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Abstract
In this dissertation I analyse and criticise the Republic. I focus particularly on Plato’s political vision – his Kallipolis or ideal state. I take a lead at a number of points from Karl Popper (see bibliography). I try to decipher what Plato is saying and try to find out whether it is internally coherent. I draw out consequences of his view. I criticise Plato’s Kallipolis using contemporary values of freedom and democracy. Ultimately I argue that Plato’s political vision in the Republic is deeply flawed and should be rejected.















Critically discuss Plato’s Kallipolis (or ideal state) as presented in the Republic.
In this dissertation I will argue that Plato’s Kallipolis, as presented in the Republic, is an unappealing vision. I will argue that Plato’s arguments in favour of the Kallipolis are unsound. I try here to look at the political philosophy of the Republic from a number of interesting angles.
1. The General Picture
Let’s start with an introduction to Plato’s Kallipolis. For this we need to have an understanding of his ideas on human psychology. Plato divides the human mind into three compartments – appetite, reason and aspiration. He considers that in different individuals one or another of these three is dominant. 
In those people where appetite is the dominant factor, their goal in life is to pursue bodily pleasures, like eating and drinking. In cases where they can get their appetites under some sort of control – where they are dominated by necessary rather than unnecessary appetites[footnoteRef:1] – they become money-lovers. This means that they direct their life towards the goal of making as much money as possible. They do this because money is the means by which they can satisfy their desire for bodily pleasures. [1:  I use the terminology of C.D.C. Reeve here. I found Reeve’s book (see bibliography) useful for helping me understand what Plato is saying in the Republic. ] 

Those whose dominant psychological factor is aspiration direct their lives towards the pleasure of being honoured and esteemed by others. Olympic athletes are perhaps a good example of this when we consider that to be an Olympic champion in Ancient Greece was about as high an honour as could be achieved (apart from leading a naval victory). 
Finally, where reason is the dominant psychological factor we have the philosophical type of person (or wisdom-lover). For him the pleasure of knowing and learning the truth is his greatest pleasure and desire.
Moving on now to what Plato calls the Kallipolis (or ideal state). What Plato calls the form of the Good seems to be what the Kallipolis ‘instantiates’. So if someone sees or understands the form of the Good he is visualising or thinking about this ideal society that Plato claims to be putting forward in the Republic.
The form of the Good is composed out of other forms, perhaps out of all the other forms. (Although presumably not forms like ‘the form of jealousy’, ‘the form of hatred’ and so on, if there are such forms in Plato’s view.) Perhaps the form of the good (the form that the Kallipolis ‘instantiates’) just is a state where all the forms are ‘instantiated’ or realised.
Let’s now move on to describing the Kallipolis. It is composed of three classes. One class is the rulers. This is composed of Philosophers-Kings. In order to become a Philosopher-King a person must of course be ruled by reason, they must be by nature a wisdom-lover[footnoteRef:2]. But they must also go through an extremely rigorous training regime – only those who excel at each stage will eventually qualify as Philosopher-Kings at the age of fifty. Philosopher-Kings have ‘access to’ the forms. [2:  It is worth raising the question here: How are we to know whether someone is a wisdom-lover (and not an honour-lover or a money-lover)?] 

It is these Philosopher-Kings who rule the Kallipolis. They rule it completely – what they say goes without exception. This is why Plato sometimes describes the Kallipolis as an Aristocracy or a Monarchy and it also explains the title ‘Philosopher-Kings’. 
A second class in the Kallipolis is the Guardians. They are the police and the army. This class is made up of honour-lovers, people whose psyche is dominated by the aspirational component. They are suited for this role because successful defence of the homeland is one of the greatest sources of honour.
The final class is the Producer class. This is composed of people who are money-lovers, whose psyches are dominated by the appetitive component. Their job is to do all the hands-on economic work – various crafts, businesses, farming and so forth. They provide for the Philosopher-Kings and Guardians in return for the work they do in ruling and guarding the Kallipolis.
Plato has designed the Kallipolis in such a way that it is supposed to be best for everyone. Although there are classes there is to be no class war, because there is to be no exploitation or class domination. We might wonder how this could be when Plato has said explicitly that philosophers are to be the rulers.
But to rule and to exploit are not necessarily the same thing. The Philosopher-Kings aren’t to be rich like most rulers; in-fact they are to live modestly, in a communal environment. Private property is to be reduced to an absolute minimum. In-fact, the Producers will be richer than the Philosopher-Kings.
At this point we have had a brief sketch of Plato’s political philosophy; more will emerge as we proceed. We will now move on to a critical discussion.
2. Social Change 
Let’s consider the theme of social change. If we look back in history we can see an abundance of social change. Consider the dawn of humanity, when humans had just evolved into existence. It’s a long cry from there to a situation where we can put men on the moon, for example. Or consider just the last three hundred years or so and the progress of science, moving away from superstition and religious mysticism. We now understand the material world better than we ever have before and as a result the technology at our disposal has improved beyond recognition. This in turn has created the possibility and to some extent the actuality of an improved standard of living.
What does any of this have to do with Plato? The worry is that the Kallipolis is a fixed society, never changing, staying the same from one generation to the next[footnoteRef:3]. What is the evidence for this? [3:  In Popper’s terminology a ‘closed society’. See bibliography.] 

3. The Forms
Let’s consider the forms. What are they? In the perceptible world we see groups of things, things which belong to a type. For instance, each cat belongs to the species cat. Each table belongs to the group table. This categorisation of the world into groups is something naturally suggested by how the world appears to us, or indeed by the way the world is. Plato contends that for each group there is a single ‘form’.
Forms aren’t physical and they aren’t mental. It’s possible that Plato conceives of them as in some way religious or spiritual, but it’s more likely that he sees them as existing in a different realm altogether from those we normally consider. The forms are changeless and in some way ideal. So the form of cat is in some sense supposed to be perfect or ideal and the cats we see in the perceptible world are inferior to the form cat, they’re like cheap imitations of a branded product.
It has to be said that Plato’s theory of forms is thoroughly confusing. The theory seems to be a response to what Bertrand Russell calls ‘the problem of universals’[footnoteRef:4]. This is the problem of why things resemble each other in such a way that they lend themselves to being categorised together in groups.  [4:  See his The Problems of Philosophy (any edition) – chapters 9 and 10.] 

This is a fair question, but why Plato thought that the theory of forms could be an adequate response is not clear. Perhaps in the context of Plato’s life in Ancient Athens such a theory had an appeal that, roughly two and a half millennia later, it is difficult for us to understand.
In terms of humans, animals, plants and other living things, I would imagine that science could give us a pretty good answer about why they are as they are and why species emerge[footnoteRef:5]. In the case of what we might call a human artefact or object, like a table, we might be able to tell something like the following story. Someone was perhaps tinkering around with pieces of wood one day and noticed that if they are combined into a certain combination – more or less what we would now describe as a table – they could serve a purpose, for instance to assist in a family having their dinner[footnoteRef:6].  [5:  Richard Dawkins suggests that on the subject of ‘life’ science has pretty much cracked it, it just needs to fill in details now.]  [6:  Or perhaps a person had been thinking for a while that there must be a more convenient way to have dinner. And then one day he noticed some pieces of wood and the idea occurred.] 

When they noticed this they put the ‘proto-table’ to use at dinner time. Proving successful, they used it for every meal. Soon their friends and acquaintances began to see what they were doing and they imitated it. The idea then spread from there, the ‘proto-tables’ were given a name – ‘table’ – as tables became part of the culture of a wider and wider number of people and they took on more functions than just eating meals on.
I’m not claiming that this story is true. However, it serves to show a certain structure of explanation that could help us understand why there came to be groups of objects like tables. In general, there doesn’t seem to be any reason why the ‘problem of universals’ couldn’t be solved without forms.
What role does the theory of forms play in the total picture of the Kallipolis? The Kallipolis supposedly ‘instantiates’ the form of the good. What does this mean? It means that Plato identifies ‘the good’ with a certain type of society. The type of society in question is the Kallipolis as presented in the Republic.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Not forgetting the Laws and other dialogues.] 

The suggestion therefore seems to be that there is only one good kind of society, because only one kind of society ‘instantiates’ the form of the good. The closer a society comes to the Kallipolis the better it is. Of course we do nowadays call societies good or bad depending on how they seem to us in various important respects. So the idea of a good society isn’t controversial. However, we would tend to think that two or more societies that are quite different in significant ways can all be good.
Let’s reflect for a moment on ‘the form of the good’. We’ve just said that the theory of forms is highly dubious, which implicates ‘the form of the good’. But without pressing this point too much at the moment let’s consider how Plato thinks we can gain access to the form of the good. The route to knowledge of the form of the good is long and arduous. It starts at an early age and involves various stages of physical and educational training, as well as a spell doing practical polis management work. 
4. The Education of Philosopher-Kings
At the age of fifty a small number of people will have successfully passed all the tests and will ‘gain access’ to the form of the good and all the other forms. Simultaneously they will become Philosopher-Kings and rule the Kallipolis. 
What reason do we have for thinking that those who pass the training will attain to anything at all that would make them legitimate or good rulers? One reason is that the training helps a person master abstract thinking, for instance through learning maths and geometry. Abstract thinking is important[footnoteRef:8] because it allows us to distance ourselves from our own immediate wants and needs and take on a more long term and broader perspective. [8:  Beyond the straightforward benefits in the field of abstract thought being studied.] 

The polis management could also be good training for a ruler. There is also emphasis on improving character-traits like wisdom, temperance, courage and so on[footnoteRef:9]. There is also training in ‘dialectic’. This seems to be something roughly like philosophical discussion. The Philosopher-Kings will of course be proficient philosophers.  [9:  For instance, in tests where candidates are put in situations where there are strong inducements to deviate from the principles they are supposed to be following. This might be through fear (testing courage) or through the inducements of some tempting pleasure (testing temperance).] 

So there are some reasons to think that the training will produce people with capabilities that make them good choices to rule a society. But can’t these traits be picked-up without any need for such an elaborate and all-embracing training scheme? We may agree with Plato that we need leaders with qualities like courage and temperance and ideally they will have good capabilities in abstract thought and perhaps even be philosophically minded to some extent. Again, some form of practical experience is important, of which the practical polis management that Plato mentions is one example – we want leaders who have ‘real-world experience’. 
However, all these things can be gained outside of Plato’s training project. It seems as if Plato wants to control everything, that he is what we might nowadays call a ‘control-freak’. Of course Plato thought that his training scheme was necessary because it is the only way to gain access to the forms and the forms hold the key to the formation of the Kallipolis and to the future well-being of humanity. But once we reject the forms – for reasons given above and below – the training scheme loses its force.
Plato’s Academy – which was (to some extent) the practical attempt to do in reality what Plato discusses in the Republic and elsewhere – could still be an excellent forerunner to the University and a place of learning and intellectual progress in various departments of thought. But it had no real claim to be a training ground for rulers who would, on completion of training, be the holders of knowledge that would automatically give them a legitimate claim to be rulers in Athens or anywhere else. 
It seems as if The Academy did train some people who went on to be involved in the politics of various places. Whether they did a good job or a bad job[footnoteRef:10], we should be incredulous to any claim that they completed their training with some kind of transcendent knowledge – knowledge of the forms – that would entitle them to ask us all to stand aside and let them get on with holding (absolute and unquestioned) power.  [10:  Popper (see bibliography) suggests that The Academy had a terrible record of producing ‘graduates’ who went on to be tyrants.] 

5. ‘Noble Lies’
Let’s now examine some other aspects of the Republic. Firstly the myths or noble lies that Plato suggests the rulers should be allowed to tell. One of these is the ‘myth of the metals’. This is the idea that each citizen contains one of three kinds of material in their soul – gold, silver, or bronze/iron. Which of these a citizen has determines (according to the myth) his social position, whether he is a Philosopher-King, or a guardian[footnoteRef:11], or a member of the productive class. [11:  Perhaps the correct terminology is ‘auxiliary’. When I say ‘guardians’ I’m talking about the class that carries out police and army duties.] 

This seems to be an elaboration on the important distinction that is made between wisdom-lovers, honour-lovers and money-lovers. That distinction is something Plato regards as true – people fall into one of these three categories. But he then wants to further add to that distinction with the myth of metals in the souls of people in these three groups. What’s the point of this addition? 
Perhaps it’s simply a way of trying to convince everyone within society to keep their place. If someone from the productive class started asking questions about why the rulers should be rulers, he would receive the reply that it was by nature appropriate because they do after all have gold in their souls, where he only has bronze or iron. Any awkward questions would be quickly cut off by the myth of the metals.
The next myth or noble lie is that of ‘the earthborn’. This is the idea that all the citizens of the Kallipolis are related like family because they arose fully formed from under the ground. Won’t some suspicion be aroused when mothers have normal births and see their son or daughter being born, but not ‘earthborn’? Are they still supposed to tell their children that they were ‘earthborn’?
The point of this myth is to create unity. If we all come from the earth then we’re all brothers and sisters. Unity and solidarity are of course important in any society, but so is truth. Surely Plato has crossed the line here. To try to inculcate such an enormous lie is highly unlikely to be successful and would have to go down as one of the most disgraceful proposals for a campaign of propaganda (designed to keep people in ignorance) ever made. 
6. Tribalism
This also seems to give some support to Popper’s[footnoteRef:12] contention that Plato wanted a return to a more primitive society. One aspect of the tribalism that was around before civilisation came into existence was the deep unity of the tribe. Nowadays we can walk down the street and see hundreds of people that we don’t know. But in these tribal societies the bond between the members was incredibly tight. It seems as if individuality in any form that we would recognise didn’t exist. [12:  All mentions of Popper refer to source listed in bibliography.] 

Popper contends that Plato is nostalgic for those times. And the myth of the earthborn could be seen as some sort of attempt to bring back the unity of old that had been completely shattered.
7. Justice and Reason
This might be a good time to remember what it is that Plato is trying to do in the Republic as a whole. He is concerned with justice both in the individual and in society. He wants to tell us what a just individual is and what a just society is. He is also concerned with the connections between justice and happiness.
So how does he characterise the just individual? It has to do with the relations between three components of the psyche. In a just individual reason, or rational desires, will rule. The desire for honour and money will have their place and the just individual will not neglect to satisfy these desires, but he won’t allow them to take ascendancy in the psyche. 
What does Plato mean by rational-desires? This seems to have to do with a love of wisdom and learning the truth[footnoteRef:13]. It would seem that Plato sees the psyche as consisting of three centres which all aim at their own particular pleasure, whether that is learning, being honoured or satisfying appetites[footnoteRef:14].  [13:  Couldn’t wisdom-lovers direct themselves towards projects that we would intuitively regard as pointless, like counting how many grains of sand there are in the Sahara desert? If all they want to do is learn and know truths, then what’s stopping them picking random truths like that? 							The answer could lie in the word ‘wisdom’ – we don’t normally think that learning random truths makes a person wise. However, perhaps the term ‘wisdom’ is being used loosely here, or perhaps the meaning being applied just is to do with learning and knowing truths (with the implication I’m suggesting going unnoticed).												The only way I can see in which Plato can avoid this point is to appeal to the forms. The rational-desires of Philosopher-Kings are directed towards the forms (and quite possibly only the forms). Perhaps a key point is the following: The forms are reality. To know the truth we have to know reality. So if we are wisdom-lovers and we want to learn and know the truth then what we need to do, if we can,  is get to know or in some way get in contact with the forms. 										It’s not totally clear where this leaves things other than the forms in terms of their reality – are they real, or not? Judging by Plato’s discussion of art in Book X the forms have ‘the highest degree of reality’, with objects in the world (and presumably everything mental as well) except the products of the ‘imitative arts’ at a ‘lesser degree of reality’ than the forms and the products of the ‘imitative arts’ at the ‘lowest degree of reality’.  	What about the rational-desires of wisdom-lovers who aren’t Philosopher-Kings (and hence don’t have access to the forms) and aren’t training to be Philosopher-Kings? What are they directed towards? Perhaps towards learning and knowing the truth about a ‘level of reality’ below that of the forms.				If Plato thinks there are ‘degrees of reality’, then does he also think are there ‘degrees of truth’? This would have to be the case for the line of thought I’m presenting here to get off the ground. Otherwise it wouldn’t make any difference to a wisdom-lover what ‘level of reality’ their object of enquiry was at. So the thought is that knowledge about the forms  is somehow ‘more true’ than knowledge about matters at a ‘lower level of reality’.												Or perhaps rather than this, when Plato says that wisdom-lovers want to ‘learn and know the truth’ we should add assume that he means that the higher the level of reality they can ‘learn and know the truth’ about the better.													In any case, this idea Plato has about ‘degrees of reality’ seems difficult to defend (I discuss this further in section 18 below).										Time and time again (there are examples throughout this dissertation) Plato’s arguments in the Republic end up having the forms at their heart. Without the forms many of his arguments would lose most of their force. If the forms are just indefensible mysticism then Plato’s project in the Republic is in tatters. It will be clear from the many discussions I have of the forms throughout this dissertation that I do see them as indefensible mysticism.								]  [14:  This is the strange view that the psyche of a person is composed of three distinct centres all operating like self-contained people.] 

All three make demands on a person, so what does it mean to say that one of them rules in a person? It would seem to be that a person gives more time and energy to one part than the others.
This picture seems to give a lot of emphasis to intellectual pursuits. It seems to suggest that the just man is the philosopher, or at least the wisdom-lover. There doesn’t seem to me to be a huge amount of intuitive appeal to this idea. We don’t normally identify a person as good or just because their main priority in life is an intellectual one[footnoteRef:15]. [15:  And of course it’s obviously true that there can be immoral intellectuals. Would Plato say that there can be immoral wisdom-lovers?] 

Further, when we talk about a person being rational we don’t necessarily mean that they are an intellectual. 
So we might think of reason as being something distinct from our various desires, whether they are for the pleasure of learning, honour or satisfying appetites[footnoteRef:16]. Or even separate from the desire to be ethical people in our conduct towards others. On this picture we use reason to work out how we can best achieve our overall well-being, taking into account our various desires, goals and so on.  [16:  If Plato is holding the view that the psyche is composed of three ‘mini-psyches’ then it would seem that each part would contain its own complement of reason. It seems that, in the Laws, Plato may have rejected this approach – see Christopher Bobonich’s article in bibliography entry under Wagner. In this dissertation I work on the assumption that, in the Republic, Plato did hold the idea that the mind contains three ‘mini-psyches’ or ‘mini-minds’.] 

Let’s move on to justice in the city. The just city is one ruled by reason. What does this mean? It means that wisdom-lovers have to be in charge. That means Philosopher-Kings. The idea seems to be that we can’t let money or honour lovers have any role in ruling, because their desire for money or honour will be their only priority. 
So it seems to be the case that wisdom-lovers, while their chief pleasure in life is pursuing wisdom, do have the capability to look at the bigger picture and put aside their own individual interests in pursuing wisdom in order to look out for the welfare of the whole city. Their motive in doing so is to secure the pleasure of learning for themselves in the long term.
But why can’t honour or money lovers do the same? After all, Plato seems to suggest that wisdom-lovers are not any more intelligent than people in the other two categories; it’s just that they have a different primary desire. So why couldn’t an honour or money lover use their reason to look out for the general well-being of the city, with the background motive of securing their own honour or wealth in the long-term?
If we rule out the possibility that wisdom-lovers are in some sense ‘more intelligent’, then the only other possibility that I can think of has to do with the forms[footnoteRef:17]. We should remember that to rule the Kallipolis Philosopher-Kings need to have access to the forms. And it appears to be the case that only wisdom-lovers can access the forms.[footnoteRef:18] [17:  However, see section 14 below.]  [18:  Why should only wisdom-lovers be able to access the forms? Perhaps because a love of learning is required in order to get access to the forms. Why should that be the case? At this point it becomes difficult to give an answer, not least because we involve ourselves with the mysterious forms.] 

8. Morality
There is perhaps also a further problem. What motivation do Philosopher-Kings have to be moral? After all, what they are personally interested in is the pleasure of learning and knowing the truth. The answer to this is perhaps that the best way for wisdom-lovers to secure the best life possible for themselves overall is to create a just society, because this is the best route to a secure, stable, peaceful society without class conflict and internal strife. 
However, where is the guarantee that a just society will be the one that promotes the best life possible for wisdom-lovers? It does seem plausible that a just society will take away the sense of injustice that can lead to internal strife. However, this alone doesn’t necessarily mean that the difficulties created by that sense of injustice can’t be outbalanced by the advantages that an unjust society could bring for wisdom-lovers.
If it did turn out to be the case that wisdom-lovers would benefit most from an unjust society, then what is to stop them carrying this through?[footnoteRef:19] It seems plausible that the wisdom-lovers wouldn’t be able to dominate the other two classes on their own. However, what’s stopping two classes – say, wisdom-lovers and honour-lovers – teaming up and oppressing the money-lovers (if they thought it would be advantageous)?[footnoteRef:20] [19:  Perhaps Plato would have to fall back on an appeal to the forms.]  [20:  We should note as well that there doesn’t seem to be any reason why a political faction couldn’t emerge that contained a mixture of money, honour and wisdom lovers. ] 

The background worry here is that, for Plato, morality and justice seem to be grounded only in individual self-interest. There doesn’t seem to be any room in these concepts (or anywhere else) for caring about other people for their own sake.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  After coming up with this line of thought, I found that David Bostock had also made the point, and very clearly. See Section D of his article ‘The Soul and Immortality in Plato’s Phaedo’ – see bibliography under Wagner.] 

Consider what we have said above about wisdom-lovers desiring to learn and know the truth and the forms being the ‘most real’ things that there are. It therefore seems that the highest pleasure of Philosopher-Kings will be to learn and know the truth about the forms. Even considering this, what motivation do Philosopher-Kings have to instantiate the forms?
Perhaps by bringing the sensible world closer to the forms it takes on ‘more reality’. Therefore the Philosopher-Kings might get more pleasure from learning and knowing the truth from the sensible world. But if they have access to the forms already, then would they have any interest in learning and knowing the truth about the sensible world (for its own sake), even if it did instantiate the forms as closely as possible?
9. Wisdom 
We should also reflect upon Plato’s categorisation of people into the three different camps – wisdom-lovers, honour-lovers and money-lovers. This seems to be quite fundamental to his argument in the Republic. Is it correct? We can see examples that presumably fit each category. Socrates would be a good example of a wisdom-lover. Rupert Murdoch would be a good example of a money-lover. And Barack Obama would be a good example of an honour-lover.
The wise – in my view – are people who can give the best advice on important matters. And the important matters in question have to be matters with an ethical import, or at least that don’t have an unethical import. 
Plato presents the Philosopher-Kings as reluctantly returning to ‘the cave’. The reason why they are reluctant is because it takes them away from philosophising. But when they are philosophising, what are they philosophising about?
It seems to me that Philosopher-Kings are involved in some kind of self-absorbed, ivory-tower contemplation. What they are supposed to be contemplating I have no idea. It’s a little bit reminiscent of Aristotle’s thought that the highest human happiness is some kind of pure theoretical contemplation, perhaps with a spiritual or religious aspect.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  It’s also a little bit reminiscent of Buddhist monks living in a monastery and meditating all day.] 

Of course during the training to be a Philosopher-King the candidates study some useful subjects, for instance maths and geometry. They also study ‘dialectic’, which seems to be something like training in the logical structure of arguments or perhaps in the process of back and forth debate. 
Perhaps the Philosopher-Kings, in their ‘spare time’, are ‘contemplating’ or ‘communing with’ or otherwise engaging with the forms and in particular the form of the good. But then we’re back again to issues relating to forms, which have been discussed above (and are discussed below). Are we then to believe that the Philosopher-Kings are sitting in a room or in a garden in some kind of mystic ‘communion’ with these ‘forms’, whatever they are exactly? What Plato supposes such a scene would look like is hard to imagine. And what he supposes to be going on in the minds of Philosopher-Kings when they are contemplating the forms is even harder to imagine.
It could be argued, in Plato’s defence, that his Philosopher-Kings are engaged in a combination of theory and practice. By practice I’m referring to their work in ‘the cave’, in their capacity as rulers of society, making decisions with practical consequences. And by theory I’m referring to their time philosophising, where perhaps they are contemplating the forms and almost refreshing themselves with a renewed understanding of how things should (ideally) be, ready for another spell of practical work.
10. Education
Plato is well known for putting a considerable emphasis on education. This is seen very clearly in the case of his Academy. It’s also seen in the extensive educational programme he proposes that potential Philosopher-Kings should be put through.
Does he put too much emphasis on formal education? In contemporary society we are used to politicians having a wide variety of experiences before they get power. Often they have a University education. Sometimes they find their way into politics via business – the riches accumulated as business people making ‘success’ in politics much easier. And there are many other routes: through involvement in unions, or through initial involvement in a political party in spare time, while working full-time, or through involvement with some kind of political campaigning movement.
Plato could be seen as the originator of the idea of a school for training rulers, where they are systematically prepared for life in power by an all-encompassing formal education programme. Candidates to become Philosopher-Kings would of course all come together and form a community while training, pretty much isolated from wider society. The Philosopher-Kings form a sort of ruling-elite[footnoteRef:23]. This is reminiscent of the rulers and elite in a country like the UK. [23:  Does Plato think that wisdom-lovers are ‘inherently better’ than honour and money lovers? It’s not totally clear, because of the point about wisdom-lovers not being anymore intelligent. Presumably the same point applies along other dimensions, like physical attributes and emotional attributes. However, I suspect that Plato thinks wisdom-lovers are superior because, for him, loving wisdom is somehow superior to loving money or honour. This squares with the myth of the metals where wisdom-lovers are said to have gold in their souls. It is just a myth, but even so.] 

In response to this, Plato might argue that we want and need our rulers to be the best people in our society. Ruling is clearly an important job, a crucial job even, so why would we consider leaving it to amateurs, or to whoever is the best at winning favour with the mob, or letting it fall into the hands of a greedy tyrant, or allowing the rich to dominate politics?
This question of wealth is certainly one where Plato’s vision and the reality of political life in most countries at present come apart. The Philosopher-Kings are not to be rich (as mentioned above). They have a modest and humble standard of life and almost no private property whatsoever. This is in complete contrast to contemporary politics where money dominates. 
So has Plato come up with an innovation here that we should embrace? The innovation being the idea that we should take the best people, train them, find the best of the best and let them rule. One issue is who picks those who get into the training in the first place? The answer might be that tests are carried out at a young age and those who do well enough progress to the next level.
The issue then becomes who designs the tests and what are the tests? Presumably once the Kallipolis is up and running Philosopher-Kings will design the tests. But how about when the Kallipolis is first being established and there aren’t yet any Philosopher-Kings? We can see from the Republic that Plato outlines in some detail the training that Philosopher-Kings will undergo. Presumably he doesn’t give all the details, but clearly if he could produce the details he did then he or someone else taking on his vision could supply the rest of the details.
So what makes Plato think that his training will really result in the best rulers possible being crowned Kings on completion? In other words, why couldn’t it be the case that those who are crowned Philosopher-Kings are actually poor choices for rulers?
Would the person designing the training have to have knowledge of the forms? Perhaps by looking to the forms he could figure out a training scheme that would allow people to reach knowledge of the forms. Otherwise, how could he be sure his training was going to produce the desired result? But if he has knowledge of (or ‘access to’, etc.) the forms, then how did he manage to get it without going through the extensive training himself? And if he claims to have gone through the training, then who designed the training and how? 
Indeed, how does Plato know anything about the forms if he hasn’t been through the training himself? And if he has been through the training, then how did he get the idea in the first place that this training was going to yield access to forms? One answer is that Plato stumbled upon forms almost by accident. Perhaps after years of education, experience, reflection and so on, he one day came into contact with the forms and considered it to be an unexpected reward for all his hard work. Or perhaps Plato had never actually come into direct contact or experience with the forms, but only knew about their existence because he had figured out theoretically that they must exist.
But if Plato didn’t ‘have access’ to the forms then how could he tell us so much about how the Kallipolis should look, given that it is supposed to instantiate the form of the good? Plato is claiming that he can explain to us what justice is in the individual and in the city. To do so he must presumably have access to the form of justice. 
Another possibility is that Plato theoretically worked out that there must be forms, was able to figure out a route that would allow him to get to them[footnoteRef:24] and then worked his way towards them, eventually reaching them. [24:  But surely such a route would just be the route of the training scheme? If there was a quicker way then presumably that would be the training scheme. But Plato couldn’t have done the training scheme because, for one thing, he didn’t do the ten years of practical polis management. And did he do anything like the physical training that is part of the course?] 

In any case, Plato seems to be on very shaky ground here and this deeply suspicious notion of ‘the forms’ keeps on occurring at the heart of his arguments. The theory of forms is just too vague to hold the weight that Plato wants it to hold in his argument (more on this below).
11. Freedom and Leadership
But perhaps we can put Plato’s argument in a more sympathetic way. Let’s return to the idea that the best should rule. This has intuitive strength. On the one hand, equality is a value that has a lot of credence in contemporary society. On the other hand, everyone knows that any realistic concept of equality doesn’t entail that everyone is equally talented and equally good at everything. In other words, it is obvious that some people will make better rulers than others.[footnoteRef:25] [25:  Always assuming that we need rulers in the first place. Anarchists and perhaps some direct democracy adherents might argue that we don’t, or at least give the concept a very different meaning.] 

In that case why shouldn’t we search systematically for those rulers? One reason is that we don’t have to. No one searched systematically for Nelson Mandela or Martin Luther King – to name two recent great political leaders. People gravitate to where their potential leads them if they have any opportunity of participating in society. Of course, in Ancient Athens there might have been a great political leader among the slaves, but he probably would never have had a chance to rule because the social structure was impenetrable. Or there might be a handful of potentially great political leaders across Africa at present, but if they are all starving then they won’t be able to fulfil their potential.
So the goal could be to create a society where everyone has the chance to fulfil their potential, including the potential to be a political leader. Plato might respond to this by saying that while he agrees that people will gravitate where their natural ability and potential lead them, still it makes sense to make the most of the talent available to us and the way to do that is through his training scheme.
But Plato doesn’t leave any option for people to take their own path in life. What if someone who had passed the tests to continue training as a Philosopher-King decided that they would rather do something else?[footnoteRef:26] One possibility might be that they would be slotted into a different class – the guardians or the productive class. Of these two the productive class is the one where there seems to be some scope for free activity, it doesn’t seem to be quite so rigidly controlled. People can live in families for instance and they have private property. Nonetheless, the Philosopher-Kings still have total power over this class – they set the basic ground rules and they can decide how much they want to interfere.[footnoteRef:27]  [26:  Or if someone failed the testing to become a Philosopher-King at some stage but still maintained that they would be a good ruler or leader, how could we be sure they weren’t right?]  [27:  Two points are worth bearing in mind. Firstly, the productive class is there to produce for the whole society in an organised and efficient manner. There probably wouldn’t be much room for experimenters. I imagine it would be a bit like working in a supermarket – rigidly controlled (though I don’t think Plato envisaged much involvement for Philosopher-Kings amongst the productive class’ operations). 
Secondly, Plato seems to be suggesting that a person will be at home in one of the three classes and if he isn’t then the fault would lie with him. That’s an extraordinarily bold claim and, arguably, extraordinarily arrogant.] 

In general the prospects for an innovator/experimenter of any kind within the Kallipolis look dim. The prospects for an innovative artist are non-existent – they would be thrown out (see section 18 below). Plato is very wary of change. He goes as far as to suggest that if the style of music changes then the whole society is on its way to being turned upside down. Clearly there is no room for anyone who wants to do anything differently in the Kallipolis. In other words, the Kallipolis is totalitarian.
In Athens Plato of course set up The Academy and many people ‘graduated’ from it, some of them with political ambitions. That in itself is fine. But the difference is that no one was forced to take on the graduates of The Academy, in the way that they would be forced to take the Philosopher-Kings. No one except Philosopher-Kings can rule in the Kallipolis and there is only one way to become a Philosopher-King – through the training course.
As Isaiah Berlin has commented[footnoteRef:28], human beings are cut from a ‘crooked timber’. We need freedom because it gives us room to make mistakes, learn and grow. In science for instance, Leon Trotsky argued[footnoteRef:29] that scientific investigation shouldn’t be tied down too closely to practical, technological concerns. If scientists are always being pestered about what the practical value of their work is it reduces the likelihood that they will follow their leads and instincts wherever it takes them and eventually make big breakthroughs, at the end of a circuitous route that perhaps no one else thought had any promise. Eventually this kind of process can result in excellent practical advances. [28: See Berlin’s The Crooked Timber of Humanity (any edition).]  [29:  See http://www.marxists.org/archive/trotsky/1925/09/science.htm] 

Plato himself was interested in science and seems to have visited scientists during one or more of his trips to Sicily[footnoteRef:30]. I’m not trying to suggest that Plato wanted to pester scientists to make their work more practical, but I am suggesting that the kind of rigidity that Plato everywhere imposes does not bode well for the growth or development of any individual within the Kallipolis. (We might compare the training programme of the Philosopher-Kings to the kind of strict education we see in many Asian countries today.) [30:  See bibliography – Gilbert Ryle.] 

12. Change and Heraclitus
Why does Plato want to do things this way? He seems to have a very deep aversion to change. It is interesting to note something that seems to contradict this and that is the suggestion – made by Aristotle, for one – that Plato accepted Heraclitus’ idea of universal flux. This is the idea that the ‘sensible world’ – the world our senses reveal to us and also the world of our minds – is in a constant process of flux. Everything is in a process of becoming but is never in a stable state so that we could say that it is some particular thing at some particular time.
Heraclitus’ philosophy and in particular his thoughts about flux and change seem to have had a profound impact on the future of philosophy. Even nowadays they have the power to excite. But did Plato really believe in universal flux? The suggestion that he did might help explain why he came up with his theory of forms. (However, we should be cautious. There doesn’t seem to be much textual evidence to suggest that Plato did hold the universal flux theory and there is some textual evidence to suggest he didn’t, namely the Theaetetus.)
The background to this reflection is provided for us by Popper, who gives enormous emphasis to the historical shift from pre-civilised tribal society to civilisation. It’s not as if this shift occurred during Plato’s lifetime – not even close. It was many generations prior to that. But the idea is that the shift was so profound and so revolutionary that the ramifications were felt for a long time after. In-fact, Popper suggests that the ramifications were still being felt in a serious way in his lifetime. So if Popper was right then the effect will still be present now.[footnoteRef:31] [31:  See section 23 below where I give an example of a contemporary case that could be seen as backing the idea that these tensions are still real.] 

This may have been the most important background reason behind Heraclitus’ idea of universal flux. The tremors of this historical shift may have caused people to lose confidence in anything as a stable landmark in their life. They had been uprooted completely so the idea of universal flux may have naturally presented itself, at least to a great thinker like Heraclitus trying to get to grips with the time he was living in.
It’s possible that for the same reasons Plato might have found this theory irresistible. But even if he didn’t fully buy into universal flux, he still seems to be dissatisfied with the ‘generation and decay’ of the ‘sensible world’. However, Popper suggests that one response to the historical shift was a desire to go back, to return to the old tribal life, to reject civilisation. He also suggests that Plato was one among those who responded in this way.
However, as Popper points out, it’s pretty much impossible to go back to tribal times once civilisation has taken root. And of course Plato isn’t literally proposing a return to tribalism. But the thought is that his desire to go back is pushing him in the direction of advocating a society with features reminiscent of those of tribalism. This is where the aversion to change comes in. In tribal times nothing, or almost nothing, changed from one generation to the next. As far as I understand it the patterns of life could quite easily remain totally unchanged over hundreds of years, maybe even thousands. But whatever the precise details it seems clear that tribalism was extremely static. Perhaps this explains the surprising levels of rigidity in the Kallipolis.
Further, it might also help to explain the theory of forms. If the sensible world provides inadequate stability and is generally found by Plato to be unsatisfactory, then we need to look elsewhere for stability and perhaps even for meaning. And Plato looked to a collection of entities which appears to have been new, of his own creation (he would say discovery), that isn’t physical and isn’t mental and probably isn’t spiritual or religious either. (Ironically, Plato probably altered his theory of forms over time.) The forms are static, they don’t change. 
We might imagine it a bit like an art gallery. The paintings never change, just as the forms never change. If you return to the art gallery a year after your last visit all the same paintings will be there exactly as they were before; similarly whenever we ‘visit’ the forms we will find them always the same.
What kind of substance are forms then? If they are not of a physical substance and not of a mental substance, then perhaps they are of a ‘spiritual substance’ (which I for one don’t believe to be a real thing). But if they are not of a spiritual substance, then what kind of substance are they? How could Plato even start to answer this question? Even if Plato holds that forms are of a spiritual or religious substance that doesn’t get us much further, all it really does is appeal to a more familiar form of mysticism. 
13. Justice, Happiness and Thrasymachus
Let’s consider the issue of happiness and the connection between justice and happiness. Thrasymachus contends that justice is a phoney construction made up by rulers to make the population do as the rulers wish. So he seems to take the extreme position that justice is purely a piece of propaganda. Does he recognise any other concept of justice other than ‘the interest of the stronger’?
It could be argued, for instance, that alongside ‘the interest of the stronger’ could be another concept of justice, something like the common sense notion of justice that people currently have (even if they don’t always live up to it). But Thrasymachus doesn’t seem to see engage with such a concept. 
Thrasymachus insists that any person, if they could get away with it, would do whatever they want without any regard to basic standards of morality and justice (as we would normally see them). We would have no qualms about stealing and killing – nothing would bother our conscience. We would just go from one pleasure to the next with justice and morality being irrelevant – we wouldn’t give a thought to them.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  It’s not clear how Plato can avoid agreeing with Thrasymachus on this when we emphasise the phrase “if they could get away with it”. See section 8 above for related discussion. Of course, Plato doesn’t hold the idea that ‘justice is the interest of the stronger’.] 

There is some truth in this when we consider dictators. They take absolute power, at which point they can do whatever they want. And that’s exactly what they do. Consider the lifestyle of Colonel Gaddafi or Bashar Al-Assad. In the case of dictators of this kind morality and justice really do seem to be out of the picture[footnoteRef:33].  [33:  Although even in such cases the dictator normally thinks of himself as an ethical person. It would be very rare – though surely not impossible – to find someone who in both their mind and in their actions regards ethics of any kind as irrelevant and worthless.] 

Are we all at heart the same as Colonel Gaddafi? Would we take power the way he did if we could? Would we act the way he did when we had power? The obvious answer is ‘no’. I can’t see any reason why we would all want to be like Gaddafi. There seems to be plenty of evidence of different personality types. Those who think like Thrasymachus are probably often making the mistake of thinking that because they would be happy to act like that then everyone else must think as they do.[footnoteRef:34] [34:  Are we to believe that Thrasymachus really has no morality and just goes through the motions in his daily life (this seems to be what we should believe if we take him literally), or is he just full of bluster and actually does believe in some of the traditional ethical ideas that he claims are a sham?] 

But what about Gyges’ ring, which can make a person invisible (according to the myth or story)? What would we do if we came across it? Speaking for myself, I would use Gyges’ ring cautiously and test it out in various situations. Maybe I would even break a few laws using it, if doing so would be relatively harmless. But I wouldn’t abandon justice and morality – those things provide a foundation and structure in our lives. To abandon them would be to become completely corrupt, even if we couldn’t possibly be retaliated against.[footnoteRef:35] [35:  I’m sure lots of people would feel the same and no doubt some would agree with Thrasymachus. There would also be all degrees in between and also probably some purists who would destroy the ring immediately.] 

Plato argues that tyrants are the most miserable of people. He suggests that the type of person who becomes a tyrant is by nature of a poor temperament – the sort of person who would not be happy in any circumstances. And once he becomes a tyrant he is even more wretched, perhaps because all checks on his naturally anti-social tendencies are broken.
This account is convincing. Could Hitler or Stalin really have been happy? On the other hand, who is to say that there aren’t as many ways to be happy as there are people? Just because most people would be miserable as a brutal dictator doesn’t mean the dictator himself is miserable in this role. On the one hand, we have the intuition that dictators can’t be ‘really happy’ even if they think they are. On the other hand, this intuition could be undermined by empirical evidence.
In any case, Plato takes it upon himself to show that justice pays in terms of happiness. The starting assumption seems to be that justice isn’t merely whatever the latest tyrant or oligarch says it is. In other words, we’re not working with Thrasymachus’ concept of justice.
One problem is that acting justly seems to put someone at a disadvantage. Those who act towards their goals without thinking about justice will have less to worry about; they can just go straight ahead towards what they want without having to give time and energy over to worrying about the ethical implications of their actions.[footnoteRef:36] [36:  Though they have to stay within the bounds of what is legally or socially permitted, or else their desire for money or honour will be frustrated. Think of Rupert Murdoch’s recent problems. Even for someone as powerful as that there can still be a point where society has had enough and seeks some kind of redress.] 

What are the goals of those people who ignore justice? Plato would probably suggest that it has a lot to do with satisfying appetites like those of hunger and thirst or with a desire for honour[footnoteRef:37]. Pleonexia is relevant in this context. This is the desire for more and more of what a person wants, without limit. Money is another obvious goal, i.e. the money-lover who loves money because it provides the means for satisfying his (bodily) appetites. Presumably making money could be a means to the satisfaction of the desire for honour as well. [37:  Could a desire for wisdom also be pursued efficaciously without regard for justice?] 

If a person has appetites that have no limits and if the satisfaction of these appetites requires money then they will desire more and more money without limit. If it is honour that a person desires most then again this could be pursued effectively without any regard for ethics. For instance, the attaining of high political office often brings honour, but many would suggest that (by and large) the experience of the present and the past suggests that those who reach high office tend to be unscrupulous people without any real concern for justice.
So it does seem to be the case that if a person is mainly concerned with satisfying appetitive or aspirational desires the way to do this is to ruthlessly pursue these things. On the other hand, sometimes those who are most honoured are ethical people. Einstein and Mother Teresa are two examples. 
However, there is an issue that has been discussed above (section 7) and will be discussed in the next section. If honour or money lovers are interested in securing these pleasures in the long-term then this might deter them from acting unjustly because doing so could hinder social stability and their own long-term prospects. 
However, what is stopping these people aiming towards a society that doesn’t have anything to do with justice, but which is organised in such a way that their own interests are secured in the long-term. We see this in the present with businessmen, for instance, who try to organise and influence to secure and further their own wealth, without a concern for anything else.[footnoteRef:38] [38:  Couldn’t the same thing able in the case of wisdom-lovers? What’s stopping them from organising society in such a way that there long-term desires are met within an unjust society. Perhaps Plato would argue that no unjust society can secure anyone’s long term prospects. But this would require supporting arguments.] 

In any case, not everyone has to choose a life of chasing money or honour. If a person wants to make justice and morality a part of their life in some way then rather than being a hindrance that can be a rewarding part of their life. Many people get satisfaction from acting justly or virtuously[footnoteRef:39].  [39:  As noted above, there doesn’t seem to be much room, if any, for this kind of pleasure in Plato’s system. Justice or morality for him seems to be a by-product of each individual’s desire for money, honour or wisdom. ] 

For instance, consider humanitarian missions in Africa. Most probably if you speak to people who do that sort of thing they will tell you that they feel making a difference to the lives of others (and perhaps even making a contribution world justice) and that this gives them a sense of purpose and fulfilment. We could also take more common examples. For instance, a nurse might tell you that it is just or ethical or good for the healthy to help the sick and they are happy that they are able to play this role (not just as a means to an end, but also for its own sake). 
14. Reason Revisited
Plato’s solution to these matters seems to be delivered through his reflections on human psychology. This takes us back to his three components of the psyche. Essential here is the idea of ‘the well-ordered psyche’. This is the psyche where reason rules over appetite and aspiration. But what does it mean for reason to rule?[footnoteRef:40] Again, it seems to be where a person dedicates their life to rational desires. [40:  We could also ask why rational-desires being the dominant desire constitutes (or creates the only opportunity for) ‘a well-ordered soul’? Couldn’t someone with another part dominant also be ‘well-ordered’? Plato would say ‘no’, but it’s hard to see how he could justify that within the terms of his own argument.
	He might say that it is because money and honour lovers can only pursue money and honour and in doing so could be undermining the preconditions of their long-term satisfaction of their dominant desires without knowing it, or the preconditions could be being undermined in some other way without them noticing. But this arbitrarily limits the rational power of these people, not in terms of their rational-desires, but in terms of the reason they have within the dominant component of their psyche.
	I suspect that Plato might ultimately have to appeal to the forms. The wisdom-lovers souls are the only ones that can be well-ordered because they are the only ones who can get in touch with the forms.] 

There is an important difference between rational desires and aspirational or appetitive desires. That is that following rational-desires leads a person to a greater and greater understanding of reality.
This may be crucial for Plato’s entire project. While an honour-lover accumulates honour and while a money-lover accumulates wealth, neither of them accumulates wisdom or a serious understanding of reality. Of course they must know things and learn things, but they’re not explicitly aiming at wisdom and truth, so their knowledge of reality will only be such as is a necessary means to making money or gaining honour. 
So maybe it is this superior wisdom that justifies the rule of Philosopher-Kings. In other words, wisdom-lovers by their nature desire to pursue truth and wisdom and the consequence of them doing so is that they gain a better understanding of the way things really are than the other segments of the community and this makes them better rulers. 
However, this entire line of thought seems flawed, even if we stick to Plato’s own premises. Money and honour lovers don’t desire wisdom, learning, knowledge and so on for their own sake. But they could quite easily desire it for the sake of what they do desire for its own sake (money or honour). This is the same problem as we discussed above (in section 7). The suggested solution was that wisdom-lovers are the only people who can ‘get access’ to the forms and this is the ultimate reason why they should rule.
In order to create a well-ordered society Plato believes that honour-lovers and money-lovers must be dominated by reason. But this can’t happen without help from outside, because their psyches are naturally dominated by aspiration or appetite. So we need Philosopher-Kings to be in charge to create a state and society within which money and honour lovers can pursue their natural desires without being able to act unjustly.
But wouldn’t the money and honour lovers see the Philosopher-Kings as merely a block on their ability to pursue money and honour? The reply might be that they would see the Philosopher-Kings as beneficial to their long-term ability to pursue money and honour (through their capability to create and maintain the Kallipolis). But if they are capable of seeing this then wouldn’t they also be capable of taking the necessary measures for the long-term themselves, without any help from Philosopher-Kings? 
Perhaps money and honour lovers would be quite happy to give control over the whole society to Philosopher-Kings because they are only interested in using their reason to help themselves advance in terms of money and honour. They would be happy to let someone else create the laws, institutions, etc. of a just society and leave themselves to work within those structures to gain as much money and honour as possible.
15. Wisdom Ruling
Shouldn’t we agree with Plato that the wise should rule? This does have plenty of intuitive appeal. But every society has its wise people and they can be called upon to rule. Plato goes far beyond that when he suggests that children should be streamed at a young age into one of three classes and those selected as potential rulers would then go in for stage after stage of heavily structured training and education.
We might say that with this approach all our eggs are being put into one basket. The programme that Philosopher-Kings go through is all-encompassing. We’re relying on it being a good programme, we’re relying on it inculcating the right values in the future rulers and giving them the right skills and experience. We’re relying on it not being corrupted. It may start off with the right intentions but over the generations be changed and twisted out of recognition. This becomes so much more dangerous as it’s the only show in town, so to speak.
Should we have to ‘inculcate’ values into our rulers at all? Shouldn’t people actively discover their own values? Of course we are brought up with certain values – that’s unavoidable. But from quite a young age we can question those values and ask the reason why – children are notorious for this. Look also at the expression “giving them the right skills and experience”. This seems very paternalistic and makes the candidates to be Philosopher-Kings seem very passive. It’s important for each person to search out the right experiences and find ways of learning the right skills to suit his own plans, interests, goals, personality and so on.[footnoteRef:41] [41:  In other words, do we really want our rulers to be people who have spent the first fifty years of their lives in a sort of school? Plato might object that the training does allow the kind of active searching that I’m claiming is important. Maybe to be successful on the course each person has to be active in this way.] 

What’s wrong with competition? Why shouldn’t those ‘graduating’ from Plato’s programme compete with others who want to be rulers but have taken a different path? The quality of Plato’s programme should be made to prove itself by seeing whether its ‘graduates’ will be freely chosen to rule when his scheme no longer has a monopolistic and hegemonic status, when it is simply a training scheme without being backed up by state-authority. In other words, when his scheme has something like the status in society that his own Academy did.
Plato has a vision that he believes in and he thinks he’s entitled to impose that vision on a whole state before it has a track record of success. He wants to go straight from theoretical reflection to saying ‘I’ve worked it all out folks, stand aside and allow me to completely uproot present society and replace it with my radical new proposals[footnoteRef:42] and if you don’t like my vision then tough, you’re getting it anyway’. How can he be so sure that he has the right answers? These are social, political, economic and cultural questions we are dealing with, not maths questions.[footnoteRef:43] [42:  Perhaps we should say “ultra-conservative proposals”.]  [43:  This point is quite similar to the point Popper makes by contrasting ‘utopian engineering’ with ‘piecemeal engineering’.] 

16. Eugenics
Let’s turn now to another controversial aspect of the Republic – the breeding or eugenics proposals and in general the lifestyle of the Philosopher-Kings. Philosopher-Kings live together in a sort of village, separate from the other classes. It’s a very communal lifestyle. Collective unity is emphasised and private property is minimised. There are no families, except the one big family of Philosopher-Kings (and more generally the one big family of the Kallipolis).
On the question of procreation there is no free choice. It is decided for the Philosopher-Kings that one will procreate with another. Further, they aren’t to know who their child is. (Surely they’d be able to work it out?) 
Every now and again there is to be a sort of ‘breeding festival’. Lots are drawn and those whose names are drawn together go off to procreate. But here we have another lie – the lots are actually fixed. Someone is behind the scenes deciding that it would be good if X were to procreate with Y and then they fix the lot system so that is the result. The reason behind the decisions about which couples are brought together is eugenic. It has to do with making the quality of the Philosopher-King ‘stock’ as high as possible.
One confusing aspect can be brought out by the question: who is making the decision that X should breed with Y? The answer must be the Philosopher-Kings. But then the Philosopher-Kings are supposed to be tricked by the lot system so they can’t all be in on the decision. Does this mean that there are two classes of Philosopher-Kings? This doesn’t seem likely. 
Perhaps it’s the Philosopher-Kings who are beyond breeding age who make the decision. It’s worth remembering that a person only becomes a Philosopher-King at fifty, so presumably most of the breeding that is going on is between merely candidates to become Philosopher-Kings rather than Philosopher-Kings themselves. Perhaps fully qualified Philosopher-Kings don’t procreate at all after they are fully qualified. But the fact that Plato considers that it is appropriate for men to breed up to the age of fifty-five would count against that. 
In any case, to many people the suggestion that we can’t choose our own partner is appalling. Admittedly in some parts of the world marriages are arranged by the relatives of those to be married. Nonetheless there is a strong argument from the theme of freedom that we should be able to choose our own partner, we might even say that this is a basic human right. 
Plato’s reason for rejecting this is that he wants to have the best possible Philosopher-Kings. He is aware that animal breeders improve their stock by selective breeding and considers that this would be an excellent option for humans. One issue is that the candidates to be Philosopher-Kings[footnoteRef:44] (and Philosopher-Kings themselves) are already supposed to be the best people in society. Why not just let them breed as they wish in that case? Plato would probably argue that such a method would not bring optimal results, although he doesn’t perhaps give enough credence to the advantages of ‘letting nature take its course’ from the point of view of the ‘quality’ of the offspring that would result. [44:  At least those who have gone through quite a few training stages.] 

The point of the eugenics programme is supposed to be to produce the best children possible. But what makes one set of children superior to another set, or one child superior to another? Surely this is a largely subjective question – different people would clash over what group is superior to another and what child is superior[footnoteRef:45] to another. So the Philosopher-Kings making this decision would be using their discretion and going on their own opinions, likes and dislikes, values and so on. It’s not an exact science; it’s a group of people sitting in a room deciding who they want to procreate with whom[footnoteRef:46].  [45:  This kind of eugenics talk is very dangerous. What I mean is the use of concepts like ‘superior’ and ‘quality’ in this context. It’s one thing to talk about one tennis player being superior to another, or one mathematician being superior to another, but when we start talking about one person being superior to another we can end up with events like the holocaust.
	And to use examples of animal breeding to justify policies about human reproduction is surely out of order.]  [46:  Plato seems to think that it is an exact science, or something like it. Consider the ‘Marriage Number’. ] 

Ultimately, we should reject any talk of eugenics as a completely unacceptable encroachment on our freedom (not to mention ethical problems with it unrelated to freedom).
17. Unity
Why does Plato propose such a communal lifestyle for his Philosopher-Kings? Why can’t they live in families and have private property and money? 
He is clear that he wants the citizens of the Kallipolis to celebrate and feel disappointed in unison. The last thing he wants is division and conflict – he doesn’t want situations where some event is being celebrated by some citizens and others find it bad and disappointing, while still others don’t care. 
Take a situation where someone has hurt their finger, says Plato. We might say that the whole of the body and mind of a person support the finger and do things to help it get better[footnoteRef:47]. This is because a person is a unity. Similarly when a citizen of the Kallipolis has a disappointment the other citizens are supposed to be empathetic and supportive.  [47:  In any case, it’s not as if the foot is happy when the finger is injured.] 

On the one hand, many of us would like to live in a society where everyone supported each other. But on the other hand the emphasis on oneness and unity should give us pause for thought. Remember pre-civilised tribalism and the incredible unity in the tribe. The Philosopher-Kings living as one big family without their own personal families and in a communal setting without private property – there definitely seem to be parallels here with the tribal life.
18. Control and Poetry
We again return to the point that Plato seems to want to control everything. He doesn’t seem to see the value in letting people do what they want to do. In connection with this we should consider the banishment of the poets[footnoteRef:48].  [48:  There will be some poetry in the Kallipolis (see below in this section).] 

In Book X of the Republic there is an extended discussion of ‘imitative arts’, like poetry, theatre and painting. Plato makes the point that the ‘highest degree of reality’[footnoteRef:49] belongs to the forms. Then we have people who make things, like carpenters. The products of craftsmen are copies of the forms (as are all objects of the ‘sensible world’) – they don’t have the same ‘degree of reality’ as the forms, but they count for something. Then at the bottom of the list are the products of the ‘imitative arts’ – they’re ‘copies of copies’, with the lowest ‘degree of reality’. [49:  Or the most real existence, or ‘true existence’ or something along these lines.] 

Plato argues that artists don’t have any knowledge of what they are depicting.  So if a dramatic or tragic poet writes about war, but has no experience of war, what credibility does he really have?
Firstly, artists can have experience of the things they write about[footnoteRef:50]. As well as being artists they are also people and they do things other than art. But it’s true that an artist who depicts a carpenter at work, say, probably won’t be a trained carpenter himself. But why does this matter? The task of the artist is not to teach carpentry when he paints a picture, say, of a carpenter at work. He has his own purposes, which is why painting is a distinct and credible profession. [50:  For instance, Aeschylus fought in the battle of Salamis, which he depicted in his play Persians. 
This kind of thing was very common in Ancient Athens – intellectuals involved in situations that we wouldn’t nowadays expect to find them in (at least not in a country like the U.K.). 			Thucydides for instance wanted to serve in the navy, but when the Athenians didn’t let him (after some incident during naval service) he went off and wrote his famous history. Socrates also was once drawn by lot to preside over a hearing into the conduct of some Generals in the aftermath of a battle. Despite Socrates trying to influence things to the contrary, the Generals were executed. 						There is even a suggestion that Plato himself, on trip to Sicily, was nearly sold into slavery by some Spartans (see John Hale – bibliography).] 

In this case the painter might be trying to make a point about the dignity of work, or about work ethic, or about the poor conditions craftsmen work in. The intention never was to show people how to be a carpenter – that’s the job of carpenters.
Plato’s argument against the ‘imitative arts’ is ingenious, but ultimately misses the mark, as I will argue below. However, he does make some persuasive points. For instance, he makes the point that when we are engaging with the ‘imitative arts’ we take pleasure in things that, if they occurred in ordinary life, we would condemn. We take pleasure in vices portrayed in the arts and thereby weaken our resolve in the face of these vices in the future, while thinking that it’s okay because it’s just make-believe, it’s not real life[footnoteRef:51]. [51:  He gives the example of depictions of self-pity (when a character has suffered a misfortune). I discuss this below in this section.] 

Plato’s solution to this problem is to ban all ‘imitative art’ with just a few tightly controlled exceptions. This is beyond the pale. It’s treating adults as children. Many artistic productions probably are bad for people’s moral health, but we can’t seriously consider stopping them from viewing or reading those productions[footnoteRef:52] (for reasons of freedom). [52:  There are some occasions where art should be banned, for instance where it attempts to incite racial violence and other kinds of violence. ] 

Further, there is the worry that if outlets aren’t provided to meet people’s needs, then those needs are going to be met somehow[footnoteRef:53]. If we want to criticise art we regard as morally repugnant then we can do that. And there is no obligation on, say, a cinema to take on a film they regard as morally dubious. But legal censorship should not be pursued. [53:  Think of the infamous (alcohol) prohibition policy in America.] 

I mentioned above that, while ingenious, Plato’s argument against ‘imitative art’ doesn’t work. Let’s explore that now. His argument seems to be based on some kind of line of thought about ‘degrees of reality’. Of course the forms are at the heart of this – they are the ‘highest degree of reality’. 
The fault is, as so often, in this core notion of the forms. Once we take them out of the picture, we see that reality is everything that there is. A painting is not at two or three removes from reality. It’s as real as anything else. We can talk about some things being more significant or important than other things, or we can talk about how a person is ‘out of touch with reality’ in terms of the correspondence between his beliefs and the world, but we can’t get a metaphysical argument off the ground to the conclusion that paintings of bed are less real than beds, or that they are ‘copies of copies’. To be fair, this isn’t the only argument Plato seems to be putting forward, there is what we might call ‘the moral argument’, which I’ve dealt with above. 
And there seems to be another point as well. Plato discusses Homer’s[footnoteRef:54] depictions in his poetry of military matters, the work of physicians and other professionals. He emphasises strongly that Homer had no credentials in any of these areas. He never conducted a military campaign and he never treated a sick person. So why should we look to him for guidance in these matters? [54:  There seems to be a dispute about whether Homer was one person, or whether the work ascribed to ‘Homer’ was the work of a few different people. Further Chris Harman (page 69, see bibliography) says the following: “The power of the poetry ascribed to Homer (in reality, oral sagas written down for the first time in about 700 BC)…” These possibilities should be born in mind throughout this section and wherever else in this dissertation where Homer is mentioned.] 

But did people really do this? Did Athenian politicians[footnoteRef:55] consult the works of Homer when they were making laws? It doesn’t seem likely. Or did Themistocles consult Homer when he was strategizing for victory in naval battles (i.e. at Salamis and Artemisium) against the Persians?[footnoteRef:56] He may have read Homer and picked up some suggestive bits of information on military matters, or took inspiration from him, but there’s no way he plotted his battles, campaigns, tactics and so on in close reference with the works of Homer. [55:  Perhaps ‘lawmakers’ would be a better term. My point applies to all public or state officials in Athens, whether they were drawn by lot or elected (or even whether they were outside the democracy, like the Areopagus committee for instance). Did these officials consult Homer before making their decisions? Homer appears to have been a major background influence guiding the conduct and consciousness of the Athenians in various ways, but that’s a different matter.]  [56:  See bibliography – John Hale.] 

It seems to be that in Ancient Athens there was a tradition of looking to poets like Homer for an understanding of virtue and guidance in moral matters. But is that really a problem? Nowadays one of our sources of moral guidance is art. There are other sources of course and presumably this was the case in Ancient Athens too.
However, it is possible that there is something in Plato’s claim that the poetry of Homer and others was in some way a bad influence or just had too much sway. But even so that’s no reason to ban them. Plato goes out of his way to tell us all the things that Homer didn’t do. He didn’t found a medical school. He didn’t win any wars. He didn’t write any constitutions. He didn’t found a philosophical school like Pythagoras. He didn’t have people following him around trying to learn from him all the wisdom he had to impart. And so on. But he doesn’t seem to realise that this is because Homer wasn’t a general, or a politician, or a philosopher – he was a poet.
We can see the value of art in Ancient Athens (to some extent at least) by examining the value of art today, or at any point in history. All of us, or almost all, take pleasure and guidance from art[footnoteRef:57]. Do we really want to argue that Shakespeare’s works are valueless, or Salvador Dali’s, or Mozart’s[footnoteRef:58]? The list could go on and on. Or how about all the novels we see in any high street bookstore – are they all worthless? Or the movies that play in cinemas across the world?  [57:  I don’t necessarily mean high art. It could be, for instance, novels that aren’t going to be remembered in fifty years, but nonetheless people buy them, enjoy them and find them beneficial.]  [58:  Presumably Plato wouldn’t find any of these three artists acceptable.] 

So just because Homer’s work can’t tell us how to cure a patient or command an army to victory, that doesn’t mean it has no value. Plato simply fails to grasp the value of art: giving it a very circumscribed jurisdiction, making it justify itself as if in front of a jury and in general not allowing the freedom, the room for the imagination, necessary for good art to flourish.
What Plato says he wants to do is protect us. He suggests that art can weaken our resolve to act virtuously by exposing us to vice in a subtle way, weakening our resolve without us even knowing it. So Plato is saying that art is okay as long as it doesn’t do this. 
This argument is fairly persuasive. If certain pieces of art are clearly immoral then why not just ban them? But can we just ignore democracy and consent and try to push through the banning of art in a way that has no regard for democratic processes? 
Further, it is not always so easy to tell what art is immoral and what isn’t. What one person deems immoral the next person deems fine. It is better to not let these decisions fall into the hands of a small unaccountable group of censors and put it the hands of all the citizens through democratic processes.
Plato seemed to be very wary of the power of artistic representation[footnoteRef:59]. Artistic representation allows us to reimagine reality using our intellect and imagination. Or it allows us to accurately portray reality in the face of false ideology. In the theatre a story can be told that is completely different from the ‘stories’ that are playing out in everyday life. For instance, in 19th century Britain, with the exploitation of working people at unprecedented levels, a play or book depicting a victory for working people could provide the kind of inspiration that most people couldn’t find outside the theatre. [59:  ‘The Fire and The Sun’ (see bibliography) got me thinking about representation. The same point may apply to other kinds of ‘representation’.] 

With Plato desiring a tightly controlled, closed society, it would be crucial for him to cut off any avenues for representation or expression of an alternative vision. 
Poetry was of tremendous importance in Ancient Athens. Homer and Hesiod for instance were deeply revered and their works were embedded in the culture and consciousness of Ancient Athens. So for Plato to attack these poets and others was a highly controversial move. 
Plato was annoyed by what he regarded as outrageous scenes in this poetry. One example is that the poets depict the Gods at war with each other. Another example is scenes of heroes wailing and bemoaning their fate in a dramatic and uncontrolled fashion. Plato points out that outside the theatre we praise people for handling difficult situations with restraint and doing their grieving in private. 
Plato sees this kind of thing as encouragement for the dark violent unrestrained forces in our psyches. He often emphasises the difficulties of keeping ourselves under control, fighting against a wicked personality that is bursting inside us always looking for ways to get out[footnoteRef:60]. He mentions in the Republic how, during dreams, our defences drop and ‘anything goes’, so to speak. And in the Phaedrus there is the ‘wild horse’ – with bloodshot eyes and unrestrained desires that come out at inappropriate times. [60:  Plato seems to emphasise this point a lot – perhaps he had more issues of this type than most? Of all the people we meet some definitely seem to have more issues about repression than others.] 

What art would Plato allow? Perhaps art where the Gods are portrayed as good and excellent. Maybe also art telling heroic adventure stories. It sounds far too clean and artificial. The heroes are reminiscent of super heroes from comic books. Art should be realistic and depict all sides of human life and experience.
19. Would We Want to Live in the Kallipolis?
Would we want to live in the Kallipolis? Think of the three-fold division of people into wisdom, honour and money lovers. What if it’s a wrong analysis? If it is then we are basing our state on at least one important falsehood. And the same point applies to every other theory behind or principle of Plato’s ideal state, or at least every one that is controversial. Plato doesn’t think it’s necessary to convince anyone in order to get the moral legitimacy to set-up the Kallipolis in the first place. And once it is set-up he doesn’t think it’s necessary to keep on convincing people that things should continue to be that way. He just wants to impose the Kallipolis and then run it as a totalitarian state. He has no interest in consent or democracy.
It would be a lot better to have a ‘marketplace of ideas’, which means freedom of expression. That way everyone can hear all the ideas that anyone in society can think of and they can make their mind up which they prefer. There’s no guarantee of reaching a good society through this policy, but it surely provides a better chance than the policy of just accepting Plato’s philosophy wholesale and then closing down all questioning of the Kallipolis.
Plato doesn’t seem to want an exploitative society. He certainly seems to be an elitist and he wants a rigid class society (though there is some social mobility, at least in the Republic). But he doesn’t want to see the producing class toiling like slaves, while the ruling class live an easy life. It could fairly be said that Plato is concerned with the well-being of all three of his classes, with the whole society and everyone in it (this is in line with what Plato says he’s doing).
The real weakness in Plato’s political philosophy lies elsewhere. It lies in the static, unchanging nature of the Kallipolis – the fact that it is a closed society. The Kallipolis is fundamentally stagnant. Plato doesn’t even allow philosophical debates[footnoteRef:61] to occur between citizens below the age of 30! This is because he is worried that if young people partake in such debates they may become demoralised and throw away the belief system they were brought up on without having anything substantial to replace it with. [61:  For instance, of the type Socrates is famous for. (It may be in the Laws that he mentions the age of 30, but the Republic is also going in that kind of direction.)] 

But the way to combat this is not to prevent any discussion whatsoever. As long as young people live in a well-structured society with good values and decent institutions[footnoteRef:62], with positive parental and family influences and other role models, then there shouldn’t be much chance of them becoming demoralised and nihilistic through involvement in philosophical discussions. [62:  By ‘well-structured society’ and ‘decent institutions’ I don’t mean totalitarianism.] 

What Plato wants is a society that stays the same generation in and generation out. Gilbert Ryle has suggested[footnoteRef:63] that Plato wrote the Republic and the Laws for reading out loud and discussion in conservative clubs in Athens. While this is speculative, it does fit in with my suggestion here that Plato was a very conservative person[footnoteRef:64]. [63:  See bibliography.]  [64:  At least after the influence of Socrates began to wear off.] 

20. Social Tension
Plato wants a well-ordered society where everyone knows their place and where the rulers are never challenged. He wants a situation where there is no social tension. But tension can be a good thing – wisdom often grows up in strife[footnoteRef:65]. Or, if it isn’t exactly a good thing, it might be a necessary condition of human progress. Think of the tension that arose as Galileo developed his revolutionary scientific ideas. Or the social tension that arose as the French Revolution was carried forward. Or the tension involved in Athens fighting off both the Persians and the Spartans, rather than meekly letting themselves be taken over[footnoteRef:66]. [65:  To paraphrase a line from a Bob Dylan song.]  [66:  It seems that Plato was opposed to the Athenian navy – see John Hale (bibliography) and C.D.C Reeve page 308 (bibliography). In that case, imagine what would have happened if Athens, instead of taking the route of Themistocles and building a navy, had rejected the navy. How would Athens have fared against Persia and Sparta? 
And if Plato had managed to implement the Kallipolis during his lifetime, wouldn’t Athens have just been overwhelmed by a foreign power (which it was by Macedonia in 322 BC) and lose its independence? Without the navy would Plato have had a credible plan to prevent this (admittedly even with the navy the Athenians couldn’t prevent it)? I suppose he could have relied solely on a land army and tried to join forces with the land armies of other Greek City-States. Would this really have worked, or would the Kallipolis just have been swept aside by a power like Macedonia soon after its creation?
And would the conservatism of the Kallipolis not have meant that Athens would have fallen behind rival powers technologically? Would Plato have even allowed a merchant navy for purposes of trade, economy, consumption, etc.? 
And really, why does Plato oppose the navy? Is it because of the way that the growth of the navy brought with it a democratisation of Athens?] 

If a musician fancies trying something different he won’t be able to – the guardians will step in and silence him. If a philosopher wants to challenge Platonic philosophy he won’t have a chance. Poetry and theatre will have to stay in bounds. Of course there should be limits to free speech and artistic expression, but those limits should be much less stringent[footnoteRef:67]. For instance, we shouldn’t censor large swathes of Homer.  [67:  Mill’s ‘harm principle’ is probably on the right track. See On Liberty (any edition).] 

What’s the best way to achieve a society without social tension? One possibility is to re-merge the division between natural law and social conventions[footnoteRef:68]. In primitive tribal times these two things were merged and all human behaviour was regarded as necessary and unchangeable, just in the way we currently think of the laws of physics. The onset of civilisation occurred when people realised that they could choose their own behaviour.  [68:  Again I’m taking this line of thought from Popper.] 

Plato is trying to create a society where the patterns of behaviour[footnoteRef:69] are all constituted out of his philosophy and followed thereafter along a predictable pattern. Think also of his myths – of the earthborn and of the metals. If anyone says “we’re not really all one big family” the reply Plato is encouraging all the citizens to make (through the promulgation of the myth) is “of course we are, after all we were all born from the same mother, the earth”. Or if anyone says “how can you be sure about the threefold distinction of types of people?” Plato wants the response to be “how can you doubt it when you know that we all have different metals in our souls?” [69:  And probably the patterns of thought and all aspects of the inner life of individuals.] 

In other words, rational argument is cut off by a deep propaganda that aims to be ingrained so deeply that we would stop asking questions like those of the above paragraph. And of course so much depends on the forms. Philosopher-Kings make their decisions based on some kind of supposed relationship with or knowledge of the forms. And the forms are unchanging and eternal. In other words, the forms have some of the characteristics of natural laws.
Today we like to think that if we want to do things differently we can decide to do that. If we think that the values or institutions or policies of our country (or of other countries, or international institutions) are flawed then we can try to change them through various methods. For Plato it’s not a question of whether humans think things should change or stay the same; rather, it’s a question of whether we are following what the forms tell us. So we don’t look to ourselves (our reason, observations, intuitions, emotions, desires and so on) we instead look to something outside of ourselves and follow that.
21. The Forms Revisited
For Plato we don’t build a good society by trial and error, we do it by looking to ‘the form of the good’. The only people who are supposed to have access to this are Philosopher-Kings and the only way to become a Philosopher-King is through the mammoth training course. So only a few people have a role to play in running society and even they are only supposed to be following the forms.
Of course if the theory of forms is true then maybe Plato could be vindicated. But, as I have attempted to argue, there is no reason to think it is true. What, fundamentally, is Plato’s argument for the theory? If his argument is just “we see groups of sensible things – cats, tables – therefore there must be one single ideal, perfect, unchanging, eternal form existing outside the sensible world for each of these groups” then how credible is this argument?[footnoteRef:70] [70:  Perhaps Plato has a few arguments for the existence of the forms that I haven’t mentioned, but it’s hard to imagine how they could be persuasive. In the 21st century are we really going to buy into ‘the forms’?] 

And if he is appealing instead to some kind of personal experience that can’t be put in argument form (an intuition perhaps), then can we trust that?
Imagine digging for treasure. Someone tells us that there is treasure on a certain beach and gives us a map with the spot on the beach marked under which the treasure is hidden. We go there and dig. We find a black box and a key. We open the box and in there is – nothing. No jewels or anything. We’d feel we’d been had. This is just like the forms. At the heart of the Republic is the theory of forms, but the theory of forms is a black box with nothing in it.
22. Freedom to Criticise
The reader may agree or disagree with my argument in this dissertation. (If I was a betting man, I would bet that the reader will disagree.) However, will the reader agree that I should be allowed to express this line of argument? If so then let it be remembered that in the Kallipolis this dissertation would probably be a crime against the state[footnoteRef:71].  [71:  Presumably this would be the case. If Plato is prepared to banish poets whose work he believes isn’t salutary,  isn’t morally beneficial for citizens, then presumably the same would apply for philosophers. ] 

Would we really want to live in such a society? 
23. Concluding Remarks
Plato was probably a genius, but, as Popper points out, this makes it all the more important to forcefully criticise his work if we think it’s flawed in significant ways. Doing so is also a good way to clarify, deepen, validate and not take for granted our own values where they sharply conflict with Plato’s[footnoteRef:72]. Further, many of the issues that come into focus through the kind of critical dialogue with Plato that I’ve tried to have here are still very relevant in the present day. [72:  Very much along the lines recommended by Mill in On Liberty.] 

For instance, in a discussion of legislative measures relating to voter registration brought forward by a state legislator in America, on being asked to justify the legislation a politician replies “it’s the legislator passing laws”[footnoteRef:73]. In other words, it’s not a matter of human choice, it just happens. This is reminiscent of the pre-civilisation mentality. And not all that different from how legislation would be justified in the Kallipolis. We can imagine Plato saying to justify one of the rulers’ decisions “it’s the Philosopher-Kings instantiating the forms”. [73: See http://www.aljazeera.com/programmes/faultlines/2012/04/20124312352119619.html] 

Both formulations – the contemporary and the Platonic – are designed to take power away from the mass of people and give a small elite unfettered power, with immunity from criticism. Plato did of course have arguments to back up this design, but I have tried to argue here that those arguments aren’t persuasive and I think we should instead side with values that Plato rejected – freedom and democracy.
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