PLATO’S REPUBLIC: BOOKS VIII - X

IV) The Destruction of Cities (543a-592b)
Socrates now describes how progressively unjust societies develop out of the decay of the foundations of the just city described in the first books.

· The assertion that the just city was actual in a previous time, the earliest time, is a return to the mythical foundations of societies – wherein human existence now is referred to a better, divinely ordered existence from which we have fallen

· This is the standard pre-philosophical determination of what is good as what is oldest

Socrates’ description of the decayed regimes follows Hesiod’s description of the Five Ages of Man:

	
	Plato’s Ages of Cities
	Hesiod’s Ages of Man

	1
	Aristocracy
	Golden

	2
	Timocracy
	Silver

	3
	Oligarchy
	Bronze

	4
	Democracy
	Divine-Heroic

	5
	Tyranny
	Iron


In that ordering, Democracy is the regime that parallels the Divine or Heroic Age. Despite the severe criticism that Socrates heaps on the democratic regime, it is the regime that most closely parallels the heroic age – how is that so?

· Democracy is the regime that tolerates all ways of life, including the way of the philosopher.

· Plato called it a golden age after looking back at the age of the Thirty Tyrants (Letter VII, 324d)

· Socrates spent his whole life in the Athenian democratic regime and refused to leave when offered an escape (see Crito)

· Socrates seems to have preferred the democratic regime in “deed”, for the individual, but

· Socrates preferred other regimes in “speech”, for the common good – because democracy’s end is freedom, not virtue; it doesn’t induce non-philosophers to become as good as they can

V)  The Critique of Art and the Myth of Er (595a-621a)

Poets praise tyrants and are honoured by them (568a-d; cf. Xenophon’s Hiero). 

· Tyranny and democracy are portrayed as the most erotic regimes; even lawless desires are permitted

· Poets praise eros

· On another occasion, Socrates will enlist the help of the poets in order to sing a proper praise of Eros (Symposium)

The first discussion of poetry (Books II and III) had to do with its ability to provide the proper type of untruth
· The politically-focussed discussion of poetry centres on its ability to tell the right lies or myths so that the many have the proper virtues cultivated in them

The discussion of poetry in Book X has to do with poetry’s ability to provide a proper disclosure of the truth
· The discussion in Book X follows the discussion of the way of the philosopher as the highest way. That way consists in the study of being as such and as a whole: metaphysics or ontology. The critique of poetry in Book X now centres on the effect of poetry with respect to the disclosure of truth or being.

The Metaphysical Charge (595b – 598c):

Plato’s metaphysical critique of art has the following point of departure: that art is a "representation" of pre-existing things. This representation is more or less poor in relation to the original; art, to different degrees, conceals the original which it copies: the painting shows the mountain from one angle only, for instance, thus concealing other angles of the mountain, other possible lightings and times within which the mountain can be. 

The leads to the metaphysical charge: art and poetry lie, so to speak; they conceal the truth of the mountain rather than allow it to show forth. 

Plato also puts forth a moral charge: because art is removed from the truth, it appeals to the lower aspects of humanity -- while the higher, more rational, aspects are drawn to that which is true and enduring (cf. 602c-603d). 

The key point is, then, Plato's point of departure, his assumption that there is a form or essence (of "bedness" for example), which includes all of the possibilities, ways of being, or meanings of a bed. The form of the bed is made by god. 

In addition to the form of the bed we can understand that there are many particular manifestations of bedness; these having been made by a craftsperson. In the case of the bed made by the craftsperson, the source is the form; the craftsperson keeps in mind the nature of bedness and then brings forth a particular embodiment of that nature. 

Thirdly, the artist, in his or her painting or poetry, can only present a bed by representing the particular beds that he or she sees; the artist does not, in the true sense of the word, create a bed. (cf. 597).

The following chart aligns this categorization of three types of maker to the images of the Sun, Line and Cave.

	Three Makers
	
	Sun / Line 

	The Cave
	Mode of Truth

	
	
	(The Good:  
Grants Intelligence)
	(The Sun) 
(516b)
	A-letheia 
(Un-concealment)

	GOD: creates form of bedness
	A
	Intelligence (noesis)(511a-b) 
Dialectic (pure reason)
	Things themselves  
(516a-b)
	Out of cave = 
Out of concealment

	
	B
	Mathematical reasoning, 
based on assumptions 
(511a-d)
	Reflections of things  
(516a)
	an-amnesis = 
un-forgetting

	
	
	(Sun: Grants Sight)
	(The Fire) (514b)
	Lethe (forgetting / 
concealment)

	BEDMAKER: creates particular bed
	C
	Belief (pistis) 
eg. empirical sciences
	Stick figures 
(514c; 517d)
	In cave = 
un-truth, concealment

	ARTIST: creates image of the particular bed
	D
	Illusion (eikasia) 
eg. second-hand impressions
	Shadows of figures 
(515a-b)
	forgetting


The end of the Republic mirrors the end of Book I:

· Socrates had proven justice is salutary, in Book I, without coming to define or know what justice is

· Then, Socrates proves through the Republic as  a whole that justice is a well-ordered soul – without coming to define or know what the soul is

This abstraction from the body, from eros, and ultimately from the soul is the necessary condition for the view of justice as dedication to the common good

· In this way, the Republic does not provide a complete teaching of justice; however, it let’s see certain elements of justice

· We see that transpolitical justice, of the philosopher, depends on the knowledge of the whole – yet, it also needs the city (the smaller whole)

· The Republic raises the question of the whole (and to what extent it is knowable) and shows the limits of the city (Cicero, Tusc Disp II.52)

ANNEX: STRUCTURE OF THE REPUBLIC



Key Secondary Texts on the Republic
· Friedrich Nietzsche, “The Greek State” (1872)

· Martin Heidegger, “Plato’s Doctrine of Truth” (1930)

· Werner Jaeger, Paidaia (1939)

· Hans-Georg Gadamer, Dialogue and Dialectic (1942)
· Leo Strauss, The City and Man (1964)

· Jacques Derrida, “Plato’s Pharmacy” (1968)

· John Sallis, Being and Logos (1975)
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