­
chanism (540e-541a): the rustication of all except elders and under 
ten-year-olds! In books 8 and 9 Socrates describes the natural m an­
ner of decline, as he sees it, th a t would take place in the trip a rtite  s ta ­
te (and in parallel fashion in the tr ip a rtite  soul) were anything to go 
wrong with the IS. The decline follows a fairly predictable route, as 
the reasoning element in the state (i. e., the rulers) are gradually sub­
verted by the unreasoning element ( th a t’s most of us, I guess), lea­
ding eventually to a point a t which the one-man-one job regulation 
has been abandoned and - critically - all sense of who m ight appro­
priately rule and who should be ruled has been to ta lly  lost. This la ­
mentable state, says Socrates in a passage of scathing satire, is the 
state of democracy, a state only one degree above the  w orst and m ost 
unjust sta te  of all, the state of ty ranny, in which the rational elem ent 
in society has been completed subvertely by the non-rational and a 
strong man has grabbed power who in his own soul instantia tes  th a t  
subversion. But such a soul, as we saw earlier in the dialogue, is in the 
state of ultim ate imbalance, and hence ill-health  as well as injustice. 
And who would ever choose ill-health over health , and so on, as we 
saw before. The argum ent has come full circle, and the Republic, he­
re a t the conclusion of Book 9, seems to have come to a natu ra l end, 
as it had a t the close of Book 4. And part of the overall conclusion, 
perhaps significantly, involves a th ird  a ttem p t to answer the question: 
will this Ideal Society ever be realized? This tim e the answer is no 
longer the optimistic one found on earlier occasions. I t m ay well be, 
he says, th a t w hat I have been describing is ju st a paradigm th a t will 
in fact never see instantiation.

Book ten has all the appearances of being a second set of thoughts 
on a topic th a t may well have aroused concern as the portions of 
the dialogue concerning it were being w ritten  and circulated, and th a t 
is the attack on contem porary a rt and education th a t had characte­
rised earlier parts of the dialogue. But if anyone expected Socrates 
to calm down a little  they were m istaken. Instead he grasps eagerly
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a t two new weapons th a t had not been used or for th a t m atter men­
tioned in his earlier discussion, th a t is the Theory of Forms and the 
notion of the tripartition  of the soul, and presents an even more 
challenging case for his views.

F irst he argues th a t the world of art, in whatever form, is a wor­
ld which invariably copies the world known to us by sense-perception 
a world itself th a t is simply at best a copy of the world of Forms. 
But copies , he says, have a lower reality-status than originals. Hen­
ce the world of a rt is, if you count inclusively, three degrees of rea­
lity  removed from genuine reality, the world of Forms. In a word, the 
world of art has a low claim to significance for anyone claiming inte­
rest in what is in any strong sense the case. His second argument is 
th a t a rt as such not ju st some of it, appeals to the third, lowest part 
of our souls, the realm of gut instinct, and is of its nature thereby 
subversive of th a t balance which characterises intelligence, justice, 
and maximal well-being.

These are his final, startling words on the arts. The dialogue 
then concludes with a discussion of im m ortality and one of a num­
ber of powerful eschatological myths, the Myth of Er.

Such, in broad outline, is, as best as I can formulate it, the drift 
of the conversation th a t constitutes the Republic. I turn now, as pro­
mised, to a few of the major issues in it (it would take a book to co­
ver them  all) th a t have drawn the particular attention of various ty ­
pes of readers, and to the way in which such readers have been and 
continue to be affected. Let me list them  (in no particular order of 
presumed im portance) as follows.
1. Females, of appropriate genetic background and appropriate edu­

cation, will be equally equipped to rule the Ideal Society as males.
2. The family and private property will not feature in the lives of 

guardians; children will be procreated by males and females of 
breeding age chosen for desirable intellectual, moral and physi­
cal qualities in a pseudo-lot system th a t is in fact controlled by 
incum bent guardians.

3. A "noble lie” will if necessary be told to the various sectors of so­
ciety to convince them  of the appropriateness of their place in the 
grand scheme of things.

4. A drastic pre-censorship of the arts will be part of education in the 
Ideal Society, both the education of the guardians and the educa­
tion of the general populace. W hatever art remains must be seen 
as being for the overall benefit of the state, not for its own sake,
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and will be characterised by beauty  of form and structure and 
tru th  of content.

5. In the. Ideal Society one and only one ta len t will be exercised by 
each individual. Among such talents is the ta len t for ruling, 
which will be the specific ta len t exercised by the guardians.

6. Among political systems, Athenian - style democracy is second 
worst, only a notch above tyranny.

We know from the opening pages of P lato’s Timaeus and Book 2 
of Aristotle’s Politics th a t the above were "h o t” topics from the be­
ginning among readers of the Republic, and discussion of them still 
continues. Opinions range across a very broad spectrum. On the ne­
gative side perhaps the strongest blast has come from Karl Popper, 
in his influential book The Open Society and its Enemies. In this work 
he excoriates Plato (and Hegel) as historicists and enemies of demo­
cracy whose works and ideas have wreaked devastating harm  to so­
und political thinking, and contributed in a m ajor way to the rise of 
to talitarian activity, of both left and right varieties, in our own cen­
tury. Secondary grapeshot has come from people like Harold Lasky 
and Alban Winspear, bu t this time from an overtly leftist angle; P la­
to is now credited w ith blame only for the rise of fascism. From a slig­
h tly  different perspective again, in which the metaphysics and epi­
stemology of the Republic are subjected to particular criticism, peo­
ple like G. E. L. Owen have w rittem  off the Republic as being chara­
cteristic of the muddled thinking of w hat he used to call P lato ’s 
"m ad” period.

Friends of the Republic were and still are considerably more 
numerous, though they are friends often on drastically differing 
grounds. Passing over Socrates’s remarks about the possibility th a t  
the theory m ight never prove instantiable, Koyre voiced the view in 
the 40’s th a t the Republic was a fine blueprint for the reconstruction 
of the societies of post-war Europe (he was ignored). In the  Oxford 
and Cambridge of the last century and the early decades of this one 
the Republic was seen as an excellent basis for the training of the ru ­
lers of Empire. W hat happened to the young W inspear was no 
doubt true for generations of others. Early in the 20’s, as a Rhodes 
scholar in Oxford, he was startled to hear from Professor Sidgwick, 
in his opening lecture on the Republic, the words, "Gentlem en, you  
ay.e the future guardians!”

Elsewhere in Europe a different, though equally positive vision 
of the Republic was gaining ground.To a num ber of educators in H it­
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ler’s Germany the Republic's call for an ordered society ruled only 
by people equipped to do so clearly sounded like dulcet music. This 
m eant of course their underplaying sime significant passages in Re­
public  5, with their apparent espousal of ideas uncomfortably simi­
lar in cast to those being promulgated by the Fuehrer's ideological 
adversary in Moscow. And they were not far wrong in their surmise; 
it was precisely Book 5 of the Republic th a t (till 1936, a t any rate, 
when an abrupt change in the line on marriage and sexual mores was 
announced to a lot of stunned P arty  faithful) tended to be the cent­
ral subject of approval in the University of Moscow and other gathe­
ring-places of the intelligentia.

Since 1945 views on Plato have if anything multiplied, though 
two broad general divisions can still be picked out. In the one group 
can be found all those who th ink Plato is, usually via the mouthpiece 
of Socrates, offering us a complete philosophy, whose various argu­
ments can be looked at, analyzed and assessed for their worth or lack 
of worth. Oxford philosophers tend to fall into this group, agreeing 
for the most part th a t Plato had an interesting early period, when 
his writings came close to reflecting the teaching and style of teac- 
ching of Socrates; a somewhat unfortunate middle period (during 
which he wrote among other things the Republic), when he lapsed 
into — among other things — an absurd metaphysic and some wild 
political speculation; and a respectable finale, when he started to 
show some appreciation for the value of logic and language. A variant 
on this group can be found amongst the heirs of Leo Strauss, who al­
so find doctrine in Plato, bu t not often the doctrine anyone else finds 
there; whatever the natural drift of the argument, a sub-text more 
interesting to the faithful tends to be excavated in its place, a sub­
tex t which Plato may or may not have recognised. A final, further 
variant on the Straussian variant is the so-called Tuebingen school 
of interpreters. For them  too Plato has a clear and precise doctrine. 
For various reasons, however, he apparently -and disconcertingly for 
those not of the Tuebingen persuasion - never wrote out this doctri­
ne in detail in the dialogues, bu t kept it for discussion among his in­
ner sanctum. The school has grown apace, spawning entire books on 
w hat Plato did not write.

The other broad group of interpreters is genuinely new in Pla­
tonic studies in laying heavy stress on the dialogue - form  in which 
Plato wrote. The most extreme exponents of the notion were Profes­
sors Woodbridge and Randall at Columbia, who took the dialogues
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(including the political ones) to be simply expressions in highly dra­
matic form of the sophisticated conversation of some of the brighter 
minds in Greek society; there is no “ Platonic** or “ Socratic” doctrine, 
political or otherwise, they said, to be found there, or indeed any “ do­
ctrine** a t all. Others, less extremely, point out th a t some account m ust 
be taken of the dram atic form  in which Plato wrote, as well as of cou­
rse the content, since otherwise he would have presumably w ritten 
in treatise-form like anyone else. This group strikes me as being par­
ticularly plausible in its apporoach, and I shall return to them.

Before doing th a t, however, I should like to turn to a natural 
question stemming from all this, and th a t is: how can the writings of 
Plato, w ritten for the most part in clear and frequently elegant - not 
to say scintillating - prose, have angendered such massive diversity 
of interpetation? Is it something to do w ith Plato, or with his in ter­
preters, or both? The answer would seem to me pretty  clearly “ Both**, 
and a very brief excursus into this area will complete my historical 
and methodological survey. The answer would seem to me p re tty  
clearly “ Both**, and a very brief excursus into this area will comple­
te my historical and methodological survey.

As far as Plato himself is concerned, the problems have to do 
with both the form and the content of the dialogues. In form they are 
basically conversational, and in many instances lead to no specific 
conclusion. So they are hardly, on the face of it, the natural medium 
for a thinker to choose had he had some clear and speacific doctrine 
to articulate. In content they vary across a range of topics, w ith So­
crates or some old and distiguished A thenian the lead-speaker, b u t 
with no clear indication th a t their views are to be treated w ith espe­
cial respect, though it is on the face of it a fairly natural assum ption 
th a t they should be so treated. Some particular topics re-appear w ith 
fair frequency, and certain philosophical claims do too (like the Theo­
ry of Forms or the im m ortality of the soul), bu t there appears to be 
no attem pt on P lato’s part to make any of this rigorously self-consi­
stent; ragged edges simply remain ragged. And frequently there is 
high drama in the story, as in the Sym posium , leading to the question 
whether this was deemed significant by Plato, and if so in w hat way.

As far as readers have been concerned, they complicate an alrea­
dy complicated picture by wittingly or unw ittingly bringing their 
own concerns to the investigation. As we have noticed, the simple as­
sumption th a t the dialogues contain “ doctrine” allows one politically
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-minded interpreter to find totalitarianism  of both stripes in the Re- 
public , or another to find fascism, or another the blue-print for a re­
constructed post-war Europe. The counter-assumption by contrast 
allows a different type of interpreter to read the Republic, startling 
suggestions and all, as ju st a conversation, containing within it no 
particular political or philosophical assertions with a self-evidently 
greater claim on our attention than any other im portant-looking 
items in our complex cultural and political environment. Others, so­
mewhat less drastically, as we saw, proceed from the same counter­
assumption to investigate the relationship between the dialogue’s form 
and its content, each being assumed to be of critical importance. 
If this approach is basically sound, as I think it is, and in overall te­
rms very much preferable to competing ones, there is still it seems 
to me a critical item to be added to it. I t is an item which - by a nice 
stroke of fortune - Socrates himself supplies us with, when he tells 
his young friends in the Phaedo never to give up on argument, and 
when he mentions in the Cratylus how one does not enter an argu­
m ent to win but to ensure tha t the better argument wins. In recent 
times this has emerged as the assertion th a t in a Platonic dialogue 
the num ber of interlocutors is always x - f l ,  i.e., the ostensible num­
ber plus the reader - ourselves! - who continue the argument - one- 
on-one with Socrates himself if need be, or with the whole party -when 
the last line of the work has finally been read and the time for 
reflection has arrived.

W ith this agenda we can finally return to the Republic, and to 
th a t section of the Republic in particular whose assertions on m at­
ters political and artistic have from the beginning raised the most 
eyebrows, bu t now we return as participants in the drama, not sim­
ply spectators. If we are going to learn anything from it, what we 
shall learn will, uniquely to each of us, be the result of our own indi­
vidual engagement with the argument in the context in which it is 
being pursued. Since I can presume to speak for no-one but myself, 
I shall try  to offer you an example simply of how I myself try  so to 
engage. Socrates will I hope forgive me if I offer him sound-bites of 
somewhat shorter length than he is used to, due to the constraints of 
tim e; I simply promise th a t on some future occasion he will be of­
fered the leeway to which he has grown accustomed. So let us begin. 
The interlocutor I call Reader is myself, but it could be any of us, 
each with his or her own contribution to the dialectic and the drama.
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Reader. Socrates, so much of your educational theory in the R e­
public is based on a mimetic or im itative theory of art. B ut w hat if 
this theory covers only some of the case, and misses for example the 
whole realm of abstract art? And w hat if a r t is not in fact best des- 
cribable in terms of social purpose, as you seem to suppose?
Socrates. Interesting, b u t you need to offer as much detail to 
back your case as I did to back mine.
Reader. But you would agree th a t i f  my questions proved sound 
ones, your own case might be com nensurately undermined?
Socrates. Maybe. But I suspect I have a big stream  of common- 
sense opinion running in my favour.

Reader. You make a great deal of the dangers posed by various 
types of educational and artistic environm ent, and this seems to be 
based on acceptance of a view which a lo t of o ther Greeks seem to ha­
ve held, th a t is the view th a t "like produces like” or "like influences 
like” . I t ’s around now, too, as it happens; all those people who th ink 
violent TV tends to produce violent people would support you in ve­
ry large numbers.

Socrates. I’m flattered.
, Reader. But w hat if the presupposition is all wrong, or only p a rt 

of the tru th ?  How much of your theory would be left?
Socrates. The presupposition still seems fine to me, as it does ap­

parently to all your students of TV-watching. 1*11 look a t it again if 
and when you offer strong argum ents to the contrary.

Reader. Well, let me tu rn  to another point. T hat "noble lie” of 
yours, as you can imagine, sticks in a lot of craws. I t  seems.

Socrates. Stop right there! I can’t  be held responsible for bad 
translations. "Noble act of deception” is w hat I meant, and who dou­
bts th a t on occasion an act of deception is em inently justifiable? Bring­
ing into being a perfect society seems to me one such occasion.

Reader. Does th a t mean you th ink  the end justifies the means?
Socrates. No, ju s t th a t certain ends justify  certain means.
Reader. You talk  of the equal ability of both women and men to 

rule your ideal society, given appropriate genetic background and 
education. But then you talk  about giving women as prizes to brave 
(male) warriors. Did you really mean th a t?  Or did you ju s t no t get 
round to mentioning a similar situation in reverse, where on occasion 
men would be given as prizes to say super-intelligent women? E ither 
way, w hat has happened to your concept of equality?
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Socrates. Nothing. I just naturally describe from a male point 
of view, I suppose. But I can see now th a t what I said looks inappro­
priate.

Reader. You called democracy the next worst constitution to ty ­
ranny. But your argum ent is largely based on your theory of the sup­
posed parallelism between the tripartite  state and the tripartite soul, 
w ith ordinary people in the one described as the equivalent of the lo­
west and least reputable part of the other. But why should we belie­
ve in this supposed parallelism, or for th a t m atter in the supposed 
tripartition  of cither soul or state (you seem to drop the idea comple­
tely in la ter dialogues)? Aren’t  you just committing an elementary 
fallacy of composition here - the sort of thing we are taught to avoid 
in introductory logic classes?

Socrates. The reference escapes me. But I have a feeling there 
may be something in your criticism; now th a t I reflect on the m atter, 
i t  isn’t  necessarily the case th a t wholes and parts have identical cha­
racteristics. Perhaps th a t is why I felt uncomfortable with my argu­
ment fairly soon after formulating it and in fact stopped using it.

Reader. But not so uncomfortable as to want to actually je tti­
son your overall view of democracy?

Socrates. No.
Reader. Well, let me come a t the question from another angle. 

I ’m thinking of your apparent contention th a t people have only one 
talent, and th a t democracies are characterised by people running aro­
und thinking they have more than one, and in particular thinking 
they have a ta len t for ruling. F irst of ail, why would anyone ever say 
anything so patently  counter-factual as th a t people only have one ta ­
len t each? And secondly, why do you hold ruling to be a talent like 
the others, such th a t an architect can never apparently be a politi­
cian? The whole th ing seems so perversely and self-evidently false.

Socrates. Calm down. I must obviously have expressed myself 
unclearly, since my intention was to claim th a t we all have one prin­
cipal ta len t, and this is the one we must exercise in the overall inte­
rests of the Ideal Society and, as it happens, of ourselves as indivi­
duals within it. As for the ta len t for ruling, why not? Didn’t  Pericles 
have it? By contrast, th a t recent nonentity -

Reader. Stop! You have made your case. Let me just ask you 
one general question to round off the discussion. Your main point in 
the Republic is th a t justice and happiness are two facets of a single 
sta te  of the good soul and of the ideal society, th a t is, the state of ba­
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lance and health; this being the case, justice will always be the more 
desirable sta te  of the organism th a t we call the  soul in the way th a t 
health always is for biological organisms. But haven’t  you ju s t inve­
nted a private language here? Who apart from you would ever th ink  
of happiness as a state of an organism rather than a feeling of some 
sort? And if it really is a feeling, w hat is left of the basis of your ar­
gument for justice?

Socrates. Not so fast. You have been fooled by those translators 
again. T hat word they keep translating  "happiness" is really best 
translated "well-being" and this of course is very much a characteri­
stic th a t can be a ttribu ted  to an organism, whether the organism "fe­
els" good or not. B ut on reflection I concede th a t most Greeks would 
also th ink of it  as involving feeling in some measure a t least, and so 
would, like you-

But we can break off there. These engagements w ith Socrates 
can go on for hours, bu t enough has been said for me to make my po­
int. The greatness of the Republic lies not so much in any set of do­
ctrines, overt or co\rert, th a t it  propounds, as in its singular ab ility  to 
draw us into a world of high dram a and sinewy argum ent on funda­
mental issues, and as active participants not ju s t bystanders. I t  is a 
world of part whimsy, p art irony, and p art deadly seriousness, con­
veyed to us in language th a t borders intoxicatingly on poetry. In  en­
tering into this world we enter into the heart of the socratic m ethod, 
where the question a t issue is always open to further scrutiny; where 
the pursuit of the better argument, w hatever the fallout, is an ongo­
ing imperative; where dram a and reason forever jostle in fruitful ten ­
sion. I t  is a dizzying world unknown to the w riters of treatises, a wor­
ld where the risks and challenges are great and the rewards even gre­
ater. I t  is the world of Socrates; the world of the dram a of the  life of 
reason.
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ΜΙΑ ΠΡΩΤΗ ΜΑΤΙΑ ΣΤΗΝ Π Ο ΛΙΤΕΙΑ  ΤΟΤ ΠΛΑΤΩΝΑ

II εργασία αυτή είναι μια εισαγωγική παρουσίαση της Πλατωνικής 
Πολιτείας απευθυνόμενη σε ειδικούς και μη αναγνώστες. Μετά από μια σύ­
ντομη παρουσίαση της δομής του διαλόγου, ο συγγραφέας επικεντρώνεται 
σε συγκεκριμένα θέματα του διαλόγου, τα οποία έχουν προκαλέσει κατά 
την ιστορική διαδρομή της Πλατωνικής Φιλοσοφίας αντικρουόμενες αντι­
δράσεις σε μελετητές ποικίλων πολιτικών και άλλων πεποιθήσεων. Ως πλέ­
ον ριζοσπαστικές και διαχρονικά προκλητικού χαρακτήρα θεωρούνται οι 
εξής θέσεις:
1. Η αναγνώριση της γενετικής ισότητας ανδρών και γυναικών, η οποία 

υπαγορεύει την ανάγκη παροχής ίσων ευκαιριών εκπαίδευσης και αξιο­
ποίησης και των δύο φύλων.

2. Οι προτάσεις για οικογενειακή και οικονομική κοινοκτημοσύνη μεταξύ 
των μελών της τάξης των ηγετών,

3. Η προσφυγή εκ μέρους των ηγετών σε 'ευγενή ψεύδη’ με στόχο την εξα­
σφάλιση της κοινωνικής συναίνεσης των κατώτερων κοινωνικών στρω­
μάτων.

4. Η πρόβλεψη λογοκρισίας για τα καλλιτεχνικά έργα, ιδίως τα ποιητικά 
έργα, στο πλαίσιο της δημόσιας παρεχόμενης εκπαίδευσης όλων των 
βαθμιδών.

5. Το αξίωμα «κάθε άνθρωπος οφείλει να έχει μία δραστηριότητα», αυ­
τήν που θα του επιτρέψει να αξιοποιήσει το όποιο φυσικό τάλαντο έχει.

6. Ο χαρακτηρισμός της σύγχρονης του Πλάτωνα Αθηναϊκής δημοκρα­
τίας ως του χειρότερου μετά την τυραννία είδους πολιτεύματος.

Στη συνέχεια επιχειρείται να δοθεί μια ερμηνεία γι’ αυτήν την αντι- 
φατικότητα της απήχησης των συγκεκριμένων θέσεων, οι αιτίες της οποίας 
θα πρέπει, κατά τον συγγραφέα, ν’ αναζητηθούν στη μορφή και το περιε­
χόμενο του διαλόγου, ή μάλλον στον συνδυασμό των δύο αυτών στοιχείων. 
Η εργασία τελειώνει με την προβολή ορισμένων λόγων που εξηγούν την ε- 
πικαιρότητα της Πλατωνικής Πολιτείας.
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