Notes on Plato - The Republic - Penguin Edition


INTRODUCTION





Education - Plato sees education as being of paramount importance to the creation of good citizens. He advocates control of textbooks, literature and music - all arts must serve the higher social purpose.





Society and Politics


Plato says we need to choose rulers through breeding an aristocracy of talent, although he acknowledges that this process isn't infallible and thus allows for promotion and demotion


He abolishes property and family among the Guardians to avoid distractions and conflict of interests.


(this is not necessarily hardship, he argues, as virtue is its own reward) Philosopher rulers do not rule because they want to, but because they are best equipped to do so - the highest talent at the disposal of the community - a managerial meritocracy; is it unrealistic to look for perfection, expect the impossible?


Karl Popper criticises Plato as totalitarian, opposed to all liberal humanitarian ideas





BOOK ONE


1. A dialogue involving Socrates and various other characters is taking place on the subject of justice/right conduct - Plato's views are expressed through Socrates; Cephalus describes Justice as paying one's debts and being truthful - Socrates refutes this by suggesting a scenario where someone borrows a weapon from someone who then goes insane - how can it by right to return it


2. The Sense of Justice is developed


Polemarchus argues that justice is 'giving a man his due', justice is to benefit your friends and harm your enemies. A 'skilled man' is therefore more useful than a 'just man'. Socrates rejects the idea that is it is ever right to hurt someone.


3. Rejection of conventional morality


Socrates has demonstrated some of the confusions and inadequacies of conventional morality. Thasymachus now argues that all human behaviour should be guided by self-interest.





note: Plato's disdain for this viewpoint is reflected in both his aggressive portrayal of Thasymachus and Socrates' treatment of him. 


Thasymachus argues that justice is simply what is interest of the stronger party "ordinary mortality is simply the behaviour imposed by exploiter on exploited" (p.85)





Socrates attacks the assumption that that the pursuit of self-interest pays more than justice thus:


A: not everyone is competing with everyone, possible for two people to be successful in parallel


B: injustice is a source of weakness, not strength as it promotes disunity


C: A man is happier when he is just





Taylor's Plato: "Happiness depends on conformity to our nature as active beings. What active principles that comprises, and how they are organised into a system we learn in the following books" (p.270) "the just mind and the just man with have a good life, and the unjust a bad life" (p.101) BUT justice remains undefined





BOOK TWO


Glaucon restates Thrasymachus' assertion in the form of arguing that justice/morality is a matter of convenience, men will always pursue their OWN INTERESTS - BUT - it is not possible to run a society on this basis THEREFORE morality is a compromise and thus lacks high HIGHER AUTHORITY i.e. an attack on justice for its own sake





Adeimantus adds that people only act justly because of the rewards, they ask Socrates to prove that justice is right in itself, without reference to external benefits


Socrates looks at justice on a community/society level, using historical examples (note: the actual history here is not to be taken too seriously) he notes that the basis for society is a) mutual need b) we have different skills


starts to explore his idea of justice by creating a simple society based on these principles, with several essential professions


Glaucon comments that the society should be more civilised NOTE: Socrates comments that contemporary society is "luxurious" and "fevered" is he saying it needs reform


also he regards the army as a separate profession, possibly an original idea





EDUCATION: The First Stage


Plato refers to the poets frequently because they were the source of many Athenians moral/theological ideas


Strong emphasis placed on education in formation of good character; as the minds of the young are very impressionable we must restrict the ideas available to them; supervise what stories are allowed, none that depict the gods as negative are permitted, more specifically they must be presented as good, but only responsible for a small part of human nature (+ the gods are not capable of evil/deceit)


Most existing poetry is wrong because it encourages moral weakness:


negative interpretations of the afterlife are not permitted, as they promote a fear of death, laments banned for the same reason, both fear and grief are disruptive weaknesses, even raucous laughter falls into this category





Lying as a general principle is bad, but the Guardians are allowed to lie if it is in the interest of the state - lies are a kind of medicine that should of medicine that should only be entrusted to doctors, not layman


The poets should promote positive ideas -  gods cannot be won over with gifts, self-restraint as regards to eating, drinking and sex as positive virtues Plato objects to "direct speech" i.e. getting into character on the grounds that it can be corrupting;


note: here Plato is making an assumption that performing or watching an emotive performance will recreate that same emotion in the performer/audience eval. is this an unqualified supposition, or does he prove this?


music is similarly constrained, specifying which musical genres are permitted


literature about men will be regulated in a similar way, but we can't make up these rules until we have a proper definition of justice


he is critical of romance; "to love rightly is to love what is orderly and beautiful in an educated and disciplined way" (p.163)





love cannot be connected to "frenzy" or "excess"


note: here he become slightly more explicit about what he means by goodness; an informed society member, not well meaning fool


Physical training - simplicity important, physical health strongly related to sound character and mind





BOOK THREE





The three classes and their mutual relations


Guardians and Auxiliaries


Guardian class sub-divided into Guardians proper (rulers) and Auxiliaries; the rulers exercise supreme power in the state, and the auxiliaries discharge military, police and executive duties


sketches a Foundation Myth (often translated as 'noble lie') but it is not an exploitative myth (like American Dream?) but one accepted by all three classes - intended to replace national traditions, which intend to express the kind of community it is/wishes to be, its ideals rather than factual matters


Guardians chosen who or eldest "intelligent and capable [and] really care for the community" (p.185) and who will not waiver from their principles under threat of force, witchcraft e.t.c.


the Guardians are selected strictly, with harsh tests/temptations in their youth





The Rulers and Auxiliaries' way of life


(from Lee summary) the rulers/auxiliaries are to have a life of austere simplicity, without private property or family life, because those things could distract the rulers into temptations; it is the happiness of the community as a whole that is the objection, not that of a particular class


"happiness is a thing we should look for in the community as a whole" (p.187) 


The Guardian must see that in the third class, who are allowed to posses property, extremes of wealth and poverty are avoided; military training will ensure success in war, the state must not grow too large (Plato probably envisages his ideal society on a similar scale to the city-state of Athens; measure of promotion and demotion must be carried out, above all , the Guardians must make sure that the education system continues unchanged, as everything else depends on it (mere legislation insufficient)


state "allowed to grow so long as growth is compatible with unity" (p.190)





Plato is critical of other states which lack unity "not so much a single state as a collection of states [it] contains at least two states, the rich and the poor at enmity with each other;  each of these in turn has many sub-divisions, and it is a complete mistake to treat them as a unity" (p.189) s


in war, Plato suggests bribing sections of other societies to form alliances; in discipline is maintained, the society will be practically, as well as morally, supreme"  (p.190)


says excessive legislation is unnecessary for people of good education/character





BOOK FOUR


JUSTICE in the STATE and the INDIVIDUAL 





(from Lee summary) state must possess the four key qualities; WISDOM,  COURAGE, DISICIPLINE and JUSTICE





WISDOM - from the GUARDIANS; COURAGE from the AUXILLIARIES, DISICIPLINE  from the harmony and agreement between the classes


Lee: "only the rulers can have true courage, because true courage must be based on full knowledge"


parallel dawn between self-discipline of person (the good elements in control of the bad) and the same on a societal level


Return to the question of what justice is, Plato suggests, put crudely, that is getting on with your job, or "doing the things that belong to oneself" (Cross and Woozley p.110)


changing between the classes would not only be harmful, but with the above definition, injust, the three classes in Plato's state make it just





The ELEMEMNTS in MENTAL CONFLICT





(from Lee p.206)  Plato draws comparison with state and individual again, saying that there are three elements "present in every soul, but the structure of society is based on the fact that they were developed to different degrees in different types of character" (Cornford p.126)


Plato notes that humans have  1) Reason 2) Instinct 3) Enterprise/Ambition


Plato: "Justice['s] real concern is not with external actions, but with a man's inward self, his true concern and interest" harmony between man's three desires


Socrates is about to describe the bad parts of human character when he is interrupted, he returns to evil in Book 9





BOOK FIVE


WOMEN and the FAMILY


(from Lee) Books 5-7 elaborate on some of the features of Plato's state that need explaining - notably i) abolishment of family/private property for rulers; the reasons and the consequences ii) sub-division and education of Guardians and Auxiliaries


1. The Status of Women


argues that gender is not a valid basis for discrimination, therefore he gives women the same education and opportunities, but he expects that men will perform naturally better overall; the system will receive the best it can from each gender


2. Marriage and the family


have to be abolished for EQUALITY of the sexes, but sex instinct must be satisfied, so a system of EUGENIC BREEDING is put in place. Plato thinks this is good because 1) it makes it possible to breed good citizens 2) removes possibility of nepotism 


he argues that there should be state nurseries, the mating process will be governed by what appears to be a random lottery, but it will be secretly rigged in favour of Guardians mating with other Guardians. The festivals will be statutory, and the women will "bear children for the state" (p.242)


p.238 - Plato says he is not necessarily discussing how feasible the system is, but holding it up as an ideal, 


p.243 if a child is born outside of this process, it "must not be reared" - this seems to advocate infanticide; sanctioned for i) defective kids, ii) illegitimate (in this sense) kids iii) children of overage Guardians, is discussions of death side-stepped by the breeding analogy? (Rankin) Rankin (p.55) also suggests that Plato is at fault for not exploring exactly how promotion and demotion take place


In this section, Plato also appears to acknowledge that his society will have slaves





BOOK SIX


The PHILOSOPHER RULER


The ideal and the actual


Socrates is urged to demonstrate how his state is practical; he replies that even if the ideal state isn't possible, its worth describing; the closer the better - the key to the viability of the state is power being in the hands of a philosopher - either through a philosopher gaining power, or through a leader becoming a philosopher


Plato defines a philosopher as someone who loves the truth - differentiates between knowledge, opinion and ignorance - a philosopher is someone who loves learning "eternal reality" (p.277) as well as loving the truth, he hates untruth, must be self-controlled, balanced





THE PREJUDICE AGAINST PHILOSOPHY AND THE CORRUPTION OF THE PHILOSOPHIC NATURE IN CONTEMPORY SOCIETY


(Lee intro) Objection - however good in theory, philosophers are either useless or dangerous in practice - Socrates responds to the idea of a philosopher is only powerless in democratic society because he has no choice but to stand aside, and a philosopher is only dangerous when he has become corrupted





THE PHILOSOPHER RULER NOT IMPOSSIBLE


"there is nothing inherently impossible in the idea of a philosopher ruler" Lee (p.293), although societal changes would have to be radical; Plato "our proposed legislation, if put into effect, would be the ideal, and that to put it into effect, though difficult, would not be impossible"





THE GOOD AS THE ULTIMATE OBJECT OF KNOWLEDGE


Emphasises that the philosopher rulers character depends on knowledge if the form of the good, form of the good explained in Sun Analogy
























































THE DIVIDED LINE - FOUR TYPES OF KNOWLEDGE


1) REAL 2) INTELLIGIBLE 3) OPINION/BELIEF 4) ILLUSION





BOOK SEVEN 


THE SIMILIE OF THE CAVE


Some people are prisoners who watch a puppet show all their lives believe it is reality, if released, they would find it difficult to join the real world, and then when in the real world, they would find it difficult to rejoin the real world Point - ascending/descending hierarchy of knowledge is difficult, training in philosophy must be given early, rulers will be reluctant to govern as it means leaving the forms of the good





EDUCATION OF THE PHILOSOPHER


Plato outlines the type of study needed, emphasis is on training the mind, abstract mathematics followed by pure philosophy, with the aim of the vision of the form of the good; the study will provoke the mind to consider opposites; mathematical emphasis, including study of Arithmetic, Plane Geometry, Solid Geometry, Astronomy, Harmonics (maths of music) not, these are to be studied to enhance mental discipline, not for practical use





DIALECTIC


Argument/discussion is the exercise of pure thought; process of rational argument that is critical of assumptions; culminates in coherent knowledge of the forms of the good





SELECTION AND CURRICULM


Emphasis on moral/intellectual characteristics needed; philosophers progress through stages - >18 1st Stage described earlier; 18-20 Physical Training; 20-30 Maths; 30-35 Dialectic; 35-50 Military Service; 50<ruling/philosopher


The genesis of the society is sending away anyone over the age of ten





BOOK EIGHT


IMPERFECT SOCIETIES


Plato describes the four imperfect types of society TIMARCHY, OLIGARCHY, DEMOCRACY AND TYRANNY


for each society there is a corresponding type of individual; not applicable to everyone, but held up as an ideal for the society, helps to describe it character, Socrates discusses how his perfect state could regress into these


TIMARCHY - based on Sparta, military aristocracy living in a serf population; change is due to social strife among the ruling class, gradual decline in society, flaws in breeding - the timarchic character is ambitious, energetic and athletic, but prey to inner uncertainty and conflict (lee summary p.364)


OLIGARCHY (lee summary, p.366) - a society in which wealth is the criterion of merit and the wealthy are in control, problems: the rich people aren't necessarily the best leaders, there is a war internal to the society, impairing its ability to fight external wars, the oligarchic character is obsessed with money


DEMOCRACY - Lee (p.373) "Equality of political opportunity and freedom for the individual to do as he like are, for Plato and Aristotle, the salient characteristics of democracy" NOTE: Plato is writing about democracy in the context of an ancient city-state EVAL: how much can we compare this to modern society? Democracy emerges from the failures of an oligarchic society; democracy doesn't worry about the details of its rulers "provided they profess themselves the people's friends, they are duly honoured" (Plato p.373) & "treats all men as equal regardless of whether they are equal or not" (Plato p.377); the democratic character is "versatile but lacking in principle. Desires [both the] necessary and unnecessary"


TYRANNY "Conflict of the rich and poor in democracy, and the tyrants rise as popular champions in democracy" (Lee, p.382); excessive liberty produces the opposite extreme of subjection (tyranny); the tyrannical character is essentially criminal "combines the characteristics of drunkenness, lust and madness" (p.394)





THE TYPES OF CHARACTER AND THEIR DEGREES OF HAPPINESS


Characters and their corresponding societies are ranked in order discussed, tyrant most unhappy, "only the philosopher can taste the pleasure of contemplating reality and the truth" and that is the most pleasant pleasure (Plato, p.406)





BOOK NINE





The philosopher's pleasures are the most real of all pleasures: all others are to some extent mixed with pain [and opposites] and therefore illusory, particularly the pleasures of the tyrant" (Lee p.407)


p.418 "it is better for every subject to be under the control of divine wisdom. That wisdom and control should if possible come from within; failing that it must be imposed from without, in order that, being under the same guidance, we may all be friends and equals" (Plato p.418)


on ideal state: "I doubt if it will ever exist"





BOOK TEN


THEORY OF ART


Plato defends his treatment of the arts thus; much of art is illusory and "ells us nothing about life" (Lee p.430); if an artist is not a philosopher their work will be founded on belief  and not truth; the APPEAL OF ART is to the lower, less rational part of our nature (Lee p.432) these are the parts that it reflects


EFFECTS OF POETRY & DRAMA


audiences may admire, take on faults, not to be allowed in an ideal state,


Plato also comments that the soul must be immortal as it cannot be destroyed by its own evil, and therefore good is its own reward; but GOODNESS can also be rewarded in the mortal world


in ideal: "we shall be at peace with the gods and with ourselves"


