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ABSTRACT
Plato’s dialogues present the reader with a hermeneutic challenge: they are works of philosophy,
which contain decidedly poetic elements (i.e., dramatic setting, narrative, myth, imagery,
allegory, etc.). However, the dominant philosophical interpretive orientation toward Plato, i.e.,
Platonism, fails to account adequately for the dialogical form in which Plato wrote, focusing on
the dialogues’ “philosophical” content. The Platonist orientation is dominant both within
academic scholarship within Philosophy Departments, as well as in the academy at large, and in
the archetypal image of Plato that has been passed down through tradition. Platonism’s least
supportable claim is to that of Plato’s authorship; because Plato is a “philosopher” and his
dialogues, “philosophy,” they must therefore be the expression of his ideas, beliefs, and
teachings. However, when one attends to the dialogical form of his writing, the question of
Plato’s authorship becomes, itself, questionable.

In this dissertation, I attempt to offer what I call a spiritual hermeneutics of the Republic. A
spiritual hermeneutics is an orientation toward the dialogue that takes seriously, as an essential
piece of Plato’s philosophy, his poetry, in the service of disrupting our Platonist tendencies, and
with the hope to reveal a Plato, whose dialogues are oriented more toward provoking spiritual
realization in their readers than in espousing Plato’s own theories. My interpretive approach is to
read the dialogue as it was written, i.e., attending to the course of its organic, dramatic unfolding,
we learn how to read the dialogue; it teaches the reader how to read it. In this way, each dialogue
would need to be read on its own. I do not here develop a hermeneutic theory. Rather, this
dissertation is something of a demonstration of spiritual hermeneutics, which reveals itself, in a
manner similar to the dialogue, as that hermeneutic unfolds.
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Whoever philosophizes is at odds with the modes of thought embraced by his predecessors and
contemporaries. That is why Plato’s dialogues are often not only directed at something, but also
against something.
Goethe

A genuine art of education can only be built on true knowledge of human beings. The whole
mentality of our age... consider[s] facts of the spiritual world to be the empty talk of a wild
imagination, while it takes vague and completely unreal phrases as the result of realistic
thinking.
Rudolf Steiner

Mitch: Perhaps divinity school would be a better fit for you…
Alphonse: No, there must still be room for thinking the divine within Philosophy.
Mitch: Well, what did you find?
Alphonse: Pandering, faddism, and indoctrination, just as Plato warned. Can I write about that?
Mitch: I think you just did—though will they understand?
Alphonse: No, they cannot understand. Their eyes are covered in dust—Avidya, Avidya!
From The Autobiography of Alphonse Le Grand
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INTRODUCTION: A Reorientation toward Plato
Hans-Georg Gadamer reminds us that, when attempting to understand a text, any text at
all, we must recall the priority of the question: “to understand meaning is to understanding it as
the answer to a question” (Truth and Method 375) Gadamer’s reminder amounts to what, in
rhetorical studies, one calls the exigence of the rhetorical context in which one finds oneself, or,
in other words, that to which one is responding when one decides to speak or write at all. Thus,
every purposive use of language (which is the most general definition of “rhetoric”) proceeds as
a response to a question.
In that vein, this project is a response—or at least the beginning of a response—to a
question that has animated me since the moment I began studying philosophy. In its simplest and
most blunt form, it is this: how is it that, for the better part of 2,000 years, the Western
philosophical tradition, except in rare instances, has failed to take sufficient account of the
literary dimensions of Plato’s dialogues as an essential element of Plato’s philosophy? This
dominant interpretation of Plato, called “Platonism,” will be elaborated in the next section, as
well as the dire consequences this interpretation has for our understanding of Plato. That this
interpretation has dominated, and continues to dominate, how we think about Plato—within the
academy and without, for the professional philosopher and the amateur intellectual alike—is
hardly a controversial claim, and only thrusts my question to the fore more urgently, especially
given that, as I hope to show here, carefully reading the dialogues offers no support for the
Platonist interpretation. My question, then, can be seen, too, as a sort of bewilderment at a
tradition whose historical course has been set by a misreading of its own foundations; indeed,
Whitehead’s famous remark about the history of philosophy being a series of “footnotes” to
Plato implies that Plato’s dialogues are the “body,” the original philosophical corpus. But what
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happens to this image of philosophy if the original works to which its history is citationally and
dependently related turn out to be something quite other than what has always been supposed? I
am not sure what the answer to this question is, but in this introduction, my purpose is to orient
my reader toward my own hermeneutic orientation toward Plato’s dialogues (and, specifically,
here, toward the Republic).
In a sense, I would like to call for a complete revolution in how we (i.e., philosophers)
read Plato’s dialogues—even running the risk of hyperbole if it helps make my point
emphatically—though that is not what I argue for, here, in this dissertation. Rather, I attempt to
demonstrate something of the hermeneutical approach to Plato’s writings that I have in mind; to
begin with, it is an interpretive approach that takes into account the manner and style in which
they were written, i.e., as dramatic dialogues. This approach is not new, and I will attempt to
situate my understanding of Plato’s texts within that scholarly frame, but as should become clear
as I proceed, my approach to Plato is meant to be disruptive—to the extent that it may no longer
make sense to speak of “Plato” and “Plato’s philosophy” at all, in a certain sense, but only of the
teaching of each dialogue, on its own. At least, I want to say, if there is value in asking about
Plato’s philosophy, the question itself would need to proceed from out of reading and dwelling
with and experiencing the dialogues—that is, with attention paid not so much what with they say
but with what they do, and with what Plato was trying to do when he wrote them.
I. Platonism
Drew Hyland notes the tendency to read a Platonic dialogue “as if, like a treatise, it
w[ere] primarily a vehicle, if a curiously artistic one, for the presentation of Plato’s doctrines.”
The reader who typifies this tendency “finds” in the dialogues versions of Plato’s “theory of the
forms,” “theory of recollection,” his “metaphysics,” “proof for the immortality of the soul,” his
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“early epistemology” or “late ontology,” etc. This set of doctrines is called “Platonism,” and
interpreters who read the dialogues in this way are “Platonists,” regardless of whether they
support or criticize the views they attribute to Plato (Questioning Platonism 8-9). In this way,
“Platonism” refers to 1) a set of ideas, beliefs, and concerns attributed to Plato, as well as 2) a
methodological interpretive approach toward Plato’s writings. As Hyland points out, Platonism
engages Plato’s dialogues as though they were unambiguously indexed as philosophical treatises.
This is, of course, not the case. Plato wrote dialogues, but Platonism regards the artistic and
dramatic relevance of the dialogue-form as little more than a delightful accessory, a charming
means of access that the serious interpreter ought to ignore en route to excavating the real
content of “Plato’s philosophy.”
The driving hermeneutic impulse of “Platonism,” as a methodological orientation toward
the dialogues, is found in its approach toward Plato’s authorship. This impulse is a what I might
call a scholarly or academic philosophical impulse, by which I mean the impulse—which
amounts to a prejudice—is to assume that in using the terms, “philosopher” and “philosophy
text” (to say nothing of the academic discipline called, “Philosophy”), we intend a type of
person, and type of text, whose relationship to one another is straightforward, unambiguous, and
can be characterized, essentially, by the latter being the expression of the former’s “thinking.” If
a “philosophical” text is regarded, practically and definitionally, as a “philosopher’s” attempt to
communicate one’s own thoughts on a given subject matter, the reader is justified in at least
suggesting a correlation between the views espoused in such a work and the views held by its
author.1 In this way, the “philosopher” and the “philosophy text” are intimately and directly
1

Part and parcel with the twentieth century call for the de-centering of subjectivity, many theorists in
philosophy and literary theory (Foucault, Derrida, Gadamer and Roland Barthes come to mind) have
taught us not to rely on authorial intention as the final arbiter of textual meaning. This “lesson” is
operative in the “continental” philosophical spirit that has been engaged in rereading Plato.
3

linked in a way that, in other textual genres, like fiction or drama, “author” and “text” are not,
and cannot be, without committing a sort of hermeneutic hubris. When this author-text
relationship is applied to Plato and his dialogues, the result is Platonism: if Plato was a
“philosopher,” then his writings must be “philosophical texts.” This is the guiding impulse of
Platonism and what accounts for its inevitable tendency to categorize and theorize about the
dialogues as a set of Plato’s ideas.
The dialogues, however, represent something of an enigma and quagmire for the
Platonist, insofar as they are dialogues, and this means that whatever is said in the dialogues
occurs within a dramatic context that frames what is said, who says it, to whom, and why. In
other words, the dialogues comprise distinctly philosophical and poetic elements (broadly
speaking); in fact, I would categorize them, in terms of genre, as closer to works of art than
works of philosophy, at least in the straightforward, Platonist sense. In short, when we recall
their dialogical form, we see that Plato’s “philosophy” (whatever that might be) is always
mediated though the dramatic and poetic form in which that “philosophy” is expressed. The
contrast to fiction and drama made above is instructive here, for I am suggesting that, just as it
would seem inconceivably hermeneutically naïve and inappropriate to interpret the words of
“Hamlet” or “Faust” as representative of the views of Shakespeare or Goethe, we cannot glean
Plato’s beliefs from any of his dramatic characters’ words (even those of “Socrates”). Of course,
Plato’s dramas are not exactly fiction, like Hamlet or Faust—there is no debate over whether
serve a distinctly philosophical purpose; they do—and great poetry, of all varieties, can offer
philosophical lessons, sometimes better than “philosophical texts” do. The point is that, whatever
Plato’s philosophical purpose in writing, his writings resist the reductive, Platonist interpretation.
This is not to say that interpretation of Plato is impossible, however, though to maintain patterns
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of speech and writing in which the term “Plato” continues to function as an indexical that stands
for “Plato’s philosophy,” we risk remaining bound to Platonist prejudices. Rather, I am saying
that heeding the hermeneutic complexities inherent to the style, form, and structure of Plato’s
dialogues as such is the first step that any responsible interpretation of Plato’s philosophy must
take.
Let me be clear. Plato’s dialogues cannot be approached according to Platonism without
distorting the text itself; this “philosophical” hermeneutic simply ignores the style and form in
which they are written. If, suspending our Platonist prejudices, our approach toward the
dialogues begins by regarding them as they are written, we recognize, immediately, that the
Platonist interpretation is not merely lacking but, rather, completely inappropriate and
unjustified—which is also to say, unjustifiable; the Platonist interpretation is not one of many
possible legitimate interpretations of the dialogues; it is a misinterpretation, or more precisely,
an illegitimate and false hermeneutic orientation toward them. This is not to deny that Plato’s
texts have provided the foundational ideas of the Western philosophical tradition; such a denial
would run counter to truth and reality in just the same way as Platonist denials of the dramatic
form denies the truth and reality of Plato’s texts. Indeed, the content of the dialogues is
undeniably philosophical, if by that we mean that they ask decidedly philosophical questions and
offer decidedly philosophical answers.2 But it is illegitimate, nonetheless, to attribute to Plato
any of that content in the simple, direct terms that constitute the Platonist interpretation.
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It might seem appropriate here to delineate between literary genres, but that is not my purpose.
“Philosophy” is, as Hegel noted, an activity and “science” that does not have the luxury to take its own
activity for granted. Thus, the question: “what is philosophy?” is an element of philosophical activity
itself (in a way that, for instance, the question: “what is astronomy?” does not belong to the discipline or
activity of astronomy). As will become clear, I believe attending to the dialogues as they were written
reveals Plato’s philosophy as spirituality, and thus the dialogues as spiritual guides, whose philosophical
content can never be divorced from their spiritual purpose.
5

Of course, if we had any of Plato’s non-dialogical writings, in which he makes claims in
his own voice that might support the identification of the content of the dialogues with his own
ideas, then the Platonist would have firmer ground on which to stand. Luckily, we do have some
of his letters, but Plato’s actual remarks—on his own writings, moreover—in his Second and
Seventh Letter, actually reinforce my critique of the Platonist interpretation. In the latter, Plato
famously insists that one never puts into writing one’s “best” thoughts on “truly serious”
subjects, so as not to expose them to the “envy and criticism of men” (Seventh Letter, 344c). In
the Second Letter, Plato warns Dionysius not to place his thoughts into writing but also makes
the following astonishing claim:
It is impossible for the things written not to go forth. Because of this, I have never written
anything concerning these things, and why there is not nor ever will be any written work of
Plato’s. The things now said to be [his work] are of a Socrates become beautiful and new (τὰ δὲ
νῦν λεγόμενα Σωκράτους ἐστὶν καλοῦ καὶ νέου γεγονότος). (314c)

These concerns may remind one of Socrates’ claims in the Phaedrus that writing offers what
seems to be alive but which, upon questioning, remains mute, saying always only the same thing.
Writing has no “father” to defend it and runs the risk of being read by anyone; it does not know
to whom it should speak and to whom it should not, Socrates insists (275d-e). These denigrations
of the silent, quasi-bastard status of writing certainly echo Plato’s skeptical stance towards
writing evident in the Letters. In the case of interpreting this passage in the Phaedrus, then, the
Platonist may find at least some evidence and justification for associating Socrates’ words with
Plato’s own convictions. However, these sorts of moments are exceedingly rare, and the selfdisavowal of ownership and authorship of his writings, along with their description as “of a
Socrates become beautiful and new,” seems to point, rather firmly, to the fact that Plato’s
dialogues were deliberately not intended by Plato to be articulations of his own thinking. In fact,
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these passages from the Letters indicate that Plato’s self-understanding and self-awareness as a
writer is profound and much more nuanced that the Platonist would care to admit.
Given Plato’s concerns about the nature of writing, and the well-known biographical
anecdote of his “turn” toward philosophy, i.e., burning his tragedies and giving up his career as a
tragedian upon meeting Socrates, we might wonder why Plato chose to write anything at all.
Mitchell Miller argues that Plato’s forsaking of tragedy (and, according to Miller, his worry
about the dangers of μίμησις in that poetic context) helps us consider his dialogues, vis-à-vis
tragedy, as a “new dramatic genre” (“Platonic Mimesis” 256).3 However one might determine
the genre of the dialogues—which is not my present purpose4—it seems clear that, once we
attend to them as they were written, and in light of Plato’s claims in the Letters, we find that they
address us in such a way as to occasion the question of writing itself. That is to say, Plato’s
dialogical style makes conspicuous a mode of expression of ideas that complicates form, content,
and authorial intention in ways that demand and prompt reflection. Indeed, if the dialogues were
not written to be the espousal of Plato’s ideas, then at what purpose was he aiming when he
wrote them? I am not asking about authorial intent, as in Schleiermacher’s overly psychologistic
hermeneutics, which is beyond any interpretive reach, as far as I can tell. Rather, I wish to ask
about the dialogues themselves; or better, it is the dialogues themselves, I want to say, that call

3

In the same passage quoted here, Miller contends that Plato’s new genre preserves a sense of μίμησις in
enacting the dialogues’ “first goal,” namely, “to occasion self-knowledge.” See more on this sort of
“mimetic” approach to the dialogues.
4
Perhaps the truth is that they are sui generis. They have always seemed, at least to me, to contain deep
resonances with the Christian Gospels, the Bhagavad Gita, and Nietzsche’s Thus Spoke Zarathustra, each
of which I would consider something of a spiritual text, in the sense introduced below. I am not, however,
prepared to proffer, and defend, a definition of the genre, “spiritual text,” as such. Calling these other
texts to mind, I only intend to give my some anticipatory contouring to my hermeneutic approach to the
Republic.
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upon their reader to inquire of them: what are these writings doing if they are not presenting the
content of a philosopher’s thinking?
I will begin to answer that question momentarily, but let me pause briefly to indicate a
certain irony found within Platonism concerning Plato’s writings—and what amounts to its final
death knell, I would say, as a worthy mode of interpreting the dialogues.
One of the chief characteristics of Platonism is that it espouses a metaphysical
worldview. Metaphysics dominated philosophy (and, one might argue, all forms of intellectual
and spiritual life within the West) for thousands of years, and its genesis is often attributed to the
“Plato” of Platonism. In fact, Platonism, as the set of doctrines attributed to Plato, is
metaphysics, in some sense—or, at least, the beginning of what is regarded as the metaphysical
tradition. The most salient feature of Platonism/metaphysics, generally, is dualism, which divides
the world into two separate realms—being and becoming—privileging of the former as true
reality and the latter, in contrast, as illusory. Many other dualities emanate from this primary
ontological split: soul/body, reason/desire, immortal/mortal, infinite/finite, etc.
It is well beyond the scope of this introduction to elaborate the nature, benefits, and
limitations of metaphysical thinking.5 What interests us is the peculiar fact that one of the tenets
that grounds Platonist metaphysics is the denigration of rhetoric (and writing, in general),
justifications for which often appeal to the passages cited above, among others, but especially to
Socrates’ critique of writing in the Phaedrus.6 In his historical examination of the relationship
between philosophy and rhetoric, Samuel IJsseling (whose idea about language were greatly
influenced by Heidegger and Derrida) locates the original disruption between these two within
5

For an excellent discussion on the pervasiveness of metaphysical thinking, see Dennis Schmidt, The
Ubiquity of the Finite 1-23.
6
Derrida’s essay, “Plato’s Pharmacy,” is a famous example. The Cratylus and the Ion, as well as some
passages from the Republic would also be relevant here.
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Plato’s hatred toward the latter: “The consequence of Plato’s hostility towards rhetoric is the rise
of metaphysics, which is only possible through separation of reality from speech about reality”
(Rhetoric and Philosophy in Conflict 108). I wish to draw attention to Ijsseling’s causal
assertions. It seems that metaphysics, and the wholesale dualism it espouses, is the fruit of
Plato’s hostility toward rhetoric, while metaphysics itself is only possible by separating “reality”
from “speech about reality.” This means, it seems to me, that we can roughly equate the rupture
between reality and speech with metaphysics as such. That is to say, this rupture is not simply
one tenet of metaphysics among others; it seems to constitute the very condition that makes
metaphysics possible, and that structures metaphysical thinking from the outset. Here, however,
we notice something quite curious. The Platonist position that would take Plato as a
metaphysician, and as the very progenitor of the entire tradition of metaphysics, concludes that
the views on language and writing presented in his dialogues, most notably the many famous
critiques and denigrations of poetry and rhetoric, follow from his metaphysics, which itself is
gleaned from the content of the dialogues. Thus, the Platonist draws the conclusion that “Plato’s
philosophy,” as such and essentially, advocates for the repudiation of just those dramatic, poetic,
and rhetorical elements that abound in Plato’s writings. But is there not a kind of absurdity
lurking in this train of thought? One is asked to believe that Plato, the writer, chose a literary
form, and included poetic elements within his writing, both of which are superfluous, false,
illusory, and, consequently, impedimentary with respect to what Plato’s philosophy intends to
convey through that writing. But are we to believe that Plato was this amateurishly naïve or
rhetorically undisciplined? Even if we admit, as we did above, that the interpretation of Socrates’
critique of writing in the Phaedrus as the expression of Plato’s thinking about writing gains
some justification in the passages from the Letters cited above, the burden still falls to the
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Platonist to justify an interpretation of the dialogues that can so swiftly and lazily dismiss the
manner in which they were written and, thereby, distort so grotesquely the nature and purpose of
the dialogues, corrupting our understanding of Plato and, tragically to my mind, crippling our
capacity to learn from his writings.
The great irony, then, of the Platonist interpretation is this: it is only possible through a
kind of metaphysical cleavage—externally imposed upon Plato’s writing (but supposedly found
within it)—namely, separating the content from the form, and privileging the former as the real
Plato and denigrating the latter as a false appearance. Peter Warnek captures the irony well when
he says, “Either one accepts the difficulty of this hermeneutic circle or one blithely continues to
bring assumptions to the text that have been derived from it” (Descent of Socrates 19).
When we attend to the dialogues as they were written, we see that it is that the dialogues
themselves—their dramatic form—which reveals Plato’s deep concern (evident in the Letters)
about the relationship between thinking and the expression of thinking, as well as about his own
philosophical teachings (whatever they may be) and the limitations and risk of expressing them
in writing. The dialogues testify to Plato’s commitment, despite that risk, to write—but to write
in a particularly vexing form that not only purposefully resists the straightforward, Platonist
interpretation, but also, as we said above, makes conspicuous the question of writing itself. Plato
complicates authorial intent by writing dialogues in which he does not participate as a character,
and the two instances in which he mentions himself by name, “Plato” the character remains silent
(Apology 34a) or is completely absent from the dramatic scene (Phaedo 59b). Hyland sees this
self-suppression as a kind of evidence of Plato’s nuanced and intentional orientation toward his
own authorship:
Plato never includes his own person in the dialogues, he never puts into play therein a character
named Plato who speaks. As a consequence, Plato himself never authorizes us to call what is said
in the dialogues ‘Plato’s philosophy’. And this means that the authorial subject—the authority
10

named Plato—is suppressed, even if he does not disappear completely. That is, there can be no
question in the dialogues of a subjective individual, Plato, telling us what we should believe,
making statements that we need either agree or disagree with it. By writing the dialogues the way
he does, Plato puts himself as an individual significantly out of play. (Plato and the Question of
Beauty 128)

If anything, then, Plato seems to be, as a writer, acutely self-aware of the dangers of authorship
and authority (and, maybe, especially acutely aware of those dangers in the realm of philosophy).
Plato’s writings, then, do something but we can never understand what that is if we remain
enthralled to Platonism, which John Hermann Randall describes memorably as “a disease you
are likely to catch if you read Plato without much imagination” (Plato: Dramatist of the Life of
Reason 126).7
II. Toward a Spiritual Hermeneutic
I will now begin to answer the question of Plato’s writings, or to respond to the
hermeneutic challenge that his dialogues present. Plato’s concerns about the risks taken in
philosophical writing, I want to say, give us a clue to their philosophical purpose—which is, I
argue, a spiritual purpose, and one which cannot be accomplished through the sort of
philosophical treatise that is unequivocally the exposition of the author’s thinking.8 Plato’s
philosophical dramas serve their spiritual purpose by offering something like an image, namely,
the image of human spiritual life. The purpose of offering this image is, above all, to awaken his
readers to their own spiritual vocation, and the purpose of the dialogues themselves is to be
living reminders of the spiritual destiny of the human soul. What I hope to accomplish in my

7

Randall’s “example” of this lack of imagination is our modern approach to thinking about “love,”
which, in Plato’s treatment in the Symposium, sends our souls soaring toward the divine—if we have the
imagination to let it. The end of his description is worth quoting: “Human love is primarily rooted in a
biological urge. But it might be, and it ought to be, much more, and if you do not see love as a biological
urge that might be and ought to be a love of all truth and all beauty and all good, all perfection, then you
do not see love as it really is, you have no true knowledge of love—you are only a Freudian” (128).
8
I will elaborate the sense of “spiritual” I am employing in the next section.
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reading of the Republic is to show that philosophy, for Plato, is always simultaneously
spirituality. Therefore, the dialogues demand a spiritual, rather than a “philosophical,”
hermeneutics.
These general claims, perhaps, go too far; I do not wish to make any assertions about a
spiritual hermeneutics in general or as applicable to any and all of Plato’s dialogues. The
Republic may well prove to be exemplary in elucidating this hermeneutic, and I would not be
surprised that what it teaches us about how to read the dialogue itself can be applied to our
readings of other dialogues. However, I am not prepared to make that claim, and, furthermore, in
order to avoid the pitfalls of a Platonist interpretation, the prudent course would seem to demand
reading each dialogue by itself and according to itself. Again, the dramatic form seems to call for
this. If there is, then, something of a universal claim in the spiritual hermeneutic I am attempting
to articulate—and demonstrate in and through this project—it is that we must read the dialogues
as self-sustained and containing, each within itself, the elements of its own interpretation. What I
am suggesting demands that we read the dialogues according to what Leo Strauss calls the
“logographic necessity” of Plato’s texts (The City and Man 53, 60) He extracts this concept from
a passage in the Phaedrus in which Socrates describes the character of good writing following
the character of good speech-making. A written work, like a speech, is good if the parts hang
together, not in some random way, but according to some purpose, like a living organism (264bc). Strauss, then, wants to say that nothing in Plato’s dialogues is accidental; this is a point, he
insists, that one cannot take seriously enough, and I tend to agree. The general thrust of the
lesson Strauss wants to teach is that, to paraphrase Herodotus, context is king. Extracting select
“philosophically relevant” passages of the dialogues from the dramatic context in which they
dwell, a tendency of Platonism, inevitably, leads to a distorted and misleading rendering of
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Plato’s philosophical writings. Following Strauss’ suggestion, I claim that reading the dialogues
with an eye to the particularity of the context offered therein, and to the logographic necessity of
their particular scenes and discussions as they emerge in the movement of their discourse, is the
responsible way to read and make sense of Plato, since such a hermeneutic approach is
responsive to the dialogues as they were written.
I am not, however, a “Straussian,” and in general I have taken to heart Heidegger’s worry
(articulated in his Letter on Humanism) about the endless circulation of “-isms” that impede
thinking rather than help it along. Thus, I am not interested in aligning with any “school” or
“method.” However, it would be misleading to fail to admit that the approach of my teacher,
Mitchell Miller, from whom I learned how to read Plato before I ever touched a scholarly text
about Plato, does strongly inform my own approach. Miller is one of a (still relatively small)
number of scholars whose work takes seriously the dramatic elements of the dialogues.9 This
approach seems still to be located mostly in the so-called “continental” tradition (though not
exclusively), and though more scholars than ever are drawn to take these elements seriously, it
remains a decidedly Platonist “Plato” that dominates virtually every corner of intellectual life
(especially in college classrooms, and in most fields, and amongst virtually all who have any
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Here is a brief list of some of the more helpful and influential texts (at least to me) within this “reading”
of Plato: James Arieti, Interpreting Plato: The Dialogues as Drama; Claudia Baracchi, Of Myth, Life, and
War in Plato’s Republic; Evan Brann. The Music of the Republic: Essays on Socrates’ Conversations and
Plato’s Writings; Ruby Blondell, The Play of Character in Plato’s Dialogues: Diskin Clay, Platonic
Questions: Dialogues with the Silent Philosopher; G.R.F. Ferrari, Listening to the Cicadas: A Study in
Plato’s Phaedrus; Francisco Gonzalez, Dialectic and Dialogue: Plato’s Practice of Philosophical
Inquiry; Jill Gordon, Turning Toward Philosophy: Literary Device and Dramatic Structure in Plato’s
Dialogues; Charles Griswold, Platonic Writings/Platonic Readings; Stephen Halliwell, The Aesthetics of
Mimesis: Ancient Texts and Modern Problems; Jacob Howland, The Republic: The Odyssey of
Philosophy; Drew Hyland, Finitude and Transcendence in the Platonic Dialogues; and Plato and the
Question of Beauty; Charles Kahn, Plato and the Socratic Dialogue: The Philosophical Use of a Literary
Form; Jacob Klein, A Commentary on Plato’s Meno; Mitchell Miller, The Philosopher in Plato’s
Statesman; and Plato’s Parmenides: The Conversion of the Soul; John Hermann Randall, Plato:
Dramatist of the Life of Reason; John Sallis, Being and Logos: Reading the Platonic Dialogues; Kenneth
Sayre, Plato’s Literary Garden: How to Read a Platonic Dialogue; Peter Warnek, Descent of Socrates:
Self-Knowledge and Cryptic Nature in the Platonic Dialogues.
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knowledge or have hear of “Plato”). If Plato’s texts have a spiritual purpose, however, the
greatest danger that the Platonist misunderstanding of the dialogues presents is precisely in the
classroom, since spirituality is a form of education (or what the Greeks called παιδεία). And the
Platonist interpretation is structurally incapable of learning—and thus teaching—the lessons
found within the dialogues. One’s introduction to Plato often occurs in a classroom setting, and
the fact that I was introduced to Plato’ dialogues with attention paid to their poetic and dramatic
form largely explains the aforementioned exigence of my writing, for, in truth, I have always
been bemused by the vast majority of (Platonist) Plato commentary, which simply seems foreign
to the texts that I was reading. Likewise, I feel a deep gratitude for all of the seemingly
accidental factors that led me into Mitch Miller’s classroom, and not into some Platonist’s. In
that vein—and in the vein of Adeimantus’ pivotal question in Book II about the effect of poetry
on the souls of the young—I often wonder how many young souls have been turned away from
the life devoted to wisdom and virtue precisely because they contracted, from their professors of
Plato, this “disease” of an unimaginative (and therefore uninspiring) reading of the dialogues.10
I would argue that while my approach to the dialogues falls in line with, and is influenced
greatly by, this scholarly approach, one of the limitations that seems to plague it, precisely
because much of it comes out of a tradition suspicious of moral realism, metaphysical truths, and
universal claims, is that it reduces the image of Socrates to a sort of open-ended mirror for
human possibility as such. For example, Jill Gordon says that the dialogues “are an occasion for
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This tendency only seems to get worse, as far as I have seen, as the post-modern ethos has more firmly
taken root in “continental” philosophy. Plato (the rationalist, universalist, totalitarian, metaphysician,
etc.—all derogatory terms to the post-modern thinker) is often dismissed out of hand, especially in
graduate seminars, by green students whose familiarity with Plato does not extend beyond a superficial
(and Platonist) reading of one or a couple of the most famous dialogues. I myself have had numerous
discussions with graduate students who have many opinions about Plato, without having read much, or
any, Plato! One wonders what the Socrates of the Republic might make of such people who espouse such
opinions without knowledge or experience—and still call themselves “philosophers.”
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self-examination” (Turning Toward Philosophy 9)—and Miller, and many others agree, myself
included. However, most who take the dialogues as invitations for the reader to participate in
them are content to leave the nature or orientation of this “self-examination” open to the reader.
But is this really the lesson we learn from the dialogues? Is self-examination, from the
perspective of the dialogues, rudderless? Or do the dialogues offers prescriptions and
orientations as well? Hyland asserts that the dialogues offer something of the image of
questioning, which “invites the reader into thinking”; they are aporetic, he says, and “leave us
with questions”; this questioning, furthermore, “does not tell us what to think” (Plato and the
Question of Beauty 131). Again, I agree that the dialogues offer something of an image, and that
questioning is essential to that image. But do the dialogues really leave the question of what to
think up to the reader? As my reading of the Republic will make abundantly clear, the image of
Socrates offers a definitive orientation toward reality, toward the soul, and toward the life the
soul should live. It may be something of a Heideggerian prejudice at work in these analyses,11
but it seems to me that a central facet of a hermeneutic that would be sensitive to the dramatic
form of the dialogues must also be sensitive to the moral—or, more precisely, what I am calling
the spiritual—work that they inspire in their readers. The dialogues are images and occasions for
self-reflection, but the work that they occasion on the part of the souls of their readers has a
spiritual, purposeful vector oriented toward a definite human ideal. Without an ideal—and I
think this is one of the major lessons of the Republic—the philosophical life is not, truly,
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I have in mind Brice Wachterhauser’s, Beyond Being: Gadamer’s Post-Platonic Hermeneutical
Ontology, in which Wachterhauser makes the case, persuasively, that Heidegger missed in Plato
something that Gadamer saw, namely, that the good transcends being. Thus, Heidegger’s philosophy
never gets “beyond being” and, in this way, delimited Heidegger’s understanding of Plato to the domains
of metaphysics and epistemology. However, one might look at Heidegger’s lectures on Nietzsche to find
perhaps more nuance toward Plato (though offered obliquely, since his aim is Nietzsche) than one finds in
some of his texts devoted specifically to Plato. Whatever one makes of this, it can hardly be disputed that
Gadamer is a much more sensitive reader of Plato than is Heidegger.
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possible. 12 This is why my title is “Plato’s Prayer,” because, as my analysis of Socrates’
invocation of prayer in Book V (in Chapter Four) will show, to pray philosophically, means to be
spiritually oriented toward the ideal, which is, in the Republic, unequivocally associated with the
divine, but also with truth, being, and the good; it is from the posture of prayer that we strive to
realize the truth of our spiritual purpose.
III. Spirituality
When I employ the term “spirituality,” I am largely adopting the meaning given to it by
Michel Foucault, who, in The Hermeneutics of the Subject, makes a sharp conceptual distinction
between this term and “philosophy.” Philosophy, he claims, is “the form of thought that asks
what it is that enables the subject to have access to the truth and which attempts to determine the
conditions and limits of the subject’s access to the truth.” Spirituality, on the other hand, is “the
search, practice, and experience through which the subject carries out the necessary
transformations on [it]self in order to have access to the truth” (15). Philosophy is concerned
with knowledge, not, Foucault asserts, of “what is true and what is false” but, rather, of the
12

Walter Brogan’s “Figuring and Disfiguring Socrates,” which is a Gadamerian reflection on the image of
Socrates in the Republic, has been one of the most influential texts on my thinking. However, his analysis,
too, ends by valorizing the play of “presence” and “absence” within Plato’s image of Socrates, leaving the
question of orientation alone; certainly, the “disfiguring” of Socrates, in Brogan’s title, works to keep
Socrates from being “captured” (as Alcibiades claims at the end of the Symposium) in one definitive
image, and this is an important aspect of the image of Socrates (and one that helps ward off Platonist
prejudices). However, the more deeply I read mystical and spiritual literature—and see the need for a
spiritual ideal for human life—the less I am able to abide a reading of Plato that fails to see that the image
of Socrates is meant to send the soul in a specific direction. In the end, I part ways with Gadamer on this
point, too. From the perspective of spirituality, and this is crystal clear in the Bhagavad Gita, an
orientation toward anything other than ultimate reality is to be disoriented and, ultimately, to live in
ignorance (and separation from the ground of one’s own true existence!). In Chapter 16 of the Gita,
Krishna (i.e., Brahman, the divine principle) warns that those who take seriously atheism, hedonism,
materialism—who adopt any worldy orientation of soul—“become enemies of the world, causing
suffering and destruction” (16:9), “living in delusion and clinging to deluded ideas” (16:10) and “driven
by selfish desire, they miss the goal of life, miss even happiness and success” (16:23). Spirituality begins
with an orientation toward transcendence or God, generally conceived. From that perspective, the denial
of transcendence is the beginning of the root of all ignorance and moral failing. This has progressively,
and generally, become my own orientation, partly through reading the Republic as I have, since the
Republic seems to offer similar, if not identical, insights.
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subjective conditions for such knowledge, as in the oracular pronouncement: “know thyself,”
γνῶθι σεαυτόν; spirituality is concerned with the self, and its cultivation toward gaining access
to the truth, as in the practice of “care of the self,” ἐπιμέλεια ἑαυτοῦ. The apogee of the
development of philosophy is found in what Foucault calls the “Cartesian moment,” which fully
denies ἐπιμέλεια ἑαυτοῦ in favor of γνῶθι σεαυτόν, whose Cartesian premise, the indubitable
self-evidence of the subject’s own existence, leads inexorably to the interpretation of “know
thyself” as “know that, as a subject, you exist.” Thus, this kind of self-knowledge becomes
autonomous with respect to any transformations that the self might undergo in order to be worthy
of being granted access to the truth. Hence, the founding moment of modern philosophical
method was born, and the principle of ἐπιμέλεια ἑαυτοῦ has largely been excluded from
philosophical practice and thought ever since. In Plato, however, there is still a “dynamic
entanglement” of the calls for ἐπιμέλεια ἑαυτοῦ and γνῶθι σεαυτόν. (69). My reading will
show that, for Plato, at least in the Republic, the practice of philosophy is unequivocally a
spiritual enterprise.
Spirituality, then, denotes the care one takes to cultivate oneself in the direction of truth.
It also denotes the practices, techniques, and experiences that belong to such care and cultivation.
We can think of spirituality in terms of the Greek notions of γνῶθι σεαυτόν and ἐπιμέλεια
ἑαυτοῦ, but the term παιδεία, “culture,” is sufficiently broad to capture the broad range of
phenomena and experiences that comprise spirituality. The term “cultivation,” in English, is a
helpful term, as it reminds one of culture, generally, as well as connoting an organic process of
growth. And this latter is important, for spirituality is, in essence, a matter of growth, but not of
an epistemological sort; spirituality is not the expansion of knowledge. Rather, Plato’s primary
philosophical-spiritual focus is simultaneously ethical and ontological, in the sense that
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spirituality concerns the self-transformation of the soul; access to truth is granted only to the
soul, to use the language of the Republic, devoted to a life-long process of development and
growth directed toward making one’s soul better. But soul-improvement, if I may put it like that,
is an ethical-ontological event, according to the perspective of spirituality: the being of the soul,
its constitution, changes as it becomes more virtuous. Virtue is not something the soul does as
much as what the soul is, and the good life is not a set of actions or principled beliefs as much as
it is a living posture of the soul. Being good means, spiritually, being good.
Pierre Hadot’s monumental text, Philosophy as a Way of Life, is a brilliant introduction to
the subject of spirituality, especially in the West, and shows that ancient philosophical
orientations were often wrapped up in spiritual practices and exercises. Thus, philosophy was, to
the ancients, a way of life more than it is, for us, a set of doctrines and arguments. Hadot, too,
describes Plato’s dialogues as “a kind of communal spiritual exercise” (90) consisting of “model
exercises…that present an ideal dialogue” (91), and he is well attuned to the ancient Greek ideal
of the “sage” as “a living concrete model” upon which to model one’s own life (148). This last
connection will be key for my interpretation of the Republic, for the text will suggest that the
image of Socrates is the highest ideal and ultimate image of the good. In some sense, this is a
necessity of spirituality, since, as Hadot rightly says, “to establish a relationship of the self to the
self…constitutes the foundation of every spiritual exercise” (90). This description would
certainly seem to fit the Socrates that one sees so often in the dialogues stressing the important of
“self-knowledge.” But Hadot’s description is also in accord with an even more ancient wisdom
tradition, coming out of the mystical and spiritual Indian tradition, most notably, the Upanishads
and incomparable Bhagavad Gita. The latter is a dialogue between Krishna, who represents the
transcendent/immanent Self (Atman) that is the Godhead (Brahman), and Arjuna, who represents
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the human ego that obfuscates the true Self that dwells within all creatures. Krishna describes the
realization of the Self, which is the unitive mystical state in which the ego dissolves and Self
emerges, is a matter of “Beholding the Self by means of the Self” (6:20). In fact, the Hindu and
Buddhist spiritual traditions emphasize one “fact” above all others: spiritual wisdom is not
knowledge; it is an ontological achievement, which, because ontological and not
epistemological, involves spiritual practices and spiritual discipline. Spiritual truth is not known,
but experienced.
I mention these traditions because my orientation toward Plato is heavily influenced by
these and other mystical sources. I do not have the space to develop the argument here, but it is
my contention that spirituality only makes sense from within a mystical framework.13 So, to a
certain extent, then, if Plato’s philosophy is spirituality, I am willing to agree with Emerson’s
claim: “Mysticism finds in Plato all its texts” (“Plato; or, the Philosopher” 421).14 However, the
most important aspect of the mystical-spiritual framework that I wish to emphasize is the
necessity of a human model for the spiritual aspirant to look to as an ideal and guide. The Hindu
tradition takes as fundamental to the spiritual life the need for a “realized teacher,” that is, a
spiritual guide who has already experienced spiritual truth. The word, upanishad, in fact, means
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In this way, Hadot’s work, though superior in many respects, does not quite reach the level of thinking
about spirituality that I consider, ultimately, necessary to make much sense of Plato.
14
Evelyn Underhill’s text, Mysticism: A Study in the Nature and Development of Spiritual Consciousness,
remains a classic text in the study of mysticism. Walter Stace’s two books, Mysticism and Philosophy and
The Teachings of the Mystics are important works (by a trained philosopher). Henri Bergson’s The Two
Sources of Morality and Religion and William James’ The Varieties of Religious Experience offer
brilliant and influential accounts of mysticism. Finally, Bernard McGinn’s mammoth, four-volume, The
Presence of God: A History of Western Christian Mysticism, offers a vast historical account (in the West,
at least). I would also recommend Aldous Huxley’s The Perennial Philosophy and the “perennialist”
school—René Guénon, Frithjof Schuon, and Huston Smith, especially—which offer some more recent
attempts to keep the mystical-spiritual wisdom tradition alive. To many of these thinkers, Plato’s
mysticism is virtually taken for granted.
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“to sit at the foot [of a teacher],” and the Bhagavad Gita and many individual Upanishads are
dialogues between spiritual teacher and spiritual aspirant.15
All of this, then, points to Socrates. John Sallis claims that, in the context of Plato’s
dialogues, “the two questions, ‘What is philosophy?’ and ‘Who is the philosopher?’ are one and
the same question.” Continuing, he says, “Either directly or indirectly the presentation of
philosophical activity accomplished by the dialogues is mostly, if not entirely, a presentation of
Socrates’ practice. This is to say that in its most immediate form our first question is: Who is
Socrates?” (Being and Logos 7) Indeed, my analysis of the Republic will show that the image of
Socrates—especially at the moment in which he is imaged as making images of the good—is the
spiritual acme of the dialogue, for it is in that image that the reader is shown an image of
spiritual life at work, because it is the image of the spiritual teacher teaching. But it is also the
moment in which the dialogue turns, as it were, directly toward the reader, for Socrates is the
spiritual ideal toward which Plato’s image is meant to stir the soul of the reader to want to
become. I will discuss this further, in the Conclusion, after the analysis, but it is important to
understand that the spiritual ideal—like the Greek sage or Indian realized teacher—has to be an
embodiment of life precisely because it is a spiritual ideal, and precisely because spiritual
realization, wisdom, and truth are not objects to be known or understood—but comprise a living
event in the soul. The truth of this claim becomes self-evident, it seems to me, if we recall how
ubiquitously we find this method repeated throughout human history and culture. From Christ to
Buddha to Mohammed to Confucius to Socrates—our deepest human concerns have often been
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Eknath Easwaren’s editions and translations of the Upanishads and the Bhagavad Gita, each including a
thorough introduction, commentary, and glossary, are perhaps the best introduction to this material for the
Western student, as Easwaren (who is from India but educated in the American university system) takes
many pains to remind us how one cannot read these texts intellectually, as we are accustomed to in the
West. They are meant to be experienced. I am arguing that so, too, does the Republic.
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answered in the portrait of the human embodiment of a spiritual ideal.16 Only when the ideal is
characterized as a person, or at the very least, a soul-orientation, as opposed to some sort of
epistemological content, is the spiritual aspirant given to see that truth is not something one
knows but who one is.
IV. Note on Scope and Method
I cannot answer why Platonism has come to dominate our understanding of Plato—at
least not here—but I will say the following. The academic philosophical tradition, especially in
its present form, is too close to Plato to see his writings any longer on their own terms, as it were.
We believe we already understand what a philosophical text is, and we are sure that Plato was a
philosopher, so there is no need for examination or reflection on how we read and interpret Plato.
G.K Chesterton, in his lovely Christian apologetic, The Everlasting Man, introduces his project
by claiming that, were Christianity something perceived as exotic—his constant analogy is to the
religions and traditions of China, which in 1925, when Chesterton was penning his book, was
still quite unknown to the West, especially to the commoner—the religious teachings and
symbols contained therein would not suffer from the “heavy bias of fatigue” (13) that causes
their all-too-easy and all-too-common dismissal, which was Chesterton’s exigence for writing.
Likewise, I believe if we make Plato’s writings strange to ourselves, and attempt to look at them
without our preconceived notions about “philosophy” and “philosophers,” we might begin to see
a Plato emerge that still has so much more to say to us than the Platonist interpretation could ever
yield. Moreover, we might, when reading the dialogues as though for the first time, actually learn
how to read them for the first time, and in learning that, learn what they mean, what they do, and
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what they call on us to do, as philosophers, which, after such a reading, we might find ourselves
to be, also for the first time.
To be perfectly clear, I am neither endorsing nor offering a specific theoretical approach
to the texts; I am not advancing a theory. The hermeneutic I wish to develop and which I refer to
as a sort of “spiritual hermeneutics” must be developed from out of the dialogues themselves. It
is in reading Plato that we learn how to read Plato. An attempt to superimpose a specific
hermeneutic theory to the dialogues a priori, as it were, may not lead to Platonism per se but
would, nonetheless, risk obscuring the dialogue through the chosen lens of one’s reading. What I
am advancing is an orientation toward the dialogues that demands each be read individually
according to the terms that the dialogue, itself, sets forth. If this is a hermeneutic theory, it has
only one principle: read the dialogues as they were written.
In this dissertation, I offer a close reading of Republic II-VI (ending right before Socrates
makes his famous triad of images: the sun, line, and cave). The justification for this limitation of
scope will be offered in and through my reading, as it will become clear that the narrative of the
drama—the story, or μῦθος, that Plato tells in these five books—forms a tightly knit whole. The
questions that Glaucon and Adeimantus pose to Socrates at the start of Book II—about how to
weigh the lives of the just versus the unjust—prompt the entire “city in speech” image, which
certainly does not end at the culmination of Book VI.17 However, as I show, the description of
the education of the guardians in Books II and III is a description of spiritual παιδεία, whose
vehicle is beautiful images of the good. This description ends, moreover, with an exaltation of
the ideal image, namely, that of the godlike soul. As such, the παιδεία of the guardians offers a
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As will become clear in Chapter One, Adeimantus’ question at 365a-b is the pivotal question of the
dialogue. In some sense, the whole spiritual trajectory that I trace within the course of the drama is
contained, in seed-form, in his pregnant question.
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sort of preview of what the reader will be prepared for through Books V and VI, up to the point
at which Socrates makes images of the good (like the poets and craftsmen of the “city in
speech”). It is in this image—that of Socrates making images of the good—that Plato is imaging
the godlike soul, and “in action,” so to speak. I argue that it is in this moment that the reader is
addressed directly by that image, in a performance or enactment, as it were, of spiritual παιδεία.
This is to say that this image is indicative of Plato’s spiritual teaching, at least in the Republic.
The image of Socrates making images is the ideal image of the soul that Plato’s spiritual
teaching displays for the reader, and which is meant to prompt in the reader’s soul a spiritualpaideic experience, like that ascribed to the guardians in the face of the godlike soul, which
Socrates calls the most beautiful and most love-inspiring vision imaginable. This moment, then,
is the spiritual acme of the Republic, in which the dialogue reveals itself as an ideal image of the
godlike soul, whose purpose is to invoke in its reader a spiritual experience. But this shows, too,
that the philosopher’s paideic task of reorienting souls (beginning with one’s own) toward the
good is the highest, most noble, and most beautiful life for a human being—that the soul’s
highest spiritual vocation and the ultimate meaning of its existence is found in teaching. In this
image, the Republic performs the spiritual παιδεία that it describes, and Socrates and Plato,
both, take up the role of the poet and craftsman—i.e., the educators of souls, the ψυχαγωγός—
within the ideal city. Genuine spiritual ψυχαγωγία is the most divine and godlike pursuit.
The ideal city, however, may not be the one described in the dialogue, according to Eva
Brann, whose words here echo something of what I would like to suggest:
the point of the Republic is not a political but a personal founding, a self-constituting, which is
accomplished both in and by the dialogue. Socrates resolves, or rather bypasses, the founder’s
paradox [i.e., the need for a philosopher-king] by founding, through conversation, right here and
now an educational community whose members are all present and future participants in the
dialogue. The very development of this community “in speech,” that is, the course of the
argument itself, educates his interlocutor “in deed” … The establishment of this dialogic
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community and the conversion and reformation of its philosopher-citizens is itself the Socratic
accomplishment. (96-7)

Brann’s notion that the dialogue calls for a personal founding and self-constituting (playing on
the ambiguity of the Greek title), which is accomplished in and by the dialogue, is, as far as I can
tell, quite similar to what I am saying by calling the text spiritual, since spirituality is the process
of self-constitution, after all. Furthermore, her recognition that “all present and future
participants in the dialogue” comprise the genuine Socratic founding is not wrong—but the
question is: how does this happen? How, in other words, does the soul of the reader of the
Republic accomplish this self-founding? The Republic, itself, will teach us how to read it and,
thus, how to experience it spiritually such that we might be oriented toward our own spiritual
vocation—and salvation. When given the image of Socrates turning toward the reader, and
becoming, as it were, our philosopher-poet-educator, Plato has given us the truest and most
beautiful image of the ideal, and it is for us to experience, and experiencing, achieve the
“Socratic founding” in our souls—which means, as we shall see: to become like and imitate the
image, to embody the life devoted to spiritual παιδεία, and thus to become as much like the
divine as humanly possible.
I would like to end with a note on my method, which is, generally, to read the Republic as
a sort of self-teaching text, as I have intimated. To this end, I have attempted to stay as close to
the text as possible and have refrained from cross-referencing other of Plato’s dialogues. As I
said above, this is the approach with which I believe a spiritual hermeneutic, attentive to the
dialogical form of the texts, ought to begin. I have, in other words, attempted to read the
Republic from out of itself, to the extent possible—with one obvious exception. Chapter Three is
devoted entirely to Gadamer, whose Plato-inspired conceptions of μίμησις and image, especially,
will help us understand the spiritual experience of the beautiful in the Republic. This chapter
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divides the project along something of a natural fault line, since the first two chapters are
devoted to the description of the stakes of one’s soul-orientation and the antidote to politicorhetorical thinking, i.e., the guardian education program, and the last two chapters are devoted to
the movement toward cosmological thinking and preparation of the reader for the text’s spiritual
climax: the image of Socrates making images of the good. In a sense, the first half deals with a
description of spiritual παιδεία, while the second half begins, progressively, to become more
performative of spiritual παιδεία, we might say, on the part of the dialogue, as it were. To use a
geometric metaphor, with respect to spiritual παιδεία, the first and second halves relate to one
another orthogonally, i.e., spiritual παιδεία is initially described on the “plane” of the drama,
and then performed on the “plane” of the dialogue itself.
Finally, thinking, like spiritual παιδεία, is an organic process, and I have attempted to
read this section of the Republic as it unfolds, organically, out of itself. This reading is justified, I
believe, by the dialogue itself, which teaches us how to read it by suggesting that the spiritual
path and the art of thinking are processes of growth. Insights and images within the dialogue
work like seeds planted in the soul of the reader, watered from time to time by further insights
and images, and, in some cases, as in the image of Socrates’ godlike soul, given the light
necessary to bloom into spiritual insight of one’s own.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Exigence for Musical Education
Roughly the first half of Book II of the Republic consists of two long speeches, the first
given by Glaucon, the second by his brother, Adeimantus. Unconvinced by the conclusion of
Book I’s lengthy discussion between Socrates and Thrasymachus, and desiring to hear Socrates
defend the life of justice in a truly satisfactory (i.e., persuasive) way (358d), Glaucon launches
into a kind of panegyric on injustice and the life devoted to it. Interestingly, Glaucon does not
actually believe that injustice is better than justice, and his aim is decidedly not to persuade his
interlocutors. Rather, it is to offer a model for Socrates to adopt when, after his demonstration is
completed, it is Socrates’ turn to make a suitable speech in praise of justice: “as I speak I’ll point
out to you in what way I want to hear you in turn condemn injustice and praise justice” (358d).18
Glaucon’s speech, moreover, takes its cue from majority opinion, which counts justice as
belonging to the third kind of good that Glaucon describes: that which is burdensome in itself
and thus pursued not for its own sake but for the sake of its benefits (357c-d).19 In this way, his
speech is also another kind of model, namely, a model of the types of argument one might hear at
the agora and which are emblematic of majority opinion on the matter.
It is, then, a strange sort of speech, for a number of reasons. In this chapter, we will see
how this strange speech anticipates three issues essential to the musical παιδεία program of the
guardians, as well as to my reading of the Republic: 1) the relationship between seeming and
being; 2) the question of persuasion; and 3) the nature of models. Each of these is subsequently
taken up by Adeimantus, in whose speech they are more firmly grounded within the concerns of
παιδεία and spiritual evolution. We might say that in Glaucon’s speech the reader is primed for
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Socrates, of course, considers justice to be the second sort of good, “the most beautiful kind” (358a):
that which is chosen both for its own sake and the benefits it provides.
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the questions that Adeimantus’ speech will carry further, pointing, as it were, to the heart of the
Republic. Both speeches, then, taken together, along with Socrates’ initial response (368a-c),
form a kind of propaedeutic for the reader, a kind of prolepsis that anticipates and foregrounds
many of the central issues that will arise in and through the musical education of the guardians.
As preparatory, these speeches contain the seeds of some of the fundamental concepts that will
arise in connection with μίμησις, images, and education later in Book II and throughout Books
III through VII. These kinds of anticipatory moments, or seeds, can be found throughout the
Republic and other of Plato’s dialogues.20 While I am not prepared, here, to offer a full-fledged
theory on the philosophical significance of Plato’s usage of these sorts of foreshadowing devices,
the specific function and meaning of the brothers’ speeches in our present context will reveal
themselves in my analysis. Furthermore, my reading will be justified by the very paideic
program outlined in Books II and III, for it is clear, as Miles Burnyeat has convincingly shown,
that Plato is worried about the ways in which παιδεία, when unregulated, seeps into one’s soul:
incrementally, silently, without one really taking notice of they ways in which one’s thoughts,
values, and even identity are being gently, suggestively molded.21 The seeds that Plato plants in
the souls of his readers are intended in exactly the same way; they seep into the soul
20

A wonderful example of this is found in the Phaedo. The early scene in which Socrates is rubbing his
leg, speaking about the confluence of pleasure and pain (60b), anticipates the final scene, in which the
whole company feels the pain at the loss of Socrates, yet Socrates is serene and unmoved, even rebuking
the crowd for their strange displays of grief (117c-118a). But Phaedo had anticipated the theme of the
mixture of pleasure and pain in his prefatory remarks to Echecrates (58d-59a). In fact, that conversation,
as well as Socrates’ initial comments about his physical pain/pleasure, anticipate the whole discussion of
opposites that arise throughout the dialogue.
21
Miles Burnyeat, “Culture and Society in Plato’s Republic.” Burnyeat discusses in detail how social and
cultural norms are transmitted, preserved, and taught “by a gradual, unnoticed infiltration of images into
the soul” (252). The unnoticed character by which images infiltrate the soul is one of the greatest dangers
of παιδεία and one of the reasons for the censorship of the poets. In a number of key passages he quotes
from the Republic, Burnyeat notes the frequency with which cognates of the the verb, λανθάνω, “to
escape notice,” appear. This term is related to λήθη, “forgetfulness, oblivion” (the root from which
ἀλήθεια is derived), and refers to the concealed or unnoticed way in which images seep in. The
infiltration of images that goes unnoticed, furthermore, proceeds in small increments, κατὰ σμικρόν,
“little by little,” another term that Burnyeat tracks.
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incrementally, and without the reader often being aware of it, preparing it for the topics to come.
To go one step further, I will remind my reader that the musical education of the guardians is,
itself, a kind of preparatory education insofar as it is administered to children, before they are
capable of reasoning, and whose goal is to foster in them a love of the beautiful. In this way, the
guardians’ education is about inculcation (literally, “to press into”—see Socrates’ comments
about the souls of the youth that can be “pressed into the shape anyone wants to stamp onto it,”
377b); it is about producing a sort of disposition, a posture of the soul. Therefore, it is, for the
guardians, a kind of seed that prepares the way for deeper, more profound philosophical
knowledge and experiences as the guardians grow.
Lastly, these speeches offer the exigence to which the lion’s share of the Republic is a
response, at least according to my reading. As we shall see, Glaucon and Adeimantus offer a
vision of life—endorsed by the majority opinion and poetic instruction, the paideic authority of
the day—that reduces all human meaning to the theater of politico-rhetorical manipulation,
renounces the gravity of the life of the soul, and renders spiritual παιδεία moot. Against this
vision, Socrates articulates, dramatically within the dialogue, a defense of the life devoted to
goodness; through the dialogue itself, however, Plato attempts to move the reader toward a way
of thinking, which I call cosmological (see Chapter Four), that, rejecting reductive politicorhetorical thinking, attends to the divine purpose of the soul and the great need for spiritual
παιδεία.
I. Glaucon’s Speech
The most striking character of Glaucon’s speech is that it does not reflect his true beliefs.
He does not believe what he defends, and his praise, therefore, is false praise. His point, in fact,
is not to convince his interlocutors of the truth of the claims he makes. This peculiarity of

28

Glaucon’s speech is anticipated in his initial question, which links the content of Book I to the
interlocutor’s present discussion but also sets the latter free, in a sense, to open upon the
astonishing breadth of philosophical topics on the dialogue’s horizon and for which the Republic
is so well known. Glaucon asks, “Socrates, do you want to seem to have persuaded us or truly
persuade us that in every way it’s better to be just than unjust?” (357a). We should note that the
question reiterates a distinction, made earlier by Polemarchus in his discussion with Socrates on
the nature of friends and enemies (334c-335a), between what seems and what is, between
semblance and truth.22 This fateful Platonic distinction between appearance and reality (at the
ontological level), falsehood (or semblance) and truth (at the epistemological level), emerges
continually throughout the Republic and is, of course, the conceptual distinction with which
Western metaphysics putatively begins. Glaucon’s question, however, carries, as yet, no
metaphysical significance. It is prompted by rhetorical concerns, that is, by the question of
persuasion, and this centers the discussion not within the regions of lofty ontological notions but
squarely within the realm of human socio-political interactions.
The question also foregrounds the peculiar nature of the speech that follows, for
Glaucon’s speech is, itself, a mixture of seeming and being. It merely seems to be a speech in
praise of injustice but it is a model-speech, offered in the genuine hope that it will guide
Socrates’ praise of justice, the speech that Glaucon longs to hear.23 The content of his speech,

22

Revising his initial understanding of justice, and attempting to distinguish between friend and enemy,
Polemarchus amends the claim that “the one who seems trustworthy is a friend” to “the one who both
seems and is trustworthy…is a friend, but the one who seems so but isn’t trustworthy seems to be but
isn’t a friend.”
23
It is important, not just here but throughout the Republic, to recognize how frequently the course of the
discussion’s movements is given contour by the desires of Socrates’ interlocutors. See, for example, the
beginning of Book V. Attending to such moments in the dialogue helps us understand the wide-ranging
discussion within what Leo Strauss calls its “logographic necessity,” and which I discussed in the
Introduction. Mitchell Miller argues that it is Socrates who “provokes” his interlocutors, thus leading
them through their discussion (“Platonic Provocations: Reflections on the Soul and the Good in the
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moreover, is overarchingly concerned with the relationship between being and seeming, between
being just/unjust and seeming to be just/unjust, that is, with the interplay between one’s genuine
disposition vis-à-vis justice/injustice and one’s social and political reputation for
justice/injustice.
This concern is nowhere more evident than in the speech’s conclusion. After
demonstrating, in an argument that anticipates modern social contract theories, that the origin of
justice is a mean between the “best”—to do injustice without penalty—and the “worst”—to be
powerless to avenge injustices suffered (359a-b)—and after proffering the ethical diagnostic of
the ring of Gyges as a demonstration that no one is willingly just (360c), Glaucon moves to the
last part of his speech, in which he sets up for comparison the lives of the just and the unjust, in
order to decide which is preferable. His premise, in order to see them in as complete a form as
possible, is to “take nothing away either from the injustice of the unjust person or from the
justice of the just person” (360e). The only way to do this, however, is, on the one hand, to let
the unjust person’s injustice be masked and hidden from view by that person’s reputation for
justice. This reputation, not unlike the ring that grants invisibility, allows one’s injustice to go
undetected and, therefore, reach the level of fullness for which Glaucon is seeking. To find
justice in its fullness, on the other hand, the just person must have a reputation for utter injustice.
Thus, “ultimate injustice is to seem just when one is not” (361a), and “ultimate justice” (not a
term that Glaucon uses but is nevertheless implied by the contrast he is making) consists in
letting the just person “have the reputation for the greatest injustice, in order that he might be put
to the acid test for justice” (361c).

Republic”). Miller’s view, of course, does not contradict my point—there are moments within the
dialogue in which Socrates is responding to his interlocutors, and other moments in which Socrates is
attempting to lead, often quite provocatively, his interlocutors towards new ways of thinking. We will
discuss some of these latter moments in Chapter Four.
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At this moment, Socrates, in his only interjection of Glaucon’s speech, displays ironic
admiration for, and offers a gentle critique of, the latter’s commitment to “take away the
seeming” (361c), in order to obtain a clear, unadulterated vision of the nature of the just and the
unjust soul: “Ayayay, Glaucon my friend…how relentlessly you scrub each of them pure, like a
statue, for the decision between the two men” (361d).24 I take this interjection as a subtle caveat
to Glaucon, and to the reader, that such a “scrubbing clean” is merely an intellectual enterprise
whose results can only be understood, because divorced from life, within the limited conceptual
horizon in which they are constructed. Given that the topic has to do with the choice of life, what
Aristotle calls a προαίρεσις τοῦ βίου,25 the philosopher ought to consider living souls, not the
dead silhouettes of unreal and unrealizable lives.26

24

The relationship between sculpture and painting in the Republic is pertinent to, but well beyond the
scope of, this dissertation. It is, however, well worth tracking how each is referred to and in what context.
I have not performed a systematic analysis, but my sense is that they are often utilized in contrasting ways
in order to make philosophical points. For instance, Socrates’ argument against μίμησις in Book X could
not work if a sculpture, rather than a painting, were the given example, for a statue, unlike a painting,
must be considered in its “object” quality, so to speak, which it shares with a couch or bed. A sculpture,
like a couch or bed, but unlike a painting, would have to be considered, then, in its status as an artifact
(e.g., a work produced by a craftsman). It is still mimetic, however, which would lead to the rather
confusing conclusion that a sculpture is both a second and a third removed from the truth. There are ways
out of this tangle, but the decision to speak of a painting simply bypasses the confusion, lending such
seeming clarity to the argument. That few readers assent to the argument, however, is perhaps evidence
that there is more thinking to do here, that a work like a sculpture, a tragedy, or a philosophical-dramatic
dialogue complicates μίμησις in ways that a painting does not (or, more truthfully, seems not to, at least
immediately, because it can so easily be considered merely in its visual image-quality).
25
In the context of the passage in which this claim is made, Aristotle is discussing the differences
between dialectic, that is, philosophical activity, and the activity of the sophists, whose practice “seems to
be philosophy, but is not.” Likewise, sophistry is “wisdom in appearance only” (Metaphysics 1004b).
Hans-Georg Gadamer refers to this passage in his essay, “Logos and Ergon in Plato’s Lysis” (Dialogue
and Dialectic 6), noting that it is the “Doric harmony between word and deed” that constitutes the
genuinely philosophical life, a life that is dedicated as much to living wisely as it is to attaining
knowledge. In contrast, the sophist lacks this harmony and remains trapped, as it were, within trivial
manipulations of the λόγος. We will discuss the sophist, as well as sophistic παιδεία.
26
There is reason to believe that Glaucon, whose initial reaction is to take Socrates’ words as
encouragement to continue his speech, comes later to understand Socrates’ point. At the beginning of
Book V, he tells Socrates, “the measure in hearing such arguments…for anyone who has any sense, is a
whole life” (450b).
31

Whatever we might make of Socrates’ interjection, it is clear that Glaucon approaches the
problem of deciding which of the two, the just or unjust life, is most worth pursuing through the
lens of political reputation, or δόξα. The term is usually translated as “opinion,” and takes on a
quasi-technical significance in the Platonic lexicon, but in its broad, common usage, it could
certainly signify one’s “reputation,” i.e., the prevailing opinion(s) others have of one and that
constitute one’s public persona. The relationship between one’s reputation and one’s genuine
being is, once Glaucon has “scrubbed them clean,” one of dissonance, incongruity, and, finally,
dissemblance. If the best way of life is to be unjust but have the reputation for being just, then, in
this case, reputation devises purposefully to dissemble, and one’s public persona is not a genuine
reflection of one’s true self. Of course, it is perfectly possible for the relationship between one’s
genuine self and one’s reputation to be characterized by consonance, congruity, and
resemblance. In fact, it is Socrates’ reputation for living a life devoted to justice to which the
brothers appeal in hoping to hear justice praised persuasively, for who better to offer such a
speech than someone with such an impressive track record of life-long devotion to virtue and
goodness (367d-e)? In truth, the living relationship between one’s genuine being and one’s
public persona is that of perpetual negotiation. We are not statues, in whom these determinations
remain fixed, and we may choose to reveal or conceal our most intimate thoughts differently
depending on the context and in whose company we find ourselves.
The important point for us is that Glaucon’s demonstration leads the reader into thinking
about the relationship between seeming and being, appearance and reality. The appearance of
justice, in the case of the best and most unjust life, must play the role of masking one’s injustice.
The “seeming” described here, then, is a kind of appearance that must dissemble to be what it is.
At the same time, of course, there are appearances that resemble, or reflect truly, that of which

32

they are appearances. From a strictly metaphysical perspective, it is the nature of an appearance
to be double, in a certain sense, insofar as what appears, in order to be an appearance at all, must
resemble that of which the appearance is an appearance, i.e., its “original.” In this way, the
appearance is like the original, at least formally. At the same time, because it is merely an
appearance, it certainly is not like the original, at least not ontologically. This means that it is the
nature of appearance to resemble and dissemble, and the metaphysical denigration of “mere
appearance” finds its home in the ontological deficit it carries with respect to reality. But what
about the other facet of appearance? What about the formal resemblance between appearance
and original that allows an appearance to be an appearance? Even in a dissembling appearance,
what appears must resemble the original or else fail to appear as that original at all: e.g., “fool’s
gold” would not fool anyone if it did not look like, or have the appearance of, the genuine article.
Is this “positive” aspect of appearance insignificant, trumped, as it were, by its ontological
deficiency? Is formal resemblance reduced to “mere appearance,” too, even as it is clear that the
being of an appearance is, of necessity, found in this resemblance? In other words, does only the
deficiency have ontological significance, or does the resemblance make some positive
ontological contribution to the nature of an appearance? None of these questions is as yet posed
by Glaucon explicitly, of course, but his speech has the effect, on the reader, of moving his/her
thinking in that trajectory. As Book II continues, and the παιδεία of the guardians takes center
stage, we see that not all appearances dissemble, nor are they required, ontologically, to do so, as
traditional metaphysics would have it. Indeed, musical education proceeds via images, via
appearances that resemble—and must resemble if they are to affect the souls of the guardians
paideically—that of which they are “merely” appearances. If appearances could only dissemble,
it would be difficult to account for their significant role within musical παιδεία.
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Thus, though Glaucon’s initial question is asked with the aim of wanting to hear Socrates
defend the life devoted to justice in a sufficiently persuasive way, we can see that it also sets the
stage for some fundamental perplexities that come with thinking about μίμησις and images
within the musical education of the guardians; for instance, what is the relationship between
“original” and “copy,” or “reality” and “appearance”? This perplexity haunts the Republic and
Plato’s writings generally.27 Glaucon’s speech is not about μίμησις, per se, but its emphasis on
the difference—in its most extreme form, the mutual incompatibility—between “seeming” and
“being” draws the reader’s attention to the strangeness of a speech, and a life, that is not what it
seems. In this way, the reader is being prepared for the discussion to come.
This distinction, moreover, is easily inscribed within the framework of persuasion. The
orthodox (from the perspective of Platonism) view of the sophists, no less than the common
usage of the term “rhetoric,” especially in political contexts today, points to a concern over the
decoupling of the soul and the word, of ψυχή and λόγος. Let me interject quickly to point out
that using these terms to describe the phenomenon about which I am talking—namely, that one
can intentionally say what one, nevertheless, does not believe—may seem odd, but these are the
terms in which the Republic, and in which Socrates, at the conclusion of the bothers’ speeches,
treats the issue (cf. 367e-368c). We are coming to that important passage, but these terms are
justified, too, by the important discussion at the end of Book II on the distinction between the
“lie in words” and the “lie in the soul” (382a-d).28 These terms make eminent sense in this

27

This distinction is metaphysics, and thus a doctrine of Platonism, not of Plato (as we shall see, at least
with respect to the Republic).
28
It is worth noting that this relationship between the lie in words and the “true lie” in the soul is that of
an imitation, or an image (the lie in words), to an original (the lie in the soul). Furthermore, the lie in
words becomes useful, “like a medicine,” by making it “as much as possible like the truth” (382d). This
brief interchange between Socrates and Adeimantus anticipates the discussion of the “noble lie” (414c),
of course, but it is already implicated within the conceptual territory—that of images and μίμησις—
within which the guardians’ musical education program moves.
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context, furthermore, because the inquiry begun in Book II proceeds according to Glaucon’s
“desire to hear what each of them [justice and injustice] is and what power it has itself by itself
when it’s present in the soul” (358b). The parameters of the discussion, then, are clear, and the
kind of justice and injustice that Plato’s characters discuss concerns not actions, primarily, but
something deeper, something more existential and which points to the very make-up of one’s
being and which constitutes one’s soul. The distinction between ψυχή and λόγος is already
evident in Glaucon’s initial question and in his desire that prompts the subsequent discussion: he
has heard the words of Socrates’ argument against Thrasymachus in Book I—and yet, he is still
not “truly” convinced. What could this “true persuasion” be if not persuasion in one’s soul?
Moreover, Glaucon’s speech relies on this distinction as it simultaneously performs this
distinction, as we have seen. He is not persuaded in his soul by the arguments that he makes, and
the highest form of the life of injustice, the life for which he argues, is, itself, constituted by a
wholesale severance of who one is (being) from how one presents oneself to others (seeming). It
is easy enough to see, here, as many have, Plato attacking the sophists.29 Likewise, the famous
critique of the sophists, namely, that they “make the weaker argument stronger” hinges on this
very distinction between seeming and being: they make the argument that genuinely is weaker
nevertheless seem to be stronger. The question of persuasion, then, involves the interplay of
seeming and being, as well as the interplay of these two “levels of persuasion”: that of the soul
and that of the word.
We cannot overemphasize the importance of the distinction at play here; in many ways, it
constitutes something of a fundamental binary—like that of nature/culture—with which
philosophical thinking will never cease to wrangle. I have in mind something like what E. F.
29

Jeff Mitscherling offers a helpful review and typology of the various interpretations of Plato’s critique
of poetry in the Republic (The Image of a Second Sun 15-113).
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Schumacher calls “divergent,” as opposed to “convergent,” problems. The latter are technical
problems, for which precise, definitive answers are logically possible in principle, and the
clearest examples of which are found in the applied fields of the mathematical sciences, like
medicine and engineering, whose very function is to solve practical problems. There is a notion
of progress in Schumacher’s concept, insofar as the more that intelligent people work on these
types of problems, the more their answers converge logically toward a unified, “correct” answer,
e.g., the specific curve of the bridge’s arch, or the exact proportion of the vaccine’s composite
elements. The answers to this type of problem continually converge, over time, toward the one
correct answer, even if many disparate answers were given at the outset. Any controversy or
aporia over the answers to these problems is thereby progressively nullified as advancement
proceeds. The former type of problem, by contrast, is any genuinely philosophical question,
though it need not be confined to the discipline of philosophy; a divergent problem may be
offered equally or more powerfully through art or within religious scripture, for instance. It is
characterized as “divergent” precisely because the answers posed to this type of question do not
advance over time, progressively and logically, toward a single, unitary, correct answer. That
divergent problems cannot be solved with logical determination and certainty demonstrates,
according to Schumacher, “that life is bigger than logic”(A Guide for the Perplexed 123; original
emphasis). Thus, coming back to what I called above a “fundamental binary,” when we reflect
on the relationship between nature and culture, for instance, as well as on the history of such
reflection within the Western philosophical tradition, it becomes apparent rather quickly that
philosophy will never come to some definitive, exact, precise, “correct” answer; thinking about
the interplay of the multiple forces that shape human life and consciousness is nothing like
discovering the right chemical “cocktail” to cure a disease.
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This distinction and relationship between ψυχή and λόγος is no less fundamental to
philosophy and no less a divergent problem. By virtue of the brute fact that there is and can be a
distinction between who I am and what I say, a whole range of human experiences becomes
possible, from obvious cases, like lying to and deceiving others, to more subtle and lofty cases,
like imagining and fantasizing, from which springs all creative activity. At the same time, the
interrelationship between ψυχή and λόγος is infinitely complex, truly “divergent” in
Schumacher’s sense. To see this, all we have to do is ask: How is it possible that Glaucon can
offer reasonable arguments, and yet not be persuaded by them? That this is possible at all implies
that there is a “level” of soul, a life of the soul, for which words are not sufficient to persuade. At
the same time, however, Glaucon desires to hear an argument that praises justice, even though he
already believes—in his soul, presumably—that justice is better than injustice. If he already
believes this, what purpose does the argument serve; what can it add? Yet, we can recognize that
there are, indeed, cases of words affecting souls such that the former do persuade the latter; it
happens all the time, in fact, and if it were not possible, there could be no politics, no philosophy,
and hardly anything that might resemble modern civilization. Thus, we know that words do have
persuasive power to change one’s soul. We seem to have found ourselves in something of an
aporia, then, with respect to understanding the relationship between ψυχή and λόγος. We will
find a way through this aporia when we understand that certain words, namely, literary images,
affect souls is ways that allow the soul to turn toward the good, and thus change—not an
opinion, but itself; the change, occuring in the life of the soul, is a change in being, not in
knowing.30
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Franklin Merrell-Wolff, philosopher/mathematician turned mystic/spiritualist, refers to this change,
which he calls “realization,” as one from “relative” consciousness to “cosmic consciousness.” The shift is
not epistemological but ontological: “Realization is not a development of consciousness in the subject37

The last issue that Gaucon’s speech opens upon that anticipates the musical education of
the guardians concerns the nature of models. The speech praises injustice, but it is not meant to
persuade; it is a model of praise, and that is what Socrates is asked to follow and eventually
imitate, ignoring the speech’s content. At the same time, the speech is a model, now as an
imitation, of commonly held beliefs. Thus, there is, within Glaucon’s speech, an intentional
disruption and complication of form and content. The content imitates—faithfully, but hopefully
not persuasively—that of common opinion; the form, i.e., arguing in a manner sufficiently
persuasive to Glaucon, is a model to be imitated by Socrates. Of course, form and content are
mutually dependent: Glaucon’s call for a “full defense” of justice (the form) will both dictate and
be dictated by the reasons given for why the just life is better (the content). It is not clear,
furthermore, precisely what in Glaucon’s speech Socrates is supposed to imitate. Is he meant to
maintain Glaucon’s speech’s tripartite structure, which can be divided roughly into the a) origin,
b) motivation, and c) fittingness of injustice (see 358b-c); or to imitate the manner or style of the
argument, e.g., by using a hypothetical thought-experiment like the story of the ring of Gyges?
Socrates’ “defense speech” never takes the form of Glaucon’s, but this episode is nonetheless
essential in what it reveals, namely, the very disruption and complication of form and content: in
its form, Glaucon’s speech is a model, something to be imitated, presumably because it has value
in offering a full defense of justice (though which particular qualities of the speech possess this
virtue is not explicitly mentioned). Its content (also a model insofar as it is an imitation of
popular opinion), however, is not, and cannot be, persuasive to Glaucon (nor to Adeimantus). To
say the very least, form and content are in tension with one another in Glaucon’s speech. It is not

object sense. It implies a radical event involving a shifting of the level of consciousness” (Experience and
Philosophy 422; my emphasis). We will discuss this experience in more detail in Chapter Five.
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hyperbole to say that this tension between form and content in speech cuts to the very heart of
Plato’s (and perhaps philosophy’s) deepest concerns. It is another fundamental binary, another
divergent problem. The relationship between form and content, of course, hearkens back to the
relationship I have discussed between being and seeming, or reality and appearance, and brings
with it many of the same conceptual difficulties. Focusing on the dissonance between form and
content in Glaucon’s speech, furthermore, takes us into that familiar territory in which we can
speak of the model as double, just like an appearance. However, I would like to focus not so
much on this binary as on what is revealed, in and through its disruption and confusion, about the
nature of models.
Because the terms of Socrates’ imitation of Glaucon’s speech are never clearly specified,
and because Socrates never offers a speech that would seem to qualify as such an imitation, the
dialogue does not bear out what Glaucon’s speech promises. In this way, the issue of models
may seem somewhat less obviously anticipated for the reader than the two issues previously
discussed. However, the failure of the drama to reveal precisely in what regard and in which
facets Glaucon’s speech is a model does not prevent the dialogue from offering the reader an
occasion to think about models, i.e., to ask the very same questions that we are asking about
what a model-speech would and should be like. Without needing to hear Socrates’ imitation of
Glaucon’s model, the attentive reader will nevertheless become perplexed by the tension found
within Glaucon’s model-speech: one the one hand, it is an imitation, a model, of a typical
argument attributed to popular opinion and yet, on the other hand, a model for Socrates to
imitate. It is, to employ the form/content binary, an imitation of the content of popular opinion
but an imitation of the form of a persuasive argument.
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The ambiguity of models leads us directly into the terrain of μίμησις and παιδεία: what
should be imitated, and how, and by whom? In his Poetics, Aristotle asserts a kinship between
joy, παιδεία, μίμησις, and human nature. He maintains that human beings and μίμησις are “conatural” (σύμφυτον) from childhood, that we all take delight in μίμησις, and that it is through
mimetic play that children come to their first understandings of their world (1448b). Indeed, we
learn much through the imitation of what we see: children learn social cues from watching
adults; young writers learn how to improve their prose through modeling exercises; teachers
adopt a great deal of their style from effective teaching styles to which they themselves were
exposed. The ambiguity of Glaucon’s speech as a model points in this direction, and moves us
without hindrance into the complex conceptual issues of image and μίμησις, taken up in musical
education of the guardians.
Finally, Glaucon’s strange speech, and especially its ambiguity as a model-speech,
prompts one to wonder why Glaucon wants to hear Socrates give a speech in praise justice in the
first place. We ask this question now, not as we did above, wondering what value such a speech
(in words) could serve, since Glaucon already seems persuaded (in his soul) that justice is better.
Rather, the question becomes: why does justice need a model? What, in other words, is the
relationship between virtue and the imitation of a model? This question is more properly
Adiemantus’, and we now turn to his speech, in order to see how his concerns take up the three
issues we have been elaborating—e.g., the relationship between being/seeming, the question and
“levels” of persuasion, and the nature of models—and reveals them in their spiritual-paideic
significance, leading, more or less directly, to the aesthetic education of the guardians.
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II. Adeimantus’ Speech
Before Socrates can respond to Glaucon’s speech, Adeimantus interjects, claiming that
Glaucon’s argument has not been offered sufficiently (362d). In order to complete Glaucon’s
task, he believes it necessary to “go through the arguments opposite to the ones [Glaucon] stated,
that praise justice and condemn injustice” (362e). Adeimantus’ intention is not to offer the
speech that he and Glaucon wish to hear from Socrates. Rather, he wants to examine popular
arguments made in favor of justice, and, specifically, those arguments that extol justice due to
the good reputations and other benefits that accrue to the just person. Like Glaucon, Adeimantus
is concerned with majority opinion, but it becomes evident immediately that the brother’s
worries outstrip those put forth by Glaucon and, thereby, carry the discussion more deeply into
the heart of spiritual παιδεία.
Adeimantus sets a new tone for the discussion right from the beginning:
Certainly fathers tell their sons that one ought to be just, as all those are in charge of anyone do,
and exhort them, not by praising it, justice, but the good opinions that result from it, in order
that…all the things Glaucon went through just now should come as a result of that opinion to
someone who seems to be just, things that belong to the just person as a result of his being well
thought of. (363a; my emphasis)

Though we remain, as with Glaucon, in the domain of public opinion and, therefore, of thinking
of justice in terms of reputation, the italicized portion of the claim invites a new element,
namely, παιδεία, which, as the speech continues, will move to center stage. What is more,
Adeimantus includes not only the reputation that accrues to the just person from other citizens,
but also “the opinions from the gods” that accrue to “those who are pious” (363a). He has in
mind, here, all manner of praise and blame, or reward and punishment, which is said to be meted
out by the gods to deserving humans. For evidence, he relies on the authority of Hesiod and
Homer (363b). Thus, Adeimantus expands the conversation to include other virtues beyond
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justice; here, it is, tellingly, piety, but by the end, it will be clear that what is at stake is, indeed,
not simply the question of justice, but of the whole life devoted to human virtue, i.e., to the good.
The expansion of the conversation to include piety is telling because, via religion, Adeimantus
also expands the discussion into the terrain of poetry, for it is not merely the οἱ πολλοί, but also
the poets, “the top people” (366b: ὁ τῶν πολλῶν τε καὶ ἄκρων), who espouse these troubling
things “said about the gods and virtue” (364b).
Within the first moments of the speech, then, Adeimantus carries the subject matter, and
the reader along with it, well beyond the confines of Glaucon’s narrow concerns (while still
maintaining those concerns) and into the wide panoply of issues and questions that will be the
focus of the Republic: the upward path of the soul on its journey toward the good. This path is
spiritual παιδεία, the soul’s education in virtue—an education that begins with appropriate
poetic models and whose development and undertaking is described at key moments in the text
in terms of reverence, holiness, piety, love of the divine, and even salvation.
Adeimantus’ shift of focus onto education, religion, and poetry, does much to prepare the
reader for what is coming, but it also, specifically, allows his speech to carry the three issues we
looked at in Glaucon’s speech into the domain of spiritual παιδεία for the first time. In fact, we
can see 1) the relationship between being and seeming, 2) the question of persuasion, and 3) the
nature of models gathered into their spiritual-paideic significance in the following question,
which Adeimantus poses about halfway through his speech, and which will prove to be the
question to which so much of the Republic serves as a response:
Socrates, my friend…when all these things of such a kind and in such quantity are said about
virtue and vice, the sort of esteem in which human beings and gods hold them, what do we
imagine it does to the souls of young people who hear them, all those with good natures and equal
to the task, as if they were floating above all the things that are said in order to gather from them
what sort of person to be and how to make one’s way through life so that one might go through it
in the best possible way?” (365a-b)
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Like Glaucon’s question with which Book II opens, Adeimantus’ question in the middle of his
speech acts as something of a pivot, upon which the dialogue turns, dialectically, moving the
conversation forward into new terrain while preserving that which has been tread. Like
Glaucon’s question, it gathers the preceding discussion and, at the same time, extends it into new
frontiers.
With respect to at least the basic relationship between seeming and being, Adeimantus’
speech does not differ greatly from Glaucon’s. Adeimantus entreats Socrates to “take away the
seeming” (which Glaucon utters at 361c; Adeimantus says, “take away the reputation” at 367b)
and praise justice itself. He also adopts Glaucon’s assertion that majority opinion considers the
best life to be that of total injustice (361a), in which one’s reputation for justice (seeming)
completely obscures one’s unjust character (being). He adds, however, that poetry’s various
speeches about attaining atonement for acts of injustice (364b-365a) offer further legitimation to
this opinion and, thus, to the estimation that, as he puts it, quoting Simonides, “the seeming
overpowers even the truth” (365c). This addition expands the domain in which this relationship
has been discussed, namely, from that of reputation, to include now that of poetry. This
expansion is significant in two respects.
First, poetry is, in the context of the world in which Plato was writing, the domain of
paideic authority, for poetry, especially that of Homer and Hesiod (the two authorities to which
Adeimantus consistently refers), is the medium through which cultural, religious, and ethical
values were transmitted. This is reflected in the dialogue within its first few moments: Cephalus
appeals to Pindar (331a), and Polemarches to Simonides (331d), to authorize their respective
opinions about justice. And of course the beginning of Book X offers a confession of Socrates’
“love and reverence for Homer,” who seized Socrates, “since I was a child,” he says, because “he
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appears to have been the first to educate and lead the way in all these beautiful tragic things”
(595c).31 Indeed, Adeimantus refers to Homer and Hesiod as γενναῖος, “noble, well-born,” and
the poets, generally, as “the top people” (366b), as we have seen. The poets are revered as
educators, and poetry’s paideic authority is unrivaled. Thus, the expansion of the argument that
privileges seeming over being from the realm of majority opinion to the realm of poetic-paideic
authority—i.e., the movement from Glaucon’s speech to Adeimantus’ speech—shifts the focus
from the agora to the classroom, as it were. In this way, it marks a transition of thinking, or
perhaps more precisely, of questioning, the relationship between seeming and being. Glaucon
offers a speech that reflects majority opinion, but Adeimantus wonders what happens to young
people when that opinion is shared by those revered as religious, ethical authorities and who are,
moreover, invested with a culturally sanctioned power to inform and shape them: “when all these
things of such a kind and in such quantity are said about virtue and vice…what do we imagine it
does to the souls of young people who hear them [?]” (365a-b). In short, the expansion of the
discussion into the realm of poetry challenges the reader to question how dangerous it is when
this majority opinion also prevails as an ethical, cultural ideal.
The second important respect in which Adeimantus’ addition is relevant for us is found
within the new content that his speech introduces. When, in his question, he speaks of “all these
things…said about virtue and vice,” he is referring to his description, given only moments
earlier, of those elements “most to be wondered at” about “gods and virtue” (364b). These are
the ways in which the arch-poets, Homer and Hesiod, authorize the opinion that one can easily
31

Werner Jaeger writes, "The Greeks always felt that a poet was in the broadest and deepest sense the
educator of his people. Homer was only the noblest example, as it were the classic instance, of that
general conception" (Paideia I 35). See Willem Verdenius, Homer, the Educator of the Greeks, for an
alternative reading. The ancient source of import here is Herodotus’ “personal opinion” that Homer and
Hesiod essentially codified Greek religion through their theogonies, genealogies, and taxonomies of the
gods. The Histories, Book II §53.
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sway the gods through flattery, atone for one’s past transgressions, and even enlist the gods to do
one’s wicked bidding through supplication and incantations.32 The legitimacy of this view is
apparently so widely accepted that, according to Adeimantus, it has persuaded “not only private
persons but even cities” (364e). The addition of this specific content to the prevailing opinion
raises the stakes of this opinion’s power to mold and shape human life, for now it is not simply a
matter of dissemblance, incongruity, and dissonance between one’s reputation and one’s true
self; rather, the belief in the power of these various rituals to absolve one of one’s injustice
proves to be something like an ultimate seeming, for they do not mask one’s injustice in the
appearance of a just reputation (in fact, they allow that injustice to be revealed, at least
momentarily, in order to be absolved) but take away, nullify, and redeem one’s having been
unjust in the first place. One’s injustice is, then, “scrubbed clean,” though not as before, in
Glaucon’s speech, through the medium of a dissembling appearance or reputation; the cleanse
here is total, final, and takes place at the level of being. A just reputation is the mechanism by
which one persuades other people that one is just, when in fact one is unjust. These religious
atonements for one’s injustice, however, constitute the mechanism by which one persuades the
gods that, despite actually being unjust, one ought not to have to pay the penalty for one’s
transgressions. Since the best way of life, “total injustice,” is to perform injustice
indiscriminately while avoiding any and all retribution for one’s unjust actions, the capacity to be
absolved of all one’s wrongdoing—by the gods and in one’s soul—resolves the tension between
seeming and being that was introduced in Glaucon’s speech, but only by totally eclipsing the
socio-political efficacy of a just reputation, that is by eclipsing that domain altogether. The
poetic-religious description of these atonement practices legitimates the life of total injustice,
32

The mention of such methods to appease the gods calls to mind Cephalus’ departure from the scene at
331d: “I hand the discussion over to you folks, since I need to take care of the sacrifices now.”
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even in the eyes of the gods, who can be “persuaded” (see 364c, 365e) by these practices, just as
fellow citizens can be persuaded by a dissembling reputation, but the effect of persuading the
gods, as opposed to one’s fellow citizens, is atonement, forgiveness, dispensation, and even
salvation—in short, nothing less than a divine endorsement of injustice.
To summarize, briefly: Adeimantus preserves the basic relationship between seeming and
being as it stands in Glaucon’s description of total injustice, a concept that Adeimantus adopts
wholesale. However, he expands the discussion to include 1) poetry and, specifically, 2) poetic
passages that describe the manner in which people might atone to the gods for their unjust deeds.
We have just looked at the significance of each respectively. Taken together, however, this
addition transports the discussion of the relationship between seeming and being into the realms
of poetry, religion, and education. Within the context of these newly introduced concerns,
Adeimantus wonders—and allows the reader to wonder—what happens when not only the οἱ
πολλοί, but even the shepherds of cultural values and the revealers of religious orthodoxy, the
poets, effectively endorse the view of total injustice. What happens when the unjust person is
scrubbed clean, not within some hypothetical discourse but by the gods themselves? What
happens when, to borrow a Nietzschean formulation, the stamp of being is placed on seeming?
These questions point to the drastic stakes that have been introduced into the dialogue
through Adeimantus’ concerns. At stake in the question of the best life to lead is nothing less
than one’s soul, of course, but the poets teach that even that is not really at stake—at least, if one
knows how to persuade the gods. What Adeimantus’s question reveals, then, is the vexing and
dangerous proposition that, in the quest for the best life, according to the authority of the poets,
nothing is at stake, not even one’s soul. This gives complete license to the prevailing opinion that
the life of total justice is the best life. Even the gods are persuaded, and this is what the people
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are taught: “by being unjust, we’ll have all the gains, and by praying when we transgress and sin,
we’ll get off unpunished by persuading [the gods]” (366a).
Now, it should be immediately clear that, in all of this, we have already been discussing
the question of persuasion and the nature of models. In addition to the characterization of the
gods being swayed by human intervention as “persuasion,” Adeimantus’ question clearly refers
to persuasion: “what do we imagine it does to the souls of young people who hear [the things
said about virtue and vice]?” The nature of models arises in the image Adeimantus paints of
these young souls “floating above all the things that are said in order to gather from them what
sort of person to be and how to make one’s way through life so that one might go through it in
the best possible way” (my emphasis). They look to the things said about virtue and vice as to a
model to emulate, or as to a paradigm to follow, as—what it will become in musical παιδεία—
an image to imitate.
In terms of the question of persuasion, we have already seen how atonement for injustice
can persuade the gods to absolve one’s soul of any wrongdoing. Adeimantus, like Glaucon, is not
persuaded in his soul that injustice is better than justice; he even admits that there are only two
avenues to scorning injustice and embracing justice willingly: the attainment of knowledge or the
endowment of a god-given nature (366c-d). Socrates will echo Adeimantus’ claim here at the
conclusion of the latter’s speech, and we are coming to that important passage. This admission
reveals Adeimantus’ prejudice, namely, that there is some inherent relationship between divinity
and virtue, the gods and the good. This explains his incredulity at the poetic verses that preach
that the gods can be persuaded to absolve the soul’s injustices. In fact, the teachings of the poets
deal a double blow to Adeimantus’ view, attacking it on both sides, as it were. On the one hand,
they imply that the gods, just like humans, are capable of being persuaded that injustice is better
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than justice, for the theological verdict, evidenced by the possibility of atonement, is effectively
an endorsement of total injustice. Thus, the poets dismantle Adeimantus’ conception of the gods.
On the other hand, these teachings promise absolution for total injustice. They make, therefore, a
soteriological claim, but one that renders irrelevant the choices one makes in one’s life. We saw
above that in choosing the best life, the poets denude the pursuit of any of its ethical stakes, and
thereby, of any genuine value; there is nothing at stake, not even the soul. One’s soul can be
saved, in the eleventh hour, as it were, even if one’s soul was unjust for a lifetime. The poets also
dismantle Adeimantus’ understanding of virtue. When we recall that living is the work that
belongs to the soul (353d), and that doing this work (= living) beautifully is virtue (353a-b), and,
furthermore, that justice is virtue of the soul (353e), we can see just how troubling and dangerous
the poets’ teaching must appear to Adeimantus; it effectively turns human life and the value of
the life of the soul, on its head. I think Adeimantus’ question carries with it, if heard properly, the
indignation and exasperation of one who finds oneself in a world that seems to ridicule, mock,
or, at best, ignore the spiritual values that, to one’s innermost heart and soul, ground existence,
give life—and death—meaning, that impart an indelible message in the soul that things are a
certain way, and perhaps for a certain reason. Indeed, without exception the great spiritual
teachers of humanity have reminded us of the rarity of sagacity and goodness and the ubiquity of
violence, cupidity, selfishness, and ignorance—and for that reason, they point to a better, higher
path, often discoverable by turning inward.33 Gadamer describes Socrates in such terms, as the
“visionary who sees his own soul,” in whom “the soul recognizes itself and the truth of which the
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This idea speaks to the very heart of mysticism, as Evelyn Underhill makes clear in her description of
what she calls the first and second doctrines of mysticism: “‘In that thou hast sought me, though hast
already found me’, says the voice of Absolute Truth in their [i.e., mystics’] ears. This is the first doctrine
of mysticism. Its next is that only in so far as the self is real can it hope to know Reality: like to like: Cor
ad cor loquitur [heart speaks to heart—from Augustine’s Confessions]. Upon the propositions implicit in
these two laws that whole claim and practice of the mystic life depends” (Mysticism 23).
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soul is most certain” (Dialogue and Dialectic 68-69). Similarly, Nietzsche speaks, in The Gay
Science, of the “higher type,” the “noble,” who has a “singular value standard” but who posits
that standard as the universal, if latent, standard hidden in all souls; such a soul, thus, looks at the
state of things incredulously, “stunned that the course of the world should be so insane,” and
remains puzzled, and frustrated, that it is incapable of owning up to the tasks that are most
needful for it (§3). In the Nicomachean Ethics, lastly, Aristotle speaks of the σπουδαῖος, the
person of serious moral stature, who discerns things correctly and for whom “what is wished for
would be what is truly good” (1113a). The σπουδαῖος, then, knows what human matters to take
seriously and why, and attempts to pursue those “well and beautifully” (1098a). I think it is
critical to see, and really, as a reader, to feel, something of that kind of seriousness in
Adeimantus’ question. The poets say there is nothing at stake in choosing virtue or vice. For
Adeimantus, or someone like him,34 the only thing at stake in such a choice is everything—and
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Throughout these reflections, and especially in these allusions, I have in mind a passage in Book 9 of
Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics on “like-mindedness” (ὁμόνοια). Like-mindedness is involved in
friendship and “seems to be friendship in a political sense” (1167b), according to Aristotle, since likemindedness has to do with actions, and politics has to do with actions (it is not correct to say that people
are “like-minded” simply when they have “the same opinion” about something, say, “about the things in
the heavens,” he explains). We can see, then, that like-mindedness has something to do with virtue,
because it concerns sharing in common ways of thinking and feeling about political concerns, which
involve choices of action. Decent people are like-minded, Aristotle maintains, but base people are so only
to a small degree. He appeals, as he does throughout the text, to the constancy of a good person and the
“civil strife” of the bad person. So, like-mindedness seems to name the state of sharing in common both
views and feelings on political matters, like justice and equality, etc. The example he gives is the
agreement between the populace and the decent people on who would be best to rule (1167b; incidentally,
such agreement would be considered temperance in the context of Book IV of the Republic). Aristotle is
suggesting that good people, who are in agreement and harmony with themselves, find it easy to be likeminded with others (who are similarly good, and thus, similarly harmoniously constituted) because each
will desire the good and the just and seek to accomplish these in/through political action. This concept,
then, has moral implications beyond the simple sharing of an opinion; it is as if good people share, as
well, in their vision of the good, the just, the right, etc. In this way, we might see as “like-minded” figures
such as Socrates, Jesus, Buddha, Nelson Mandela, Mencius, Martin Luther King, Jr., Malala Yousafzai,
etc. because they all (and many, many others) have shown a commitment to similar (if not identical)
ethical values. If that seems right, the sense of a community of people devoted similarly to the good
expands beyond a geographically and historically limited group, and opens on to something like a
universal community of humanity. See Brann’s comments quoted in the Introduction.
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indeed by this we intend: the meaning of human life and the significance of human flourishing.
Since the poets are the esteemed educators of society, they have the power to shape human
flourishing, and they do. However, what they teach, the orientation toward human flourishing
that they preach, is precisely that human flourishing has nothing to do with being good, but only
with being adept in the art of persuasion, whether of one’s fellow citizens or the gods.
Again, in this light, it would be easy to consider Plato’s critique of the poets as a species
of his critique of the sophists. John Poulakos, in his attempt to restore philosophical relevancy to
the sophists, claims that the sophists are, for Plato, the overwhelming concern of his philosophy
(Sophistical Rhetoric in Classical Greece 75). This may or may not be true, and I am genuinely
not interested in any such totalizing claims about “Plato’s philosophy,” which is the domain of
Platonism. However, if there is any merit in Poulakos’ claim, we might find in Adeimantus’
question the reason for Plato’s concern. The reason is not, as Poulakos’ estimates, due to Plato’s
metaphysics, of which Poulakos offers little more than a thin caricature, which serves as a strawman argument that allows him to assert the contemporary philosophical relevance of sophistic
tenets against the tradition of Platonism. No, if Plato is concerned with the sophists, or with
sophistry in general, it is because of its spiritual-paideic danger, because sophistry reduces
human life to a mere context of persuasion, of arguments, of words. In that reduction of
everything to rhetoric, the “levels of persuasion” are collapsed: there is nothing but the realm of
λόγος. Indeed, Adeimantus has shown that the poets endorse and transmit this value in their
educative function. The question of persuasion becomes a question of paideic effect—how the
poets persuade the souls of the young—and, simultaneously, a question of paideic content—the
teaching that the art of persuasion is the most valuable art; that the key to a good life, in other
words, is the capacity to persuade one’s fellow citizens and one’s gods that things seem
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otherwise than they are. Aristotle called sophistry “wisdom in appearance only” (Metaphysics,
1004b). In this paideic context, the power of persuasion, of the λόγος, reigns absolute, and the

significance of human life and human flourishing is reduced to a play of semblances and
rhetorical hocus pocus. None of this, however, can dislodge from the souls of Glaucon and
Adeimantus, at least, the conviction that the choice of living according to virtue or according to
vice concerns matters that cannot be confined solely to rhetoric.35 The poets, by teaching that
only persuasion matters, deem the life of the soul insignificant, and, therefore, place the “levels”
of persuasion, of words and of soul, into their greatest contrast and most complete opposition
with one another. The opposition is so utterly complete that, in effect, the poets actually cancel
out the life of the soul, nullifying its possibilities to flourish by teaching that such an idea is
really nothing but nonsense.36
Adeimantus’ concern about models grows directly out of his concern about the poets’
persuasive endorsement of persuasion. If indeed the poets valorize the viewpoint that for the soul
35

I emphasize the word conviction with Merrell-Wolff’s distinction between “conviction” and
“convincement” in mind. Merrell-Wolff states, “Convincement is a result of a convincing which may very
well be achieved through argument, the presenting of evidence, the presenting of good reasons. It is the
normal process whereby we become convinced of the truth of a proposition, say in mathematics, by the
proof or argument that shows that a certain thesis is true, or the evidence presented by a scientific
argument, or, finally, by the evidence supporting a philosophic thesis. One is convinced, but he is not in
his total being changed; he may be convinced later of a different position as the result of greater evidence
or greater acuity of reasoning. Differences upon the level of convincement do not lead to strong feelings,
but involves, usually, a certain detachment in judgment. In fact, convincement is the result of a conscious
judgment without a change of psychological state. In contrast, conviction involves a deeper element—the
kind of factor which involves much greater certainty and a much larger involvement of the total being.
Feeling is much stronger in conviction than in convincement. The attitude in convincement may be
detached, and aloof, and cool, but conviction tends to involve an element of warmth, of personal
identification with the point of view presented or maintained in the conviction. Conviction is essentially a
religious function. It is that which tends to be supremely important for the individual. One does not arrive
at conviction by means of discursive argument, but some other factor must be involved” (“General
Discourse on the Subject of My Philosophy, Part 4”). Conviction, in this sense, is related to MerrellWolff’s concept of “realization,” an event in which not one’s opinion but one’s being is changed,
resulting in a higher form of consciousness (see note 30 above).
36
This orientation, which is “mechanical” or “politico-rhetorical” (and contrasted with a “cosmological”
orientation toward life and reality) will be developed throughout the course of the analysis. See Chapter
Four.
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nothing is at stake in deliberating about what sort of life to lead, someone like Adeimantus or
Glaucon can only wonder at what happens when people’s souls are nourished on the images of
virtue that the poets offer, images which are deemed worthy of imitation precisely because they
emanate from the source of poetic-paideic authority. Adeimantus’ description of the poetic
passages he has in mind already implies that they are and will be taken up as models, as images
of life that one can look to, “in order to gather from them what sort of person to be and how to
make one’s way through life so that one might go through it in the best possible way” (365a-b).
If the poets offer these troubling teachings, Adeimantus concludes, “since, as those who are wise
show me, ‘the seeming overpowers even the truth’ and is what governs happiness, one should
turn completely to that. It’s necessary,” he continues,” for me to draw a two-dimensional illusion
of virtue in a circle around myself as a front and a show, but drag behind it the cunning and
many-sided fox of the most wise Archilochus” (365c; my emphasis).37 This is what the poets
teach: that virtue is nothing but an illusion, a show, a veneer; and young people will hear this,
take it as wisdom, and thus take up a life devoted to illusion, semblance, and persuasion.
It is clear, now, how Adeimantus’ speech gathers together Glaucon’s concerns and raises
them to a new level of importance by revealing the three issues that Glaucon’s speech introduces
in their spiritual-paideic significance. These issues coalesce—literally, they “grow together into a
whole”—as the speeches progress, into this higher significance, preparing the reader for the set
of issues on the dialogue’s horizon. The organic image of coalescing is chosen with purpose, as I
want to remind my readers that reading itself is an organic activity, as is thinking and
37

That Adeimantus, even in his critique of the poets as educators, nonetheless appeals to a poet, only
shows how deeply ingrained the tendency is to regard poets as religious, ethical, paideic authorities and to
refer to them when discussing these matters. It also manifests the deep irony of the Republic regarding
poetry and poetic production, expressed most confoundingly in the fact that the text of the Republic
would not, strictly speaking, be allowed in the “city in speech” that the Republic describes. Such a
conclusion is not a contradiction but should perplex the attentive reader, leading one to reimagine the
dramatic purpose of the “city in speech” and its critique of the poets.
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philosophizing. Gadamer looks to the roots of the German word, Lesen, to find in that word for
“reading” a relationship to gathering, to the “harvest” (Lese), i.e., to the gathering that
nourishes.38 In reading or thinking, what is gathered together and provides nourishment are the
moments of sense and meaning that, in order to make sense and to create meaning, need to be
harvested—but this means, those moments need to be tended to, cultivated so that they may yield
sense and meaning. I spoke at the beginning of this chapter of the “seeds” that Plato plants
throughout his dialogues. He allows the thinking of his readers to grow toward the philosophical
and spiritual matters as the dialogues unfold; even when they end dramatically in aporia, the
dialogue continues to work on the reader, if I may put it like that, by virtue of the seeds that have
been planted into his/her thinking. This is how the life of the soul works, for it is a life, and
therefore it grows. Spiritual παιδεία is nothing other than spiritual growth.
III. Socrates’ Response
The relatively brief remarks that Socrates makes in response to the brothers’ speeches
reinforces the split between the soul and the word and reiterates the grave concern the
interlocutors have over the paideic danger of poetic wisdom’s espousal that “total injustice” is
best and that there is, consequently, nothing genuinely at stake when choosing what sort life to
lead.
To begin, Socrates announces to Glaucon and Adeimantus, “you’ve experienced
something godlike if you haven’t been persuaded that injustice is better than justice, though you
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Gadamer introduces these reflections in an attempt to work out a form of “reading” that applies to
works of art generally. See “The Artwork in Word and Image” (in The Gadamer Reader 195-224). In
terms of the theme of thinking and reading as an organic activity, I have been greatly influenced by
Goethe, and in addition to Goethe’s own writings, especially by the following three works on Goethe:
Henri Bortoft’s The Wholeness of Nature; Rudolf Steiner’s Goethe’s Theory of Knowledge and Goethe’s
World View. Goethe believed that through observation and artistic reproduction of the organic world, new
“organs of perception” could be developed. This is the basis of his unique, anti-Newtonian, protophenomenological conception of science.
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have the power to speak that way on behalf of it” (368a). Hearing this, we (and the reader) are
immediately reminded of Adeimantus’ claim that it is only either through knowledge or a godgiven nature that one can scorn injustice and favor justice (366c-d), to which Socrates’ response
here offers support. We are also reminded of the profound strangeness of Glaucon’s speech, for
it is this strange power to speak persuasively about something that one nevertheless does not
truly believe that Socrates finds remarkable. In fact, he finds it so remarkable that he concludes
that this capacity must be “something godlike,” for there is a causal deduction in Socrates’ claim:
if the brothers can speak persuasively on behalf of injustice and yet not be persuaded, it follows
that they must have experienced something godlike. In other words, since they are not persuaded
by the words of their persuasive speeches, this fact necessarily points to “something godlike”
that they have experienced, something, presumably, other than words—but what?
Socrates gives us an indication of what he has in mind in his next sentence: “And you
seem to me truly not persuaded, but I gather this from other indications of your disposition
[τεκμαίρομαι δὲ ἐκ τοῦ ἄλλου τοῦ ὑμετέρου τρόπου], since from your arguments I’d distrust
you” (368b). The verb, τεκμαίρομαι, means “to judge from a sign or token,” from a τέκμαρ,
and has a decidedly mantic connotation. In the opening book of Homer’s Iliad, when Zeus bows
his head to Thetis, promising that he will fulfill her wish to have her disgraced son’s (Achilles’)
honor restored to him on the back of heavy and repeated Achaean losses (thereby shaping the
fate of the Trojan War), he tells her that his head-bow is “among the immortal gods / the
strongest, truest sign (τέκμαρ) that I can give.” Zeus’ τέκμαρ is, in this memorable passage, so
true and strong that, as he continues, “No word or work of mine—nothing can be revoked, / there
is no treachery, nothing left unfinished / once I bow my head to say it shall be done.” Zeus’
head-bow is the τέκμαρ, the sign, that gives proof of Zeus’ divine word and, as he bows his
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head, once the τέκμαρ has been given, all of Olympus trembles. In the meeting of the Olympian
gods that immediately follows this scene, Zeus’ power is re-emphasized by the collective fear of
him harbored by all the other gods taken together—a further manifestation of his power, which
gives further weight to the truth and might of his τέκμαρ. 39 It would be difficult to discern
precisely whether Plato uses this verb in order to have this Homeric passage echo in the minds of
his readers, but neither would it be surprising, for the claim is that something other than their
speeches indicates to Socrates that the brothers remain truly unpersuaded, and this would seem to
be, given τεκμαίρομαι, a sign, a token, or a symbol of some sort. The sign that Socrates divines
is not offered with any determinateness; we hear only that it must be “something godlike” and
that it reveals itself in “other indications” of the brothers’ “dispositions,” their τρόποι. The word,
τρόπος means “way, turn, direction,” and thus when referring to the way in which one conducts
one’s life, it takes on the connotation of “character, disposition, temperament.” It seems clear,
then, that, even though the reader is not told what specific sign indicates to Socrates that Glaucon
and Adeimantus are not truly persuaded, whatever Socrates sees points to their dispositions, i.e.,
to something visible in their characters, and thus, visible, somehow, in their souls. With regard to
Glaucon’s speech, we already wondered what it might mean for someone to be “truly
persuaded,” and that question pointed the way toward thinking about two distinct “levels” of
persuasion, that of the soul and that of the word. Here, in Socrates’ response, we are given
deeper insight into what it means to be persuaded in one’s soul—we now know, at least, that the
soul thus not persuaded somehow shows itself to be such. But how? And what does Socrates see,
what sign in the brothers’ souls indicates to him that they are impervious to the persuasive
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arguments each has just offered? These questions will be answered by Plato’s description of the
musical education of the guardians.
Socrates’ final words are also of great interest to us: “it would be irreverent to be standing
by while justice is being defamed and not help out as long as I’m still breathing and have the
power to utter a sound” (368c). First, we notice that Socrates links being an apologist for justice
to doing something sacred or holy (ὅσιον). Thus we have yet another invitation to see justice, or
virtue in general, as connected to “something godlike.” Second, we see here the need—a divinely
sanctioned, or holy need, in fact—for a persuasive defense of justice and, with it, the subtle
reintroduction of the validity of the question of the capacity of words to persuade the soul.
Socrates’ defense of justice will not, however, take a form similar to Glaucon’s or Adeimantus’;
rather, Socrates’ response is given in an image, a literary image. Obviously, a literary image is an
image in words, but it has an effect on the soul that mere argumentation in words does not, and
cannot, have on it—a literary image engages the soul more directly, as it were; we shall learn
how as we proceed.
The image itself, of course, is the “city in speech.” This “city” serves the dialogue,
dramatically, as the imagined framework through which Socrates’ will defend the life of virtue.
Performatively, as we shall see, it serves as a space in which the reader is invited to “enter” the
dialogue, mimetically, and, therefore, as an occasion for the reader to engage with it spiritually.
The “city in speech,” moreover, serves simultaneously as a model, which Socrates offers in order
to more easily locate justice “in the soul” (368e-369a). Socrates, then, does not turn to an
argument to defend justice but to a model-image. Given the poetic-paideic framework of
Adeimantus’ question, which asked specifically about the dangerous effect of poetic images of
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injustice on the souls of young people looking for spiritual guidance, it is fitting that Socrates
would resort to a model-image of his own. He is, with respect to the poets, fighting fire with fire.
So is Plato. One of the seminal and grounding components of the “city in speech” is the
image of the education of the guardians, which proceeds precisely through offering modelimages to the young guardians that will, through these images, which are beautiful, nourish their
souls on goodness. In this way, it offers a model-image of musical παιδεία. The model-image of
guardian education in Books II and III, then, describes spiritual παιδεία as proceeding via
model-images (a point already evident in Adeimantus’ question), but also self-reflexively
performs spiritual παιδεία, since Socrates’ response, which takes up the lion’s share of the
Republic, proceeds via a model-image, or more precisely, through a series of interrelated modelimages nested within the frame of the “city in speech” model-image. In this way, Plato invites
readers to experience the text spiritually, since they are being exposed, just like the young
guardians, to model-images. This claim, however, rests on a certain isomorphism between the
model-images presented to the young guardians and those presented, in the Republic, to the
reader. In short, if Plato’s images within the Republic are meant to guide the souls of his readers
along the path of spiritual growth, we assume they must “work” on the reader in the same way
that the dialogue describes the images “work” on the souls of the guardians. In the next chapter,
we will take up these issues by examining a few vital images that emerge within the genesis of
the “city in speech.” These will help us begin to learn what the dialogue teaches us about the
participatory “soul-work” that literary-images perform and invite.
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CHAPTER TWO: The Power of the Image
In this chapter, we will look at a number of pivotal images that Socrates employs at the
outset of the description of the “city in speech.” The images we analyze are particularly
significant in how they shape the dramatic movement of the dialogue and, most importantly, in
how they teach the reader, prompting the reader to think about what images mean and what they
do. We will look at 1) the “city in speech,” the model-image which serves as the imagined
framework for Socrates’ response; 2) the image of the well bred puppy, which teaches the reader
how images work; 3) the musical education of the guardians, which describes how spiritual
παιδεία works mimetically via images; and finally 4) the image of the godlike soul, which is the
τέλος and ideal of spiritual παιδεία.
I. The City in Speech
It is important to remember that all of the images that interest us are conceived and
imagined within the broader dramatic context of the founding of the “city in speech.” Failing to
remember the dramatic context of this lengthy conversation, and the work the “city in speech”
performs within the dialogue, we open the door to interpretations of the “city,” including
interpretations of the education of the guardians, that not only do intellectual disservice to Plato’s
text (by taking Socrates’ claims, categorically, as i) serious proposals and ii) accurate reflections
of Plato’s political leanings), but also, it seems to me, miss the dramatic point of this process of
founding a “city in speech” in the first place. Let us, then, reflect for a moment on the founding
of this “city” and its role within the dialogue.
After Glaucon’s and Adeimantus’ speeches, and Socrates’ immediate response, Socrates
sets out to look for justice in the soul by employing an analogy, which is, in truth, a modelimage: since a city is bigger than a soul, it should be easier to find justice in a city, and then
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compare that to the soul, “examining the likeness of the bigger in the look of the smaller” (369a).
Thus, they agree to “look at a city as it comes into being in speech” so that they might “see the
justice and injustice that belong to it coming into being as well” (369a). Of course, this procedure
assumes that there is an isomorphism between a city and a soul. However, when the time comes
for the interlocutors to shift their focus from the part-structure of a city to finding an analogous
part-structure in the soul, Socrates doubts that this analogy will grasp the soul “in a precise way”
and thus he invokes a “longer and more rigorous road that leads to it” (435c-d). We will come
back to the significance of this moment in Chapter Four. What matters for us now, is that
Socrates’ doubt signals that the analogy between the city and the soul is faulty, incomplete,
misleading, and thus effective only to a limited degree. In other words, as a model of the soul,
the “city” has only provisional value, like any model or analogy. The “city in speech” is just that,
a city in speech. It is a literary image of an ideal society that serves a distinct purpose within the
dialogue: to be a model for investigating justice and injustice in the soul. It is a model-image, but
it never purports to be a model-image for any sort of real-world political organization.
In fact, Socrates reinforces this point in two important ways later in the dialogue,
immediately before he introduces the image of the philosopher-ruler.40 First, Socrates reminds
Glaucon that “it was for the sake of the pattern (παραδείγματος)” that they “were seeking what
sort of thing justice itself it, and the completely just man” and not for the sake of demonstrating
the existence of either the perfectly just city or perfectly just soul (472c). In this regard, Socrates
compares their endeavor to that of a painter, who would be no less a “good painter” for
“paint[ing] a pattern (παράδειγμα) of what the most beautiful human being would be like” but
40
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nonetheless could not prove that such a form actually exists (473d). Socrates and Glaucon, like
the painter, “were making a pattern in speech of a good city” (παράδειγμα ἐποιοῦμεν λόγῳ
ἀγαθῆς πόλεως, 472d). They (along with Adeimantus, of course) are poets of a sort, and their
creation of the imagined “city in speech” is a poetic making—a poiesis. Their making, however,
unlike that of the painter, takes place in words rather than in visible forms. As poets making a
pattern, they are dedicated to privileging speech over action, and this leads directly to our second
point. Socrates and Glaucon agree that it is not “possible for anything to be done in practice the
ways it’s described in speech, and that “action [does] have a nature to attain to truth less than
speaking does, even if it seems that way to somebody” (473a). There is a stronger link between
words and truth than between action and truth. But we must be careful, for it is not the case that
all speech attains to truth. Indeed, we saw last chapter how Glaucon and Adeimantus’ questions
are framed within the problem of persuasion, with its two “levels” of the word and the soul.
Curiously, words can persuade but also fail to persuade. The λόγος, when employed rhetorically
by the poets and majority opinion, led to disastrous consequences for the life of the soul.
Socrates was called upon (by what is holy, apparently, as well as by his interlocutors; see 368c)
to defend justice. Such a defense must be made in words, of course, but Socrates offers not an
argument but a model-image. In the passage we have just considered, this model-image is
revealed as a pattern in speech whose purpose is to guide one toward the truth. The long
discussion about the “city in speech” aims precisely at this: an ideal pattern or model-image that
would reveal the truth about justice.
That this poetic endeavor is aimed at imaging a pattern of justice is reinforced, and
amplified, at the end of Book IX. Glaucon doubts whether the city they have been discussing
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throughout their evening’s conversation actually exists anywhere on earth. Socrates’ response is
illuminating:
But maybe it’s a pattern (παράδειγμα) laid up in heaven for anyone who wants to see it and for
the one who’s seen to establish in himself. It makes no difference whether it is or will be present
anywhere, because his actions will be those that belong to this city alone, and to no other. (592b)

It seems plausible to assume that Glaucon’s suspicion is shared by many readers, who have, by
this point in the dialogue, heard of the many implausible details of this imagined city—from the
severe censorship of poetry, or the institution of philosopher-rulers and communal marriages and
child-rearing, to the exposure of children to war and expulsion of all the adults from the city.
Even the most generous and idealistic reader has difficulty believing Socrates’ seriousness in
such proposals, and the most literal readers find in these proposals more than sufficient grounds
for dismissing Socrates’, and Plato’s, political beliefs as wildly fanciful and unrealistic, at best,
and totalitarian and antidemocratic, at worst.41 Socrates’ frequent reminders that this city is
merely a city in speech ought to lure the attentive reader away from taking too seriously any
troublesome claims made about the “city,” but this exchange at the end of Book IX leaves no
doubt. It does not even matter if such a city exists on earth, for it is really a pattern laid in heaven
for anyone to see, and moreover, for the one who sees it to found in one’s soul.
This last point is critical. Socrates repeats his emphasis of the “city” being simply a
pattern but adds two defining characteristics. First, because it is “laid up in heaven,” the pattern
is related to the divine. Since the pattern is a pattern of justice, this is yet another instance of a
theme that runs throughout the Republic and which we have already encountered, namely, virtue
being associated, in some essential way, to divinity. Secondly, Socrates claims that this heavenly
pattern is there “for anyone who wants to see it and for the one who’s seen to establish in
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himself.” Socrates’ Greek here will help us see the significance of these lines: τῷ βουλομένῳ
ὁρᾶν καὶ ὁρῶντι ἑαυτὸν κατοικίζειν. The emphasis on sight—ὁρᾶν καὶ ὁρῶντι—is not
surprising, as it continues the line of thinking evident within Adeimantus’ question about the
effect that poetic models of justice will have on young souls who look to them when seeking
spiritual guidance. In other words, it belongs to the very marrow of their discussion to think of a
pattern or paradigm as an ideal to look to for guidance. But seeing the pattern is not the whole
story. Rather, in seeing it, one “establishes” it in oneself. The verb, κατοικίζειν, is
etymologically related, of course, to οἶκος, which means “home” or “dwelling.” This verb can
mean “to settle” or even “to colonize,” but is used here, metaphorically and with a reflexive
pronoun (ἑαυτὸν), to mean something like “to make one’s own,” and thus, “to establish in
oneself.” The term thus plays on the very analogy at work in the discussion as it has a meaning
pertaining to both realms, that of the city and that of the soul. In this way, it reminds us of the
very title of the dialogue: πολιτεία, which means “constitution,” and, like this English word, may
refer to a political arrangement, as well as to the interior state of an individual. This passage tells
us, however, that the πολιτεία of the city in the “city in speech” is inconsequential—such a city
may or may not exist on earth. However, as an image in speech, it can serve as an ideal to
“establish in oneself” and, in this way, serve as the model to look to in order to establish the ideal
πολιτεία of the soul.42 It is clear, then, that the “city in speech” is not a blueprint for an ideal
society; it is a divine model-image that offers spiritual guidance. When one looks, one sees the
truth of justice revealed and, following that pattern, founds justice in one’s soul.
How one founds this pattern of justice in the soul is a matter of spiritual παιδεία and will
be described in the musical education program of the guardians. But with the introduction of the
42
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“city in speech,” the reader has entered the realm of musical παιδεία—though of course one is
not yet fully aware of this fact, or its implications, until much later. However, even in these
initial moments, when Socrates, Glaucon, and Adeimantus agree to “look at a city as it comes
into being in speech” (369a), the reader is being prepared to encounter the spiritual-paideic
significance of literary model-images, for it is assumed, from the beginning of Socrates’
response to the brothers’ concerns, that the search for justice needs to be mediated by an image.
We asked, in the previous chapter, why the defense of virtue might demand an image. The way
the “city in speech” works within the dialogue shows us that model-images in speech attain to
truth in a way that allows one who looks to that model-image as a pattern to found in one’s soul.
The series of images to which we shall now attend will help us understand why and how this is
the case.
II. The Purebred Puppy
When the elaboration of the “city in speech” reaches the point of needing to examine the
kind of nature appropriate to the city’s guardians (374e), Socrates offers an image: the purebred
puppy (375a). In terms of guardianship, Socrates draws an analogy between a well bred puppy
and a well bred young man: both need to be “sharp at perceiving things, nimble at pursuing what
it perceives, and also strong, if it needs to fight when it catches something” (375a). He
immediately adds courageousness and what turns out to be necessary for courage, namely,
spiritedness, which is “indomitable and invincible [and] when it’s present, every soul is both
fearless and unyielding against everything” (375b). But here a difficulty presents itself: the
guardians’ spirited fierceness cannot be directed toward each other or toward the citizens under
whose charge of guardianship they have been placed, for certainly they must be gentle to one
another and to their own people. At the same time, they must be able to reengage their spirited
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fierceness toward enemies, so as to protect the city when the need arises. Stumped, Socrates and
Glaucon wonder if finding the nature of a “good guardian” with a character that is
simultaneously gentle and highly spirited (ἅμα πρᾶον καὶ μεγαλόθυμον ἦθος, 375c) is
impossible. The paradox leads Socrates to a moment of aporia (καὶ ἐγω ἀπορήσας, 375d) and
reflection. Reviewing what they had been discussing, Socrates’ realizes their error: they have
forgotten about the image of the purebred puppy. Thus, Socrates returns to this image, which,
when he looks at it again, reveals the seemingly contradictory character that he and Glaucon
were hoping to find in the nature of the ideal guardian only moments earlier: a purebred puppy is
gentle with those it knows and aggressive toward those it does not know (375e).
Dramatically, the scene would seem to have relevance to the course of their discussion
only to the extent that it allows Socrates and Glaucon to capture the nature of the guardians, the
existence of which having been shown to be necessary once the “city” grows to a certain size and
develops certain political and economic needs (373e-374e). Indeed, the image of the purebred
puppy is charming and memorable, but as images in the Republic go, it seems to carry little
philosophical weight; it lacks the indefatigable richness and depth of the cave or the myth of Er,
for example. However, I argue that this image plays a fundamental and vital role within the
dialogue because it teaches the reader how images work. The reader is witness to Socrates
setting up an image to guide thinking, losing sight of that image, and, finally, returning to that
image as a way to move thinking through an impasse. This movement carries the discussion
forward, dramatically, but it is through Socrates’ performance of that movement that the reader is
taught how images work.
In order to see this, let us consider the structure of this passage and some of the language
Plato employs. Socrates introduces the image in the form of an analogy in order to obtain the
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nature of the best guardians for the city. In this way, the image is an orienting insight that serves
to give an initial contour to their conversation. This is the first point: images can help orient
thinking, specifically in its beginning stages, and set thinking along its path. Next, let us see how
Socrates’ aporia is overcome. He thinks over what has already been said—an activity,
importantly, involving sight and memory (the verb Plato uses is a form of ἐπισκοπέω, which
means “to look over,” “to re-view”). Looking back over what was said, Socrates sees the image
of the puppy that oriented the conversation. Additionally, he sees that they have ceased to look to
that image as their conversation proceeded; Socrates says, “we’ve gotten away from the image
we were setting up” (ἧς γάρ προυθέμεθα εἰκόνος ἀπελείφθημεν, 375d). We see here, then,
that not only does the image serve as an orienting insight, but also that it has a guiding function
with respect to thought. As a guide, however, the image can only perform its function if one
keeps it in view, or if one remembers it. This is the second point, which follows from the first: an
orienting image serves to guide thinking along its path and must, therefore, be kept in view
throughout the process of thinking. Remembering the image is fundamental to the movement of
thinking, for it allows Socrates to navigate through his (and Glaucon’s) perplexity. Thus, we can
say: the image orients and reorients thinking.
This reorientation, however, is not a simple return to the original position; it is
ampliative. This is the third point: the wealth of the image is such that, by looking back at the
once-forgotten image, one sees more than one had seen initially. In fact, if this were not so, the
reorientation won from remembering and reviewing the image would likely not allow for one to
move through the impasse. Socrates notices (or remembers) that the purebred puppy does indeed
possess the paradoxical characteristics of gentleness and spiritedness but, additionally, that these
characteristics are a function of knowledge: purebred puppies are gentle to those they know and
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hostile towards those that they do not know. The addition of knowledge is won by looking more
closely at the image itself, yet it also allows Socrates to include in the nature of the guardians the
characteristic of being philosophical, i.e., guided by learning and understanding (375e-376b). It
is precisely this characteristic of the good guardian, i.e. the love of wisdom, equated immediately
with the love of learning (376b), that urges on the topic of the guardians’ education program
(376c-d). Thus, the image of the purebred puppy spurs the conversation on, through its impasse,
and, in reorienting thought, provides the sustenance on which thinking can continue to develop
and grow.
The subsequent process of development of thought would, in general, seem, at least
initially, to be commensurate with the depth and richness of the image. Some images serve to
orient, reorient, and amplify thinking throughout one’s life and imbue that life with a specific
hue—there is perhaps no greater example of this within the history of the West than the gospel
image of Christ. Other images may serve only momentary needs, as the purebred puppy does in
the dialogue (at least dramatically). Certainly, by the time Socrates and Glaucon are discussing
the virtues that belong to a philosophical nature, they have gone beyond the image of the
purebred puppy, but perhaps it is more apt to say that they have gone beyond it only insofar as
they have gone through it. They can now leave it behind—and do—but their thinking is
beholden to it as a necessary piece of its movement and as a point of reference that can be
recollected at any time, should the need arise, as we saw it arise for Socrates at 375d.
Yet, perhaps it is not even quite right to say that they have simply left the image behind.
Thinking, and especially dialogue, develops organically. Thinking is a process of growth, and
this means that subsequent stages of development do not discard previous stages but, rather,
preserve and transform them. If this were not the case, it would not be possible for the image to

66

reorient and amplify thinking at all; something of the image is preserved and leaves its residue on
one’s thinking, in order for one to re-view and find, in re-viewing it, new insights that lead one
further. This type of movement is evident throughout the history of philosophy. Philosophical
discourse continues to be shaped by its various orienting images, like Aristotle’s image of the
“rational animal” that continues to orient thinking about “the human,” even in the rejection of
that image, or the various images of the state of nature that guide social contract theory in its
myriad forms. How often, in discussion between and among philosophers, does one refer to a
metaphor, analogy, or image to help orient the conversation, refute or support a point, or add, as
a footnote, to the main themes being discussed? Indeed, we traffic constantly in images that
orient, reorient, and amplify our thinking. This tendency is not confined to philosophical activity;
it is at work, in particularly powerful (and sometimes dangerous) ways, in religious worship, as
alluded to above in the image of Christ, and in citizens’ political participation. In both arenas,
human activity is defined by, and constantly referred to, images that serve to remind their
devotees of the ideals for which they live and act. Surely in our present technological age, awash
as we are in visual media, we are bombarded, in virtually all sectors of life, by images. Most of
these are deployed to regulate desires and habits rather than to inspire one toward critical
reflection or action, but this only proves the pedagogical power of images and reconfirms the
gravity of Adeimantus’ concern: what does happen to the souls of young people who are exposed
to images of virtue and vice, especially to those images that, as we have seen in the dialogue,
tend to promote total injustice, advocate the need for public dissemblance (in the form of having
a just reputation in order to deceive one’s contemporaries), and anoint the power persuasion as
the Almighty under whom even the gods themselves are powerless and submissive? What effect
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does it have on the spiritual development of young people when all of this is promoted by the
educators of Greece, the poets, as the hallmarks of the “best” life?43
Let us draw together what we have learned about images and see what has been revealed.
Socrates’ performance revealed the capacity of the image to orient, reorient, and amplify
thought. The image of the well bred puppy is so important for the Republic because it leads, as a
guide leads, to the subsequent images that continue to deepen our understanding of how images
work; it is an image that leads beyond itself, toward thinking about what images (this image
included) do. Its content, furthermore, reflects this capacity. The image, once Socrates’ returns to
it, reveals the nature of the gentle and spirited guardian as a philosopher and, what is more, as a
lover of learning. In this way, it reorients the reader toward thinking about images in their
educative function. In short, images teach, and it is in this, their spiritual-paideic function, that
they lead beyond themselves. The image of the puppy, then, is an image that teaches of the
paideic power of images.
The addition of the love of learning and love of wisdom to the nature of the guardians
(376a) continues the trajectory, begun with the articulation of Adeimantus’ initial question (at
365a-b), toward thinking about παιδεία in connection with virtue. This moment also offers
43
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deeper insight into the nature of the philosopher and of philosophy—namely, to be guided by
παιδεία: “the love of learning and the love of wisdom are the same thing” (τό γε φιλομαθὲς
καὶ φιλόσοφον ταὐτόν, 376b). In this moment, then, philosophy is revealed as spirituality, for
the love of wisdom is the same as the love of learning—that is, the love of, and devotion to,
spiritual growth.
III. The Education of the Guardians
Once the nature of the guardians has been discovered, guided by the image of the
purebred puppy, the next question is how the guardians ought to be educated. Immediately,
Socrates makes an analogy to storytelling: “Come then, and just as if they were in a story and we
were telling the story and remaining at leisure, let’s educate the men in our speech” (ἴθι οὖν,
ὥσπερ ἐν μύθῳ μυθολογοῦντές τε καὶ σχολὴν ἄγοντες λόγῳ παιδεύωμεν τοὺς ἄνδρας,
376d). Here we get an indication of how Socrates’ defense of justice in words will take a form
distinct from the arguments in words that failed to persuade Glaucon’s and Adeimantus’ souls.
Socrates will tell a story, a μῦθος, rather than offer a persuasive argument, a λόγος.
Now, I do not wish to make too rigid a distinction between μῦθος and λόγος, and I
believe Eric Havelock’s highly influential interpretation of Plato’s thinking about the distinction
is overstated. Though I agree with Havelock that the Republic ought to be considered “as an
attack on the existing educational apparatus of Greece,” his reading of the dialogue invests in
Plato the decisive historical moment in which rationality triumphs over feeling, philosophy over
poetry, literacy over orality, and λόγος over μῦθος (Preface to Plato, 13).44 Thus, Plato’s
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apparatus of Greece, the logic of its total organization becomes clear. And once it is appreciated that the
poets are central to the educational apparatus, the successive critiques of poetry fall into place” (Preface
to Plato, 13). For Havelock’s view of the severance of philosophy from poetry, see especially the chapter
entitled “Poetry as Opinion.” For an insightful genealogical analysis of the relationship between μῦθος
and λόγος, see Chiara Bottici, “Mythos and Logos: A Genealogical Approach.”
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criticism of poetry, in Havelock’s view, is also a wholesale condemnation of poetic instruction,
of myth, of memory and oral culture, and, in short, a condemnation of what he sees as a prephilosophical, pre-scientific way of understanding oneself and one’s place in the world.
Havelock, like so many detractors of Plato, sees in the dialogues—how and where, I am not
sure—nothing but overarching rationalism. This is another feature of Platonism, which too often
reads Plato as though he were Descartes. “For Plato,” Havelock confidently declares, “reality is
rational, scientific and logical, or it is nothing” (25). Even reading the Letters, in which Plato
speaks in his own voice, unmediated by the dramatic form of his dialogues, one would be hardpressed to find descriptions of reality to match Havelock’s declaration. Because he reads the
dialogue at “face value,” according to Jeff Mitscherling, Havelock is unaware of the
contradictions and tensions within the text of the Republic, specifically regarding Plato’s
treatment of poetry: “[Havelock] denies there are any such contradictions at all and accuses
many authors of attempting to ‘explain away’ what is to him an obvious condemnation of all
poetry” (The Image of a Second Sun 19). Indeed, Havelock’s is one of the most influential
misreadings of the Republic, and it is by definition a misreading, if it is true that he takes the
dialogue at face value. This is precisely because taking the dialogue at face value means failing
to read the dialogue as it was written, namely, as a dramatic dialogue. Thus, we must reject
Havelock’s heavy-handed interpretation of the complete severance in Plato’s Republic (and all
that follows from this severance, in Havelock’s estimation) between μῦθος and λόγος.45 This
does not mean, however, that the two are the same.
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Havelock’s interpretation was, and still is, influential, though even some of his immediate critics were
hesitant to go as far as Havelock in granting total victory to philosophy over poetry. C. M. Bowra, for
instance, using terminology that, again, is telling, says, “The mathematician in [Plato] triumphed over the
poet, but the victory was not complete, and Plato himself did not cease to make considerable concessions
to the mythical manner, which he rejected” (Landmarks in Greek Literature 226). In favor of neither a
monomaniacal rationalist (Havelock) or a conflicted, self-loathing one (Bowra), Edward G. Ballard,
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As we saw earlier, Socrates’ response to Glaucon and Adeimantus, specifically his appeal
to giving some sort of defense, in words, prompted us to wonder how he might create a defense
that is somehow not merely a persuasive speech, the effects of which were shown to be unable to
persuade the soul. In effect, we wondered what form of speech, what kinds of words, could
persuade the soul. It is here, in the domain of μῦθος, that we begin to see a form of speech that
is able to affect the soul in ways that mere λόγος cannot. Thus, it is crucially important that
when Socrates introduces the question of παιδεία, he immediately places the discussion they are
about to have within the domain of μῦθος.
The domain of myth is the realm of images. Though some of the images found in Plato’s
texts are properly “myths,” while others are “allegories,” and others, still, “metaphors,” I follow
Jill Gordon’s claim that throughout Plato’s corpus all manner of these literary devices fall under
that catch-all term, εἰκών, and that Plato’s language concerning images always involves this
term and its cognates (e.g., εἰκασία), or other conceptually related terms (e.g., εἴδωλον)
(Turning Toward Philosophy, 136). The musical παιδεία of the guardians, then, is framed from
the outset as a myth or image. Above we spoke of the “city in speech” as a literary model-image
in which other related images are nested. When the education of the guardians is introduced as a
myth, or as a form of storytelling, the reader is invited to see the entire “city in speech” (and
perhaps the entire Republic) in similar terms. What is more, the image of guardian education is
that of souls being nourished on images of, or “beautiful storytelling” (378e) about, goodness.
The mirroring between what the dialogue speaks about and what the dialogue performs becomes

critiquing Havelock’s view, offers the more honest interpretation of Plato: “[I]t is easy to underestimate
the extent to which Plato retained poetry and myth as constitutive elements in his philosophy and as a
means for maintaining and expressing a relationship with the a-rational” (Socratic Ignorance 5; my
emphasis).
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strikingly clear in this image, which is, we might say, an image of Socrates telling a story about
how storytelling affects the soul.
As he continues, Socrates sees no reason not to adopt the educational practice that “has
been discovered by the passage of much time” (376e), i.e., the traditional form of Greek
education: gymnastics for the body, music for the soul (376e). 46 Musical παιδεία begins,
specifically, with telling stories to children, and the reason Socrates gives for this priority
reminds the reader of the moral and spiritual gravity attached to παιδεία by Adeimantus’
concerns: “You know, don’t you,” Socrates asks Adeimantus (who, fittingly, takes over the
conversation as it shifts to παιδεία at 376d), “that the beginning is the most important thing in
every work (ἀρχὴ παντὸς ἔργου μέγιστον), in other cases too, but especially with anything
young and tender? For then most of all each one is molded, and pressed into the shape anyone
wants to stamp onto it” (377a-b). Precisely because young souls can be pressed into any shape
(τύπος; “type,” “kind”—of person or way of life) that one wants, and that, indeed, many will be
pressed into the shape (τύπος) of total injustice endorsed by the poets—precisely because of
this, musical παιδεία is the most important thing, the beginning (ἀρχὴ). The beginning,
furthermore, is the most important part of any work (ἔργου); the work, in this context, of which
musical παιδεία is the most important part, the beginning, is nothing but the work of living, i.e.,
the life of the soul (cf. 353d). Musical παιδεία, to recapitulate, is the most important part of the
work of living precisely because it is the beginning of that work, and the beginning is so
important because young souls are so impressionable that this beginning molds so determinately
the type of souls they become.
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Mitscherling offers a detailed description of standard Athenian education during Plato’s time (The
Image of a Second Sun 35-42).
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The first task that Socrates assigns to himself and the brothers, then, is “to take charge of
those who make up the stories, and what they compose that’s beautiful is to be accepted, but
what isn’t is to be rejected” (377b-c). Thus begins the well known censorship of the poets.
Socrates articulates the sole criterion for censorship—the beautiful (τὸ καλόν)—which is given
further elaboration moments later. Because young souls are unable “to discern what’s a deeper
meaning and what’s not” and because what they “take in among [their] opinions” when young
“tend to become hard to rub off and impossible to change,” Socrates reckons that, “one probably
ought above all to make what they hear first the most beautiful storytelling about virtue that’s
possible

to

hear”

(περὶ παντὸς ποιητέον ἃ πρῶτα ἀκούουσιν ὅτι κάλλιστα

μεμυθολογημένα πρὸς ἀρετὴν ἀκούειν, 378d-e). It is, then, beautiful myths or images about
virtue that the guardians are allowed to hear. The purpose of allowing only these types of images
is revealed after Socrates and Adeimantus have completed the portion of παιδεία devoted to the
gods; false stories about the gods must be removed from musical παιδεία, Socrates claims, “if
our guardians are going to be reverent toward the gods and become godlike to the greatest extent
possible for a human being” (383c; my emphasis). The italicized portion of Socrates’ claim
reveals the true purpose of musical παιδεία, and the true aim of spiritual growth—the realization
of the soul’s divine nature. Again, then, we see that the pursuit of virtue is related to the divine.
In summary, these few passages establish the criterion and goal of musical παιδεία, at
least as it is initially set out: beautiful images of virtue inculcate, shape, and mold the souls of the
guardians in such a way as to make them as godlike as possible. Near the end of the musical
program, we begin to find out how this works.
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After reviewing the content and style of poetry, the question arises as to whether the
guardians should be allowed to be imitators (394e).47 It is reasoned that, in order to be “craftsmen
of the city’s freedom in a complete and precise way” (395b), and in line with the rule of “one
craft for one craftsman” (introduced at 370b), they should refrain from the imitation of anything
that would interfere with their task as guardians. Thus, it would be right that they only imitate,
from childhood, what is appropriate to the nature of the virtuous leader, which Socrates describes
as “courageous, moderate, pious, free, and everything of that sort” (395c). It is through imitation,
μίμηςις, that the guardians’ souls are to cultivate the virtues necessary to be good, philosophical
leaders. A little later, Socrates claims that, since goodness of speaking—and other virtues that
follow upon good speaking, like harmoniousness, gracefulness, and rhythm—follow upon good
character (400e), the poets should be required “to produce the image of good character in their
poems (τοῦ ἀγαθοῦ εἰκόνα ἤθους ἐμποιεῖν) or else not produce poems among us” (401b; my
emphasis). This requirement is then extended to all craftsmen. The poets and craftsmen who are
“naturally gifted to seek out the nature of the beautiful” will surround the youthful guardians
with “beautiful works” which will “strike their sight or hearing, like a breeze wafting health from
auspicious regions, and straight from childhood it will, without their knowing it, draw them into
likeness, friendship, and harmony with beautiful speech” (401c-d). Socrates then goes on to
explain that this will bring the soul into harmony with the beautiful, which it recognizes “by a
47

Eva Brann, commenting on the distinction Socrates makes between narrative and imitative styles of
myth-telling and poetry (392d ff.): “The distinction between narration and drama may not appear so very
interesting until one becomes concerned with the truth-telling and thought-provoking powers of the
written word, the word which has been abandoned by its speaker. For then it appears that narrative, from
myth to treatise, is indeed an undisguised attempt by an author to talk at a reader, an attempt which leaves
that reader the defense of well-directed resistance or bored disengagement, while drama and dialogue
draw him helplessly into a fictive world of vivid but spuriously attributed speech” (The Music of the
Republic 89). Brann is right to see how Plato’s drama allows the reader to participate in the movement of
thinking depicted in and by the drama, and she (also rightly) sees the connection between writing
philosophy in this genre and Socrates’ depiction of παιδεία in the image of the cave.
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feeling of kinship” (402a). By being exposed to beauty while young, “before having the power to
grasp reason” (402a), the soul is able to discern between what is beautiful and what lacks beauty.
Eschewing the latter but taking in (καταδεχόμενος) the former, the soul is nourished thereby
and becomes beautiful and good (καλός τε κἀγαθός) (402a). The guardians will not be
“musically literate,” then, until they can recognize “the look” (εἶδος) of each virtue, as well as
its opposite (402c).48 When this occurs, namely, when the “beautiful states of character present in
someone’s soul coincide with something in the look (εἶδος) of that person in agreement and
harmony with those states of character, sharing the same contours,” it is the most beautiful sight
and therefore inspires love (ἔρως) (402d). This love, however, needs to be the “right sort of
love” (ὀρθὸς ἔρως, 403a), by which Socrates doubtless has in mind an ἔρως devoid of sexual
appetite and other forms of bodily indulgence commonly associated with the passions—“nothing
insane or akin to intemperance is to be brought into the right sort of love,” he says (403a). What
the musical education of the guardians must end in, that for the sake of which it must be
undertaken, then, is “love of the beautiful” (δεῖ δέ που τελευτᾶν τὰ μουσικὰ εἰς τὰ τοῦ
καλοῦ ἐρωτικά, 403c). We can summarize the musical education of the guardians thusly: the
good imaged by the poets appears as beautiful and draws the soul, lovingly (erotically), toward it
by virtue of that beautiful appearance. The soul, stirred in this way, imitates the images of
goodness it has seen in order to become like those images, i.e., to cultivate goodness in one’s
soul. 49

48

Here Sachs translates εἶδος as “the look” as opposed to “the form” because the context has to do with
the education of the young who are being taught to recognize patterns of character and behavior “before
having the power to grasp reason.” It is not until the discussion of the distinction between “forms” and
“things” at the end of Book V, beginning at 476a, that the term εἶδος takes on its specific meaning
associated with the purely intelligible. I tend to find this a plausible justification.
49
It may seem, given what was said above, that Socrates has posited two distinct purposes at which
musical παιδεία aims: 1) to tend souls toward becoming as godlike as possible and 2) to love the
beautiful. However, to love the beautiful is precisely to be on the path of spiritual ascension toward the
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Let us apply what we have learned from the image of the purebred puppy to that of the
musical education of the guardians. Socrates offers a fairly precise description of the type of
orienting image that would set one’s soul on the path to virtue: beautiful images of the good,
which inculcate and mold the souls of the guardians in such a way as to make them as godlike as
possible. Their becoming as godlike as possible is due to their souls being drawn to these images
through a certain natural affinity or resonance, or a certain feeling of harmony, between one’s
soul and the beautiful image of the good. These images, furthermore, inspire love. The most
beautiful and love-inspiring image is that of the visible harmony of the godlike soul, i.e., the very
τέλος at which their παιδεία aims. In this way, it is clear that the image most spiritually
nourishing is, in fact, the image of the soul (and life) that each soul is striving to become (and
live). The image that orients one toward the good, then, is the image of the godlike soul itself.
We may recall briefly, too, what we learned above about the “city in speech.” It was only
for the sake of the pattern of justice, which one could found in one’s soul, that they created the
image of the “city.” It seems that spiritual παιδεία is similarly structured: images of a pattern of
goodness, i.e., of the visible harmony of the godlike soul, are offered to the guardians to found in
their own souls. Of course, these images are also beautiful, and this is not an inconsequential
point, for it is the images’ beauty that draws the souls of the guardians to them and accounts, as
well, for inspiring the soul’s love. However, at this point in the dialogue, the reader does not yet
know that the “city in speech” is a model for the soul (and not for a city) to look to and,
somehow, found in one’s soul, and one is not likely in a position to answer whether or not the
image of the “city in speech” is, in fact, beautiful. But the musical education of the guardians at
least gives them, and us, a clue to this “somehow”; it is through μίμηςις—but μίμηςις
divine, and Socrates is not positing two purposes but expressing the sole purpose of spiritual παιδεία in
two of its “aspects," we might say. This will become clear as we proceed.
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understood in the right way. It is not the case that the soul simply sees beautiful images of
goodness and then tries to mime them in its life; yet, it is not completely divorced from that naïve
view of μίμηςις, conceived simply in terms of mimicry. What the naïve view fails to account for
is the motivation of the soul, its purpose: why is the soul moved to imitate these images?
Socrates’ description seems clear: because the images are beautiful. As beautiful, they invoke a
feeling of kinship or harmony between the soul and the beautiful image, as well as inspire love.
The τέλος of this process is described as the love of the beautiful, not merely the imitation of the
good. Thus, it is the love of the beautiful that will help explain how μίμηςις works in the context
of spiritual παιδεία. Thus, μίμηςις will be the answer to the question of how one founds an
imaged pattern in one’s soul, but the relationship between the love of the beautiful and the desire
for the good (which, as we have seen, includes, intrinsically, the desire to be good) is the key to
understanding μίμηςις correctly.
These analyses are coming in Chapter Three. At this point, it is enough to see that the
guiding, orienting images of spiritual παιδεία have been precisely described: beautiful images of
the good, and even more so, of the godlike soul. If we are applying the lessons of the puppy
image, however, we still need to ask how such images also serve to reorient thinking. Now, in
the scene with the puppy, we saw Socrates perform the movement of return and reorientation.
There is no such scene of a guardian needing to review and remember beautiful images of
goodness that arises in the Republic. There is, however, a relatively brief passage (423d-427a) in
which Socrates and Adeimantus discuss i) how the unity and wholeness of the city is dependent
on the education and upbringing of its citizens, ii) how such education is a safeguard that
preserves this unity and wholeness, iii) how the guardians’ true fortification is meant to be built
“in music,” and iv) how education is more fundamental to the unity and wholeness of a city than
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is legislation, i.e., good and just laws follow from an education that produces good and just souls.
The whole passage is relevant to spiritual παιδεία, but I want to emphasize the way in which
musical education is described in its preservative function as a safeguard and fortification built
within the soul. It is in this context that we will see that the orienting images of the guardians’
education do, in fact, serve a reorienting role as well.
This exchange between Socrates and Adeimantus makes it abundantly clear that the
musical paideic program within the “city in speech” is foundational; it is the very foundation not
only of the guardian’s goodness, but also of the goodness—i.e., unity, wholeness, and
harmony—of the “city” itself. In the context of their discussion, Socrates is responding to
Adeimantus’ claim, made at the outset of Book IV, that the guardian education and lifestyle
(which Socrates mentions at the end of Book III but, of course, becomes the central and
controversial topic of Socrates’ “waves” in Book V) does not seem to make the guardians happy.
Socrates’ immediate response couches the question of happiness within a mereological
framework; should they be looking (he asks) to found a city that is happiest as a whole or that
provides happiness to one part within the city (421b)? This distinction between part and whole
launches the conversation into the conceptually complex territory of the dialectic between
sameness/difference, unity/disunity, or most generally, one/many that, since Heraclitus, has been
a lasting and vexing philosophical question (perhaps a another instance of Schumacher’s
“divergent” problem). In Chapter Four, we will see that Socrates here is moving, and attempting
to move the reader, toward a manner of thinking that I call cosmological, and which will serve to
prepare the reader to experience, spiritually, the images of the good in Books VI and VII. Such
thinking will have everything to do with how we think about wholeness and, furthermore, serves,
I argue, as a sort of buttress against the poltico-rhetorical thinking about παιδεία proffered by
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the poets and majority opinion. These mereological concerns, then, are an essential piece of
Socrates’ response to Glaucon and Adeimantus’ worry about παιδεία, and spiritual παιδεία will
prove to require a certain way of conceiving wholeness.
For now, it is enough for us to see that it is the happiness of the whole city that Socrates
wants Adeimantus to investigate and, additionally, that the topic of wholeness quickly leads to
the question of unity and an invocation of the one-person/one-craft rule (423d). The rule is said
to preserve the unity of the citizen and the city: by doing that for which one is “naturally suited,”
one “will become one and not many,” and likewise, “the city as a whole will grow to be one and
not many” (423d). The rule will be easily maintained and preserved, as will all of the other tasks
assigned to the guardians, Socrates continues, but only if they receive proper “education and
upbringing” (τὴν παιδείαν… καὶ τροφήν) because, “well educated, they become decent men”
(γὰρ εὖ παιδευόμενοι μέτριοι ἄνδρες γίγνωνται, 423e). Socrates next elaborates on the
relationship between παιδεία and the unity and harmony of the city: “And then the polity,” he
says, “once it’s been well set in motion, goes on growing like a circle, because a sound
upbringing and education, when they are maintained, instill good natures” (τροφὴ γὰρ καὶ
παίδευσις χρηστὴ σῳζομένη φύσεις ἀγαθὰς ἐμποιεῖ, 424a, my emphasis). The relationship is
causal: the right kind of education sets the city in motion along a good path (ὁρμήσῃ εὖ); if that
education is preserved and maintained (σῳζομένη), the city will continue along that path,
growing like a circle (ἔρχεται ὥσπερ κύκλος αὐξανομένη).
We saw above that the beginning (ἀρχὴ) is the most important element in any process of
growth (377a-b), and, just as above, musical education is that ἀρχὴ. The motion of the city’s
growth is described metaphorically as circular (or cyclical), not as linear. Linear growth would
signify that education, as the ἀρχὴ that sets the city in motion, is the beginning of a movement,
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the end point of which is distinct from that beginning. The imagery of the circle, by contrast,
suggests an ἀρχὴ conceived as a central point or axis from which the growth maintains itself as
circular; the movement along the circumference must preserve, as it were, its relationship to the
center, from which its very existence is derived; were it to lose the center, as in the famous
falconer imagery from Yeats’ “Second Coming,” the circle would be destroyed. 50 Circular
motion does not leave its starting point behind, as in linear motion, but maintains and preserves
it, necessarily, as a condition of that movement.51 The implication is that, as axial, musical
education is not left behind as the city and citizens grow but, rather, continues to in-form, or impress itself upon them, as a constant and guiding reference point, like a polestar.
Socrates’ language in this passage teaches us how to understand the sort of preservation
his circular imagery suggests. The verb translated as “maintained,” σῳζομένη, comes from
σώζειν, which means “to save,” in terms of keeping something or someone alive, or in terms of
preserving or maintaining a law or custom. This verb is used twice at the end of the Republic.
After Socrates concludes the myth of Er, he says, “And so, Glaucon, the tale was saved and
didn’t die; it could save us too, if we’re persuaded by it, and we’ll get past the river Lethe in
good shape without a stain on our soul” (καὶ οὕτως, ὦ Γλαύκων, μῦθος ἐσώθη καὶ οὐκ
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Here is the first stanza of Yeat’s famous poem (composed in 1919):
Turning and turning in the widening gyre
The falcon cannot hear the falconer;
Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,
The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere
The ceremony of innocence is drowned;
The best lack all conviction, while the worst
Are full of passionate intensity.
51
The image is one of organic growth, and thus, perhaps, it would be more in keeping with Socrates’
image to elaborate it in terms of cyclical movement, as in nature’s seasonal cycles, rather than in
geometrical terms. However, the inclusion of nature adds superfluous details and makes the image unduly
complex given the point being made. In Chapter Four, we will see that Socrates’ imagining the city as
alive plays an integral role in his moving the reader toward thinking cosmologically.
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ἀπώλετο, καὶ ἡμᾶς ἂν σώσειεν, ἂν πειθώμεθα αὐτῷ, καὶ τὸν τῆς Λήθης ποταμὸν εὖ
διαβησόμεθα καὶ τὴν ψυχὴν οὐ μιανθησόμεθα, 621b-c; my emphasis). In this context, the
verb clearly serves to denote both the practice of saving something from its demise—here, the
myth—and the broader soteriological claim that the myth can also save the soul, if the soul is
persuaded by it (a final, striking, example of persuasive power of myth and image). The myth
itself is an image of the consequences of the choices one makes in the afterlife and, as such, an
image of the spiritual gravity attached to the life of the soul. In this way, it, too, responds to
Adeimantus’ concern. To be persuaded by it would mean, presumably, to see it as revealing
some truth by which one might guide one’s life. In this way, it is like the “city in speech”: a
literary model-image meant to serve as a guide. The myth was saved in not being destroyed, i.e.,
in having been handed down; but it saves the soul insofar as the soul sees the truth of it and lives
its life according to that truth. However, the soul could not be persuaded by the myth if it loses
the myth, that is, if it forgets the myth, as Socrates and Glaucon forgot about the puppy image.
The language of saving, then, envelops the concept of persuasion and gives the latter a very
specific meaning: to be persuaded by the myth/image it is to see it as something worthy of being
saved, so that, in keeping it (or “saving” it, as we say of things we mean to keep as mementos),
we can re-view it, recollect it, and return to it. This process implies a kind of internalizing of the
image, a sort of “taking it to heart,” we might say. But it also implies the movement of the soul
to live according to it. It seems we have found our way back to a theme we met above, namely,
the soul founding or establishing in itself the pattern of justice revealed in the “city in speech”
image; recall at 592b the verb, κατοικίζειν, used with the reflexive pronoun, ἑαυτὸν, meant
something like “to make one’s own,” and thus, “to establish in oneself.”
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It seems, then, that σώζειν and ἑαυτὸν κατοικίζειν—“saving” and “establishing in
oneself”—are being used cognately within the dialogue. To save and establish in oneself a
pattern of goodness means to preserve or maintain that pattern within the soul. Since we are
talking about model-images, this means to remember and keep in view this founding modelimage so that one may refer to it, recollect it, and thus be guided by it as one moves through life.
In this way, the model-image serves, to return to the circle image, as the axis around which the
life of the soul revolves and, more importantly—evolves.
In the passage at 592b, the pattern of virtue revealed in the “city in speech” is said to be
able to preserve the virtuous constitution of the citizen and city. In the passage currently under
investigation, musical education is said to be able to preserve the harmonious constitution of the
citizen and city. The parallel is clear: both are described as capable of preserving πολιτεία. In
truth, in both cases, the emphasis is on the πολιτεία of the soul, not that of the city. This becomes
clear as the passage continues. Socrates urges Adeimantus that no innovation to the gymnastic
and musical education should be permitted, so that “it won’t get corrupted without their notice”
(μὴ λάθῃ), quoting a passage in Homer that alludes to the ways in which people are ever drawn
to “the newest song” (424b). The danger, as Adeimantus puts it a few moments later, is that a
corrupting influence in musical education “settles in little by little” (κατὰ σμικρὸν
εἰσοικισαμένη) and “flows quietly under the surface into people’s characters and habits” until it
affects every interaction among people, ultimately contaminating even their city’s customs and
policies (424d).52 The no-innovation rule is designed “to safeguard” (φυλάττειν, 424b) the
musical education program they have established, Socrates contends. Thus, he can say to
Adeimantus, “it seems that the place the guardians need to build their fortification is here, in
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See notes 21 and 43 above.
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music” (τὸ δὴ φυλακτήριον, ἦν δ᾽ ἐγώ, ὡς ἔοικεν, ἐνταῦθά που οἰκοδομητέον τοῖς
φύλαξιν, ἐν μουσικῇ, 424d).
The verb, φυλάττειν, “to keep watch” or “to safeguard,” is used frequently in these brief
remarks. The term is, of course, cognate with the title belonging to the very citizens being
educated, the guardians, or φύλακες. It seems that, just as there is a double meaning intended in
the title of the dialogue, these terms—φύλαξ, “guardian,” and φυλάττειν, “to safeguard”—are
intended in a double sense: a guardian is a warrior-citizen in charge of protecting the city against
any and all threats, foreign and domestic, as we might say, but it is also a protector, and therefore
a preserver, of an education, their own education, that instills good, harmonious natures in
citizens and, thereby, constitutes a good, harmonious city. But they do not protect their education
merely by not introducing innovations. Rather, their “fortification,” τὸ φυλακτήριον, is “built,”
οἰκοδομητέον, in music. Notice that the same family of oikos-related terms reappear
throughout: the corruption “settles in,” εἰσοικίζειν, so one must “build a fortification in oneself,”
οἰκοδομητέον. Such a self-building has been described, above, in terms of ἑαυτὸν
κατοικίζειν, “establishing in oneself”—which is the same as σώζειν, “saving”—a pattern of
virtue. It seems we can now can add φυλάττειν, “to safeguard,” to this list of cognate terms
denoting the process of preserving and maintaining.53
What all of this reveals is that the reorientation afforded by an orienting image is possible
when that image is saved, established in oneself, and guarded—or, to synthesize this into one
phrase: when the image is preserved in one’s soul. For the guardians, the image of the godlike
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When the group has turned to finding the individual virtues in the city they have constructed, courage—
at least a “citizen’s courage” (430c)—is described in terms of the “fortifying” power that musical
education provided, preserving in the guardians’ souls, like “a dye that couldn’t be washed out of them”
(430a), the right opinion “about what things and what sorts of things are to be feared” (429c). Courage, in
this respect, is a kind of preservation (429c) of one’s upbringing, specifically, of the values one has
learned.
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soul is the model-image that they must preserve in their souls if they are to become good.
Musical παιδεία—the story told by Socrates—is, itself, an image that orients the reader’s soul
toward its own spiritual development as the dialogue progresses. The reader will be given its
own image of the godlike soul in Book VI: the soul of the spiritual-philosopher, dramatized, of
course, by the character of Socrates. In the following section, we will look more closely at this
orienting and reorienting image of the godlike soul.
Before moving on, however, let us reflect on the no-innovation rule, which, at first blush,
certainly seems to give credence to an interpretation of Plato’s “city in speech” as “totalitarian”
or “authoritarian”—or, at the very least, extremely “conservative.” The problem, in a word, with
this type of interpretation is that it assumes the lack of innovation to be something politically
motivated when, in truth, it is spiritually-paideically motivated. An exchange between Socrates
and Glaucon at the end of Book III will help elucidate my meaning. There, Socrates asks
Glaucon whether they ought to worry about the auxiliaries turning on the citizenry and savaging
them. Glaucon believes there is reason to be worried, but Socrates reminds him that “they have
been provided with the most effective safeguard if they’ve been beautifully educated in their very
being” (416b, my emphasis). When Glaucon optimistically rejoins, “surely they have been,”
Socrates—perhaps surprisingly—cautions against making any such assertion determinately:
“That’s not something that deserves to be asserted with certainty, Glaucon my friend. What we
were just saying just now deserves to be, though, that they need to get the right education,
whatever it is (ὅτι δεῖ αὐτοὺς τῆς ὀρθῆς τυχεῖν παιδείας, ἥτις ποτέ ἐστιν), if they’re going to
what’s important for being tame, both towards themselves and toward those who are guarded by
them” (416b-c).

84

What is fascinating in this exchange is that it makes the point, which is reinforced
throughout the passage from Book IV that we have been discussing, that right education is the
most important element in the πολιτεία of the soul and of the city—much more important than
legislation since, changes in education are reflected in their political effects, all of which would
be, by definition, deleterious with respect to those political effects that would follow from the
“best” education, whatever that might be.54 In this way, the reader is invited to begin to think in
terms of what is best, or ideal, which may or may not fall in line, exactly, with the musical
education program presented (we shall see the cosmological significance of thinking about the
ideal in Chapter Four). This education program might not get everything “right,” as it were, to
produce the best kind of people, but there is no doubt that Socrates’ remarks privilege education
over politics. Thus, within the Republic itself, the message is crystal clear: education trumps
legislation. In this way, the reader is being slowly introduced to the genuine topic of the
Republic—the paideic, spiritual life of the soul on its ascent toward the good; the Republic, in
other words, is not a political treatise. To privilege the individual’s spiritual ascent toward the
good, and to see that, when individuals take up the good in their souls, the collective, political
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See, for instance, the following remarks. Socrates says, “So whenever, by starting out in a beautiful way
at playing, children open themselves up to lawfulness by means of music, then back in the opposite
direction from those others, lawfulness follows along with them and makes everything grow, setting back
on its feet anything in the city that had been knocked down” (425a). He continues, “the direction in which
someone sets in motion by his education is liable to be of a piece with the things that follow it as well.
Doesn’t like always call forth its like?” (425c; recall 402a). “It’s not worth it,” Adeimantus says, “to
dictate to men who are gentlemen, since presumably they’ll easily discover a lot of them, all the ones that
ought to be legislated about” (425d-e). “Yes,” Socrates agrees, adding the caveat: “so long as a god
grants them the preservation of the laws we went through before (425e, my emphasis). Socrates describes
those who fail to be given such a divine dispensation as “living like those who’re sick, but from
intemperance aren’t willing to give up a worthless way of life” (425e). Finally, and this is the last word on
the subject and foundation of the city, at least here, before the conversation turns to looking for justice in
the city (and to Glaucon as interlocutor), Socrates says, “I’d imagine…that a true lawgiver ought not to
trouble himself with such a form of laws or such a form of polity, either in a badly governed or a well
governed city, in the one because it’s pointless and does no good, and in the other because anybody at all
could discover some of them and the rest follow by themselves from the practices mentioned before [i.e.,
education]” (427a).
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good will be actualized, is to recognize that spiritual-philosophical activity begins in the soul
and, subsequently, to value personal growth over institutional authority. This allows Plato to
avoid the kind of “political idolatry,” to borrow Aldous Huxley’s phase, that has come to
characterize contemporary theorizing, especially in the academy. This term refers to the idea that
everything important to human beings reduces to political categories, political problems, and
political solutions. There is certainly nothing inherently wrong with political theory and the
world is obviously awash in political problems that demand political solutions. The danger,
however, to which Huxley’s phrase speaks is the reductive tendency, present in all forms of
idolatry, of seeing everything—including one’s personal identity—solely through a political lens.
We saw, in Chapter One, why it is dangerous to see oneself solely in the terms designated by the
political conventions of one’s society and culture. The poets, who endorse political reputation as
the driving force of ethical life, pervert ethical life precisely by reducing it to the domain of
rhetoric and politics. Any such reduction will devolve, inevitably, into sets of competing
attitudes, and the politics of the day, rather than the truth, will determine what is or is not
ethical.55
The seemingly authoritarian strain in Socrates’ insistence that the best παιδεία should
never be changed has nothing to do with political authority but the authority that follows from
the best education. In other words, Socrates’ point about the danger of being attracted to every
“new song” (424b) is that, if we have actually found the best education, anything “new” or
“innovative” would be, necessarily, a movement away from the ideal education that produces
and cultivates the best human beings. In this way, innovation is always degradation. The concern
is not about authoritarian control but the logic of the ideal. Aristotle makes the same point in his
55

This danger is nowhere more deadly for the soul, as we shall see in Chapter Five, than in the sophistic
παιδεία that dominates most (if not all) cities.
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Nicomachean Ethics, when, introducing the nature of the virtues of character, which have to do
with pleasure and pain, he reinforces the need for “right education” from childhood, so that the
child will learn to “take delight and feel pain in those things in which one ought” (1104b). If we
could find the best educational program, again, the one that actually produced good and virtuous
people, what rationale could possibly be mustered to change that program? The critique that
would see the no-innovation rule as politically authoritarian betrays itself as already prejudiced
toward thinking about the dialogue in political terms. Looked at from the perspective of spiritual
παιδεία, however, it is clear that were the best education able to be found, it would be not only
irrational, but even unjust, to change it.
IV. The Godlike Soul
When considering the image of the godlike soul, it is worth dwelling carefully on
Socrates’ description and the language that he uses. He says, the “most beautiful thing that it is
possible to see” (τοῦτ᾽ ἂν εἴη κάλλιστον θέαμα τῷ δυναμένῳ θεᾶσθαι) is when the
“beautiful states of character present in someone’s soul coincide with something in the look of
that person in agreement and harmony with those states of character, sharing the same contours”
(ὅτου ἂν συμπίπτῃ ἔν τε τῇ ψυχῇ καλὰ ἤθη ἐνόντα καὶ ἐν τῷ εἴδει ὁμολογοῦντα ἐκείνοις
καὶ συμφωνοῦντα, τοῦ αὐτοῦ μετέχοντα τύπου, 402d). Socrates is evidently talking about
some sort of visible harmony of the soul—perhaps this is what he saw in Adeimantus and
Glaucon that persuaded him that they were not, in fact, persuaded by their own speeches praising
injustice; perhaps this is what Socrates meant when he referred to “other indications” in the
brothers’ “dispositions” (368b). The word used in that passage, translated as “disposition,” is
τρόπος. In the present passage, “states of character” translates same word used in 401b to
designate what the poets should make images of, namely, good “character,” or ἔθος, which
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means “habit” or “custom” and from which the English term “ethics” is derived. Because Plato
was not a technical or systematic philosopher, like Kant or Hegel, one cannot, and even ought
not to, assume or expect rigorous terminological consistency.56 The fact that Socrates does not
use the same term in both contexts should not ward us off from assuming that, in this passage
and in the previous passage (at 368b), he is referring to the same “thing” appearing in the soul,
the same visible harmony, or more precisely, the same harmonious constitution, πολιτεία, of the
soul that is somehow visible to human sight (and insight). This would seem to have to be some
manifest, phenomenal aspect of the soul’s goodness, the culminating “state of character” of the
well educated guardians. Notice, too, in Socrates’ description, the “double” superlative: one on
the side of the beautiful sight, the other on the side of our capacity to see. Socrates immediately
adds one more important superlative: this is not only the most beautiful sight, but it is also the
most loveable, or most able to inspire love, precisely because it is most beautiful (καὶ μὴν τό γε
κάλλιστον ἐρασμιώτατον, 402d). In this way, the image has all the hallmarks of an ideal.
What we want to understand is how spiritual παιδεία produces the sort of soul, which is
the beautiful and love-inspiring sight, and what is seen in that sight: the most beautiful and loveinspiring posture of the soul, which we can infer from the foregoing is the soul that has “become
godlike to the greatest extent possible for a human being” (383c). In this way, initially, we notice
the self-reflexivity of the godlike soul—it is a sort of mirror, but one in which one sees the
reflection of one’s highest self, the sight of that which the soul of each guardian is striving to
become. The image of the godlike soul, then, offers the guardians an ideal to strive for. As an
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Charles Griswold has remarked, “Plato’s dialogues evidence a studious and frustrating avoidance of
‘technical’ terminology” (“Plato’s Metaphilosophy” in Platonic Investigations, 8). In the same discussion
he claims, “the Platonic dialogues never supply us with a thorough discussion of the nature of ‘dialectic’”
(8). I see Plato’s dialogue’s avoidances and ambiguities as their spiritual strength, as they open those
spaces in which the reader might engage them mimetically.
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ideal, it is a pattern to be maintained, preserved, safeguarded, remembered, saved and—to add
another term to this growing list of synonyms—imitated. But to understand what it means to
imitate a beautiful image of the good (and, in this case, the most beautiful and love-inspiring
image), as I said above, we will need to understand μίμηςις in the right way.
To love the beautiful, and to imitate beautiful images of the godlike soul, is to become
good and godlike oneself. But what is the relationship between the beautiful and the good, such
that the love of the former, through a sort of μίμηςις, leads to the embodiment of the latter? The
link, and even sometimes confusion between, the beautiful and the good in Plato, and as a feature
of Greek thinking generally, is well known. In the Nicomachean Ethics, for instance, Aristotle
claims that the beautiful is the end (τέλος) that belongs to virtue (1115b) and that all virtues
share in common that they are enacted for the sake of the beautiful (1122b). That for the sake of
which an action is performed is, however, always the good (1094a), and the highest human good
is the end (τέλος) of political life since it takes as its primary concern the cultivation, the
παιδεία, of good citizens, namely, those inclined to perform beautiful actions (1094b, 1099b).57
However, it is not merely a cultural-historical prejudice belonging to Greek consciousness that
links the beautiful so intimately with the good. In the next chapter, we turn to elements of
Gadamer’s aesthetics, in which we find a non-traditional, non-representational conception of
μίμηςις that will help us explain what it means to imitate beautiful images of the good in a
spiritual-paideic sense.
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Joe Sachs’ introduction to his translation of the Nicomachean Ethics offers a number of fascinating and
penetrating insights into the text, including a convincing argument for the priority Aristotle gives to
beauty within his political and ethical thinking. See Aryeh Kosman, “Beauty and the Good: Situating the
Kalon,” for a discussion on the debate over translating τὸ κάλον as “the beautiful,” as opposed to “the
noble” or “the fine,” within Aristotle especially. The rest of my discussion should show that “the
beautiful” is the only acceptable translation for τὸ κάλον in Plato’s Republic.
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CHAPTER THREE: Gadamerian μίμησις and Cosmophanic Beauty
In this chapter, we turn to the work of Hans-Georg Gadamer. We concern ourselves with
Gadamer’s aesthetics, which is perhaps the most inspiring piece of his philosophical
hermeneutics because he (in a Heideggerian vein that, in my opinion, ultimately surpasses
Heidegger) gives primacy of place to aesthetic experience as the site of the event of truth. We
will appeal to three elements of his aesthetics, in particular: 1) his retrieval of an originary, Greek
sense of μίμησις; 2) his ontology of the image; and 3) his interpretation of Plato’s “metaphysics
of the beautiful.” These three concepts interpenetrate, shedding light on each other and,
ultimately, revealing the deeply ontological significance of the beautiful for Plato. The result of
my analysis and synthesis of Gadamer’s ideas is a robust conception of what I call the beautiful
as cosmophanic (or cosmophanic beauty) which will help us understand how musical παιδεία
works—how, in short, surrounding the soul with beautiful images of the good inspires love of the
beautiful and instills in the soul the desire to be virtuous.
Before beginning the analysis, a clarification: though Gadamer wrote extensively on
Plato, my intention in turning to Gadamer is not to engage in Gadamer’s Plato scholarship per se.
His reflections on the metaphysics of the beautiful that end Truth and Method are Platonically
inspired, but that discussion is aimed at excavating an ancient notion of the experience of the
beautiful that is analogous to hermeneutic experience, which the previous sections of Truth and
Method had just finished developing. The points he makes there about Plato’s thought are central
to my interpretation but only when taken in conjunction with Gadamer’s concepts of originary
μίμησις and image, a conjunction that Gadamer himself nowhere develops. My interpretation of
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musical παιδεία is influenced by Gadamer, and so, it is fair to call it Gadamerian—but it is
neither a recapitulation of, nor a response to, Gadamer’s interpretation of musical παιδεία.58
I. Originary μίμησις
Though Gadamer discusses μίμησις in Truth and Method (1960) and in various
subsequent essays throughout his career, his articulation comes into its most precise focus and
greatest clarity when he introduces Aristotle’s concept of ενέργεια into his reflections on art,
something he does only in his last comprehensive statement on the topic, an essay penned in
1992 entitled, “Wort und Bild—‘so wahr, so seiend’,” translated as “The Artwork in Word and
Image.”59 According to Gadamer, it is by thinking μίμησις in terms of ενέργεια that thinking
retrieves (and Gadamer intends this in the specific Heideggerian sense of Wiederholung60) from
the traditional conception of μίμησις-as-representation a primary, originary meaning: something
closer to μίμησις-as-self-presentation.
Gadamer’s retrieval of an originary sense of μίμησις takes place within his reflections on
the unique ontological status of the work of art. He refers to what distinguishes the work of art
from all other human creations or productions as an “additional something” (The Relevance of
the Beautiful 36), the “it” that emerges in, through, and from the work that not only resists
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In truth, Gadamer does not offer a specific interpretation of the musical education of the guardians.
Two essays in Dialogue and Dialectic treat the Republic, but, like most of Gadamer’s later work on Plato
(excluding his first book, which he wrote specifically on the Philebus), his reflections are not close
exegetical readings of specific texts or passages but (consonant with his style even in Truth and Method)
far-ranging, masterly philosophical musings that use Plato’s texts and concepts as his own philosophical
purposes see fit.
59
This essay is found in The Gadamer Reader 195-224, and all future citations of it will refer to the latter
text.
60
The very first section of Being and Time is titled, “The Necessity of an Explicit Retrieve
[Wiederholung] of the Question of Being.” Wiederholung can also mean something like “repetition”or
“recapitulation,” but the meaning of the term within Heidegger’s corpus is relatively clear: it is the
process by which one re-engages with a concept that, through tradition, has been ossified and whose
meaning has, thereby, been obscured or adulterated, thus calling for its re-invigoration and reinvestigation.
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concepts we regularly apply to other objects, like purpose, cause, or function, but seems to fall
outside of the domain of pure conceptual determination altogether.61 This “it” poses itself to us as
something of a challenge, or perhaps a task, maybe even a question. Unlike other “things,” the
artwork, with its conceptual obtuseness, challenges us, addresses us, and compels us to respond,
though without the mediation of ready-made categories. This is even true in representational art,
when the “thing” represented in the work of art resembles some specific “thing” in the world, the
original of which the representation is merely a copy. This means that even when we know,
conceptually, what the “thing” is, there, “in” the artwork, we are nonetheless still incapable of
responding to the aesthetic experience of “it” with concepts. When “it” emerges, our reply can
only take the form of a (non-conceptual) recognition and assent, and we say something like, “ah,
yes,” “so it is,” “that is the way things are,” or—to quote Goethe’s words, which Gadamer adopts
as the subtitle of his late essay: “so true, so full of being!” “It” is truth, but the “so true” of
Goethe’s exclamation cannot be considered a cognitive achievement. Gadamer, as a pupil of
Heidegger, understands the experience of the “it” in terms of ἀλήθεια, that is, as emergence
from hiddenness, which is the primordial, ontological conception of truth-as-disclosure, not the
derivative epistemological conception of truth-as-correspondence. The “it” emerges from
concealment, but Gadamer emphasizes that this emergence from hiddenness also means that
something really is “there,” in the work, in seclusion. This “it,” he says, “dwells in the work as if
in security” (The Gadamer Reader 212). In short, Gadamer understands aesthetic experience as
the site of the event of truth—but this truth is non-conceptual; it is, rather, the disclosure or
unconcealment of being.
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See The Relevance of the Beautiful 37.
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To bring to light what this “it” or “additional something” is, and how “it” emerges—
without reifying “it” into a specific conceptual determination—it is necessary to rethink the
traditional framework of μίμησις-as-representation, according to which art is conceived as a
copy of a pre-existing original, and aesthetic achievement is reduced to something like
correspondence: the painting is better the more it accurately depicts what it intends to copy, that
is, the more it resembles the original. This doctrine of art as the imitation of nature dominated
modern aesthetics but, according to Gadamer, does not deserve its claim to a more ancient origin.
Despite Socrates’ (not necessarily Plato’s) famous dismissal of μίμησις as deficient with respect
to truth and being in Republic X—which Gadamer insists is an “ironic distortion” of artistic
representation (The Relevance of the Beautiful 121)—there is a more primordial conception of
μίμησις (one which, according to my thesis, Plato understands and employs in and through the
dialogues), which he insists demands thinking in a “sufficiently Greek way” (122). Pythagoras,
Plato, Aristotle, and Plotinus are all Greek thinkers whose work, to varying degrees, inform
Gadamer’s aesthetics, but he also contends that no special historical investigation is necessary to
recognize this originary sense of μίμησις (119). In fact, he claims that we ourselves encounter it
every time we experience an artwork (36). The ancient concept does not signify, he argues, the
representation of something with which we are already familiar but, rather, implies “that
something is brought to presentation [etwas zur Darstellung bringen] in such a way that it is
actually present in sensuous abundance” (36; translation modified). He continues:
In its original Greek sense, the word mimesis is derived from the star-dance of the heavens. The
stars are the presentation [die Darstellung] of the pure mathematical regularities and proportions
that constitute the heavenly order. In this sense I believe the tradition is justified in saying that
“art is always mimesis,” that is, it presents something [sie bringt etwas zur Darstellung]. When
we say this, however, we must avoid being misunderstood. Whatever comes to speak to us
through presentation [zur Darstellung kommt] cannot be grasped or even come to be “there” in
any other way. (36; translation modified)
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The originary sense of μίμησις conveys the sublime revelation of harmony and order within the
universe, conceived as a cosmos. This harmony and order is not something imposed on the
universe from us; rather, it is revealed to us, from out of itself. Harmony and order are presented
to us, for instance, in tonal harmonies that are “there” for the ear to hear, and which can be
represented in numerical ratios. Speaking of the precision of the regular intervals that constitutes
a stringed instrument’s “almost magical power,” Gadamer says, “it really seems as if the pure
relationships among the intervals arranged themselves of their own accord, as if in tuning the
instruments the tones were striving to attain the full and perfect reality produced when the pure
interval is sounded” (101).
Now, it may seem as if Gadamer is advocating for a metaphysics in which the sensible
world is merely the reflection of an underlying mathematical order. That would be a
misunderstanding, revealing a Galilean prejudice. Gadamer is discussing Pythagoras’
cosmology, in which he locates this originary sense of μίμησις, what I might call, μίμησις-ascosmophany: the appearing of the harmony and order of the universe; the appearing of a cosmos.
Pythagoras’ “doctrine” teaches that μίμησις is the manifestation of order found in three forms,
each distinct yet harmoniously resembling (or imitating) one another by the very fact that they
manifest order: the universe, music, and the soul (102). The significance of the fact that each
form of order lends itself to numerical representation does not imply “that all these things are
striving to attain the nature of numerical exactness, but simply the fact that there is a numerical
order at work in all of them” (102; my emphasis). But how do we understand this at work?
Indeed, this work is the work of μίμησις, the work that μίμησις is. To understand this, we have
to think μίμησις here verbally, and we cannot rely on the English verb “to imitate,” for to say,
“the universe or music imitates numerical order,” we—prone to those grammatical habits that, as
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Nietzsche was so found of reminding us, tend toward metaphysical habits—cannot help but
hypostasize “numerical order” and, consequently, regard the imitation as a mere appearance that
is ontologically secondary with respect to that underlying reality. Additionally, from this
perspective, we also cannot help but regard the event of the appearance, the imitating, as
temporally secondary to an original reality. Suggesting that we think μίμησις “verbally,” I have
in mind Heidegger’s ability to dissolve the subject-verb distinction in famous phrases like die
Welt weltet. In the worlding of the world, there is no bifurcation of appearance and reality. The
world presents itself in its worlding, in its being-a-world. Can we think μίμησις in this way, such
that μίμησις names the appearing of what appears? The work of appearing of what is there to
appear? This would mean that μίμησις is the coming-to-presentation of being; the selfpresentation of being—not the representation of being.
Let us look more closely at the example of the revelation of mathematical regularity
evident in the movement of heavenly bodies. The regularity of the movement of the stars is not
knowledge that is asserted and promulgated, and then found evidenced in sidereal motion.
Rather, the regular movement of these celestial bodies is present, is really there, for the first
time, in the appearing of the movement itself. Surely the movement, which we can perceive,
calls the mind to reflect on the nature of number and ratio, which are abstract, purely mental
entities, or concepts, but this is a point in favor of originary μίμησις, not against it, for the nature
of number and ratio are brought to presentation as concepts for the mind only by being presented
in the star-dance of heavenly bodies. In other words, the mimetic presentation of regularity in
astral motion is primary and original, and the reflection of this regularity into pure thought about
number, ratio, and mathematical order is secondary and comes about not only after the mimetic
encounter, in terms of temporal succession, but also only because of this mimetic encounter. As
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will become clearer as we proceed, the “original” in terms of representational μίμησις, becomes
original only by being presented, i.e., by coming to presentation as what it is. In this way, the
originary sense of μίμησις reverses the terms employed by representational μίμησις, or more
precisely: the original mimetic movement proves itself to be originary, not merely in the sense
that it is an earlier historical conceptual determination of μίμησις, but more importantly in the
sense that originary μίμησις names an original coming-to-presentation of being. Mathematical
order presents itself in the movement of the stars, but only because the movement of the stars
comes to presentation as mathematically ordered.
Gadamer extends the Pythagorean cosmophanic notion of μίμησις to all art—even
abstract or non-objective art—because “every work of art…still testifies to that spiritual ordering
energy that makes our life what it is” (103). In this way, we can maintain the traditional formula
of art-as-imitation, but only if we understand μίμησις “in its most original sense as the
presentation of order” (103). But Gadamer obviously cannot possibly mean that every artwork
reveals mathematical order. Rather, his point is that μίμησις is self-presentation; whatever comes
to presentation in the work presents some kind of order, what he calls “that universal
characteristic of human existence—the never-ending process of building a world” (104). It is not
some pre-existing order of nature that μίμησις reveals, but the presentation of structure,
meaning, and sense—a world. But again, this is not the presentation of a world already there;
rather, in the presentation, the world arrives, we might say, ready to be perceived for the first
time. It is not a reduplication of meaning but the manner of meaning’s appearing. In this sense,
μίμησις is always a presentation of meaning, of order and harmony, of a world—in short, of a
cosmos.
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These insights into originary μίμησις reveal a startling truth: through μίμησις, something
new is brought forth. The presentation of something in art, even when we recognize it as that
something, does not point us away from the presentation itself. “The thing presented is there”
[Das Dargestellte is da]” (Truth and Method 113), writes Gadamer, and “[w]hatever comes to
speak to us through presentation [Darstellung] cannot be grasped or even come to be ‘there’
[‘da’] for us in any other way” (The Relevance of the Beautiful 36). Whatever is presented in art,
furthermore, “calls us to dwell upon it, to tarry with it [Verweilen], and to give our assent in an
act of recognition [Wiedererkennen]” (36). We have to understand “recognition” here in the right
way. In the experience of a work of art, especially in representational art, we certainly recognize
something, but it is a mistake to think of recognition in the sense of knowing something again
with which we have been previously acquainted. Neither is “recognition” here meant in a purely
intellectual or cognitive manner. Gadamer insists that we take joy in recognizing “what is there”
in the work and characterizes this as “the joy of knowing more than is already familiar” (Truth
and Method, 114). We can see, then, that recognition has an affective quality that is linked, at the
same time, to the event of understanding something new, i.e., the event of learning. In this way,
Gadamer’s thinking about μίμησις is never far from παιδεία. In fact, one of Gadamer’s favorite
examples to cite in thinking about recognition and the joy that accompanies it is Aristotle’s
discussion of the imitative play of children in the Poetics, a passage to which I referred in
Chapter One. Aristotle maintains a deep kinship between joy, παιδεία, μίμησις, and human
nature, understanding that we enjoy imitation and learn about our world, especially when young,
through imitative play (cf. 1448b). For Gadamer, this means that μίμησις contains an inherent
and fundamental relationship to knowledge and how it is that human beings come to understand
themselves and their world. When, during Halloween, for instance, one child recognizes the
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superhero character that another disguised child is supposed to be, the first is delighted by what
Gadamer calls the “miracle of knowledge” that is implied whenever we recognize someone or
something (RB, 99/GW 8, 32). Imitation strives to bring to presence what it imitates to such a
degree that, when we recognize it, our joy of seeing it as something we recognize, does not divert
us from the fact that what we recognize is not the “real” thing (The Relevance of the Beautiful,
99). This implies that, in the process of recognition, that which is recognized is “freed from the
contingency of this or that moment of time,” allowing us to see the thing “in terms of what is
permanent and essential” in it. Gadamer concludes that μίμησις reveals “the real essence of the
thing,” and we take joy both in making this essence present, as well as recognizing this essence,
through imitation (99; cf. 120).
It must be clarified that Gadamer is not invoking a non-historical, a-temporal essence.
The kind of essence he has in mind is tied to tradition, which is both binding and intelligible to
all who find themselves in it. A fairly straightforward and eminently relevant example would be
the role that myth played in ancient Greece. Tragedy, painting, poetry, and sculpture took up the
stories of gods and heroes as their subject matter, and through their artistic presentations of this
material, provided the contours of the Greek world within which Greek consciousness was
forged. Homer was the great educator of Greece, and Attic tragedy played a crucial role in
engendering civic understanding amongst the citizenry of Athens. These works of art allowed
those who experienced them not only to recognize the stories that shaped their world, but also to
recognize, in and through those stories, something about themselves as a part of that world.62
Recognition, Gadamer is quick to remind us, is always also self-recognition and occurs as an
ever-growing familiarity with the world. Gadamer finds the seeds of these insights in Aristotle’s
62

Homer’s famous “catalogue of ships” in Book II of the Iliad, for instance, allowed different Greek
peoples to recognize themselves in their ancestors who fought at Troy.
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practical philosophy, but we can see that there is something of Hegel here, too. When the latter
speaks of art as something that is, for us, a thing of the past, he is gesturing toward the loss of a
binding and intelligible tradition in and out of which art is able to address us and, in addressing
us, show us something essential and true about our world and ourselves.
Even though we recognize something “in” the work of art, Gadamer urges that we not
attribute “its” emergence to the agency of the creator or of the work itself. Rather, it is the
encounter with the work of art that is essential. Gadamer uses the German term Vollzug to
capture the “vital, living event of [the artwork’s] appearing,” its “performance.”63 He states,
simply, “The artwork has its ‘being’ in Vollzug [Die Kunst ist im Vollzug]” (The Gadamer
Reader 215). An analogy helps us hear this in the right way: “art is in Vollzug,” he says, “just as
language is in conversation” (220). The emphasis here is on the play, the to-and-fro, that occurs
between “subject” and “object,” or between two “subjects,” as in the case of conversation.
63

Of course, we must not think here of the subjective process of artistic creation on the part of the painter,
poet, or architect. Like his forbears in the phenomenological movement who turned their attention to
art—Heidegger, of course, but also Ingarden and Dufrenne—Gadamer is highly critical of allocating the
meaning of the artwork within the domain of subjectivity. This was the trend of the subjectification
initiated by the Janus-faced Kant, who, while offering an account of aesthetic experience that gave
unprecedented autonomy and validity to that realm, nevertheless limited its significance in the realms of
knowledge or truth. Reflective judgments of taste tell us something essential about ourselves and about
the world we inhabit but could never become a foundation for the “secure path of science” outlined in the
B preface to the first Critique. Gadamer refers to this trend as “aesthetic differentiation,” which arises in
conjunction with “aesthetic consciousness,” which, though it elevates the rank of aesthetic experience,
closes it off from its context, its world, and, thereby, its genuine philosophical significance. Gadamer
traces the implications of Kant’s thought through the ways in which his successors throughout the
nineteenth century continued to cut off art, aesthetic experience, and even the artist from the continuities
of there cultures and contexts and reserved these all for aesthetic consciousness alone. I do not wish to
rehearse the course of Gadamer’s thinking here. His account of aesthetic differentiation and aesthetic
consciousness in Truth and Method is vast in historical, philosophical, and literary scope and demands
much more of me than I could offer in a footnote. Suffice it to say, to return to the point of my bringing
up these concepts in the first place, that, if Gadamer’s emphases point us toward thinking the work of art
in terms of becoming and coming-to-be, he does not have in mind the creative process of the artistsubject, i.e., the cult of genius, or in the receptive process of the critic-subject, i.e., the cult of taste. These
are the two poles between which the pendulum of aesthetics has swung since its inception as a
philosophical concept and are, moreover, the prejudices of that philosophical concept. This leads
Gadamer to conclude with Heidegger’s assessment that, ultimately, we will have to dispense with
“aesthetics.”
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Conversation is a particularly illuminating example because it exists between interlocutors, not
in one or the other, and a good conversation flows along its own course of movement, following
the subject matter (die Sache) in which the interlocutors participate and become absorbed.
Likewise, the artwork’s being is found in the encounter one has with it. This is why it is always
wrong to think of the artwork as an object (Gegenstand), standing against us, out there in the
world, or to speak of a “piece” of art rather than a “work,” for the art is found in the work it does
on us when we encounter it. Even this formulation is too agential. In the experience of art
something happens that can neither be located soley in the subject nor solely in the work but
always and only in the in-between, in the encounter, in the emerging and becoming of the work.
This is Vollzug, and for Gadamer, it is also what Aristotle called ενέργεια.
This term, with which Aristotle was able to “inquire into the being of movement,” points,
according to Gadamer, “to the side of the action in the process of being carried out and not to the
ἔργον—the completed action” (210). Gadamer notes that Aristotle describes ενέργεια with the
word hama, “at the same time” (“Zugleich”), “in order to point to the immanent
contemporaneity of its duration (die immanente Gleichzeitigkeit der Dauer)” (210).
Contemporaneity (Gleichzeitigkeit) is the temporal structure (Zeitstruktur) that belongs to
tarrying (Verweilen) with the artwork. The duration of tarrying is not a sequence of units of time
that follow upon one another. When we look at the fruits of an ἔργον, a completed action, we
find a finished product. If we think about a particular object’s coming-into-being, we naturally
think of the processes by which it came to be what it now is and arrange these into a logical
sequential order. Their coming-into-being is revealed only through a process of thinking
backwards to their origins, in terms of a mechanical, linear model of efficient causes. We can
consider the artwork, when we consider it as an object, in this manner, too. But such thinking is
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clearly not appropriate to every “thing” we encounter. Kant recognized this in his third Critique
with regard to organic nature. There can be, he famously writes, “no Newton of a blade of grass”
because life, and organic being as such, seems to resist explanation through mechanical, causal
terms. Living beings reveal a circularity in which, in Kant’s words, they are both “cause and
effect” of themselves (Critique of Judgment §64 and §65). Life is, indeed, bigger than logic, to
recall Schumacher.
Like life, ενέργεια is movement, according to Gadamer, which “already has the
fulfillment of its being in itself (Der Vollzug hat sein vollendetes Sein in sich selber) (telos
echei)” (The Gadamer Reader 210). Gadamer employs the Greek (telos echei) to capture this,
but his German teaches us better how to think ενέργεια. He uses the phrase “fulfillment of its
being,” sein vollendetes Sein, to describe the type of τέλος inherent to ενέργεια. He contrasts
this to the motion that has “path and goal” (Weg und Ziel) (213). The latter is something like the
locomotion of discrete bodies that is the subject matter of mechanical physics. It is important,
then, to see that ενέργεια implies a τέλος, but one that is wholly subsumed in the being of the
being whose movement is characterized in terms of ενέργεια. This is why Gadamer says that
ενέργεια names “something like life itself, like being aware, seeing, or thinking” and leads him
to think of art in this context (213).64
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For Aristotle, of course, pure ενέργεια is reserved for the Unmoved Mover, whose life consists, in
Gadamer’s understanding, in “uninterrupted pure gazing,” that is, the life of θεωρία (GR, 213). Gadamer
highlights that the original meaning of θεωρία goes deeper than merely being a spectator, deeper still
than the detachment from world implied by our word “theory.” It has, on the contrary, a strong
participatory tone, in the sense of participating, as Gadamer says, “in a festive act and to be with it.” “[I]t
means,” he continues, “‘to be fully there’, which is the highest form of activity and reality [Tätigkeit und
Wirklichkeit]. Actually one needs both words to translate the Greek word ενέργεια, for the two words are
intended in it simultaneously: activity and reality” (The Gadamer Reader 213). A θεωρός is a spectator at
the theater, a word itself etymologically related to θεωρία, and we have learned from Aristotle,
Schopenhauer, and Nietzsche, especially, how participatory Greek tragedy was for its onlookers.
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Gadamer pushes the analogy between art and nature further. “When we say about the
artwork that to be an artwork ‘it’ must come forth (herauskommen muss),” Gadamer writes,
“then I think one would do better to compare it to nature, which lets the flowers come forth
[herauskommen], instead of [to] a work of craftsmanship” (214). The work of art is precisely not
the finished product of the artist, nor any object that can be measured or calculated. This sense of
ενέργεια helps us think a movement that resists linear causality based on a mechanical model. It
helps us to think the relationality and play implied in Vollzug.65
Thinking within the realm of ενέργεια means, too, that “we are no longer moving in the
realm of propositional truth [Satzwahrheit]” (213). What Gadamer means by this is that
ενέργεια resists the kind of thinking that divides and makes static what in experience is unified
and fluid. This tendency of thought is a particularly modern phenomenon. Cartesian
epistemology separates the world into “subject and “object,” and modern mechanical physics
separates nature into discrete bodies whose movement can only be described in linear terms of
cause and effect. We have seen how organic being and the work of art resist these
categorizations. And here we return to another problem inherent to the ontological framework of
“original” and “copy.” Socrates’ critique of μίμησις in Republic X presumes, of course, a
metaphysical reality that stands behind the realm of mere appearances, but even if we resist these
metaphysical assumptions, this framework nevertheless demands that the original and its copy
are conceived upon a model akin to the discrete bodies of mechanical physics. When original and
copy are separated and reified, the question naturally arises as to how they relate to one another.
The reification of consciousness, on the one hand, and the external world, on the other, in
65

We already saw something of this way of thinking, and its resistance to mechanical, efficient causality,
manifest in Socrates’ description of the polity that keeps growing like a circle, with musical education as
the ἀρχή of that growth (See Chapter Two; Republic 424a). In the next chapter, we will examine in more
detail these two types of thinking—the cosmological and the mechanical—and their contradictory
implications for thinking about the life of the soul.
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Descartes, for instance, led to questions of how “self” relates to “world” and the to “scandal” of
philosophy to which Kant refers, namely, that philosophy cannot prove the existence of the
external world. When our thinking finds itself stuck in this mode, which Bergson called the logic
of solid bodies, we cannot help but find ourselves faced with insurmountable epistemological and
ontological difficulties.66 As Bergson’s phrase indicates, this way of thinking takes every “thing”
on the model of a physical body, and considers the world mechanistically as a system consisting
of partes extra partes, parts external to parts. This atomistic, corpuscular model works, to a
certain extent, for dead, inorganic nature, but as Kant’s insight teaches us, not for the living. The
work of art is reified along the lines of this model when it is thought of as an object, or only in
terms of human production, that is, in terms of ἔργον. Thinking in terms of ενέργεια, on the
other hand, allows us to consider the work in terms of the movement of life, included in which is
the movement of thinking itself (an organic activity, as mentioned above), and to understand
more genuinely the being of the work of art; its being is in Vollzug, that is, in the living event of
the work’s coming-to-presentation.
To summarize: with concepts of Vollzug and ενέργεια, Gadamer understands the
ontology of the work of art as the living self-presentation, or the coming-to-presentation, of what
is there, in the work. This process of being’s coming-to-presentation is the originary Greek
conception of μίμησις. Rather than representing a previous reality, μίμησις-as-self-presentation
brings forth something new and something that defies conceptual determination but, nonetheless,
draws one to assent in joyful recognition of the truth that presents itself. Because what presents
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In the “Introduction” to Creative Evolution, Bergson writes, “human intellect feels at home among
inanimate objects, more especially among solids…our concepts have been formed on the model of solids
[and] our logic is, pre-eminently, the logic of solids (ix).
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itself asserts itself as truth, and is recognized as such, originary μίμησις is always, in a certain
sense, μίμησις-as-cosmophany, for it reveals a world brimming with meaning and order.
II. The Ontology of the Image
Since “what” we recognize in μίμησις is not referred back to an original but is there in a
unique way that reveals the essence of the thing, we are in a better position to evaluate the
ontological significance of this “additional something,” or this “it,” that emerges in art. Indeed,
μίμησις, as the coming to appearance of something that could not appear otherwise, is always an
ontological event, but not one of a “descent,” as it were, from original to copy. Rather, the
ontological structure of μίμησις is that of an image.
The ontological status of the image (Bild) is best understood if we think of the
phenomenon of a mirror. An image in a mirror demands the enduring presence of that which is
imaged in the mirror. In this case, image and original (Urbild) are inseparable but not reducible
to one another. In contrast, a copy (Abbild) does nothing but lifelessly replicate the original,
effacing any proper being that it might otherwise enjoy. In this way, Gadamer reserves the term
“copy” to designate the imitation which, in μίμησις-as-representation, is considered
ontologically deficient with respect to the original. An “image,” on the other hand, as opposed to
a “copy,” always occurs on the same ontological “level” of that which is presented. This
conception of μίμησις-as-self-presentation is, as we have seen, not a replication of that which is
already given but occurs as an event in which something new comes into being; this coming-topresentation constitutes what Gadamer calls an “increase in being,” a Zuwachs an Sein (Truth
and Method 140). In order to illuminate how an image increases being, Gadamer refers to
Plotinian emanation (140). That which comes to presentation is not a lifeless replication of the
original but constitutes a living moment that belongs, ontologically, to the original and yet, at the
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same time, is more than the original. Being, as self-presentation, grows in presenting itself.
Gadamer’s term, Zuwachs, is related to the verb wachsen, “to grow” or “to increase,” as we
speak, in English, of the waxing of the moon. Mimetically making images, then, is hardly a
reproductive activity; it is, rather, a creative and generative process. “Essential to an emanation,”
writes Gadamer, “is that what emanates is an overflow….The development of this concept by
Neoplatonic philosophy…is the basis of the positive ontological status of the image. For if the
original One is not diminished by the outflow of the many from it, this means that being
increases” (140).
The image of something is not “less” or “lower” than the something of which it is an
image. The original is not simply copied but comes to be “there” in the work in a unique manner
that addresses us and invokes a response. The relationship between image and original does not
imply, as does the relationship between copy and original, the sense of ontological deficiency. If
anything, the reverse is the case. Gadamer writes, “Works of art possess an elevated rank in
being, and this is seen in the fact that in encountering a work of art we have the experience of
something emerging—and this one can call truth!” (The Gadamer Reader 207). The ontological
significance of the work of art consists in the fact that, as Gadamer says, “the being of the
presentation (Darstellung) is more than the being of the thing presented, Homer’s Achilles more
than the original,” and this means that “it has come into the There more authentically
(eigentlicher in Da gekommen ist) (Truth and Method 114). Another way to say this is found in
this key passage:
All true imitation (Nachahmung) is transformation (Verwandlung). It does not simply present
again something that is already there. It is a kind of transformed reality or existence (Dasein) in
which the transformation points back to what has been transformed in and through it. It is
transformed reality because it brings before us increased possibilities (gesteigerte Möglichkeiten)
never before seen. (The Relevance of the Beautiful 64; my emphasis)

105

Just as the sentence, die Kunst ist im Vollzug—the artwork’s being is in the living event of its
coming-to-presentation—might capture Gadamer’s essential understanding of the work of art,
the phrase, Alle wahre Nachahmung ist Verwandlung—all true imitation is transformation (or
metamorphosis)—might serve as a sort of definition of originary μίμησις. As Gadamer says,
μίμησις presents a transformed reality, which, as transformed, points back to what has been
transformed in its coming-to-presentation. But this pointing back, this reflection, happens after
the presentation of the transformed reality. This means that, as we noted above, the original is
original only by and through coming-to-presentation in μίμησις. Now we know that this
situation holds specifically with respect to an image (as in the mirror example above): “for
strictly speaking it is only through the image that the original genuinely becomes original (erst
durch das Bild das Urbilde eigentlich zum Ur-bilde wird)” (Truth and Method 142; translation
modified).
Gadamer appeals to the religious image as paradigmatic of the ontological power of the
image as such: “For it is really true that the divine gains its picturability (ihre Bildhaftigkeit
gewinnt) only through the word and image. Thus the religious image has an exemplary
significance” (143; translation modified). Such an image is exemplary precisely because the
divine image is clearly not a copy but stands “in ontological communion with” what is imaged.
Word and image are not imitative illustrations but “allow what they present to be for the first
time fully what it is” (143). For Gadamer, this is evidence that art in general and in its universal
sense “increases the picturability of being (dem Sein einen Zuwachs an Bildhaftigkeit einbringt)”
(143). The significance of this last phrase must not be overlooked: since art in its universal sense
is, for Gadamer, originary μίμησις, art has a unique and specific role to play in the
unconcealment of being (i.e., in revealing truth). Since art images being and does not copy it, the
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presentation of being through art—the presentation of being that is art—is μίμησις, or being’s
self-presentation. The unperceived divinity, not unlike the unperceived mathematical ordering of
the heavens in the Pythagorean notion of μίμησις-as-cosmophany, comes to presentation in no
other way than through being imaged, mimetically. Imaged mimetically, the divine comes to
presentation for the first time, as what it is, through that presentation, and the image points back
to an original, but an original that is inseparable from its image: the image is the original’s
emanation, and μίμησις is the ontological event of this emanating. The “increase in being” that
occurs in μίμησις is emanation and, moreover, implies an overflow of that which emanates (cf.
140). The image of overflow is helpful, I think, not only in this ontological connection, but also
in terms of our experience of the artwork, which, as we saw above, always overflows conceptual
determination.
The ontological structure of the image, coming out of Plotinus’ notion of emanation, is
such that image and original share the same ontological plane, we might say. The image is not
deficient with respect to the original. In fact, Gadamer places primacy on the image, through
which the original comes to presentation at all, as in the example of the religious image. Lastly, it
is clear that originary μίμησις has the ontological structure of an image, as well, for as we saw
above, originary μίμησις is being’s coming-to-presentation in such a way that what comes to
presentation is really there for the first time. In this way, we might employ “originary μίμησις”
and “image” interchangeably, insofar as “to image,” in this robust, ontological sense, and “to
imitate,” in the sense of originary μίμησις, refer to the same event: the self-presentation of
being’s coming-to-appearance.
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III. Plato’s Metaphysics of the Beautiful
Now we are ready to turn to Gadamer’s appeal to Plato’s metaphysics of the beautiful at
the end of Truth and Method. It is important first, however, to contextualize this appeal within
the frame of the text in which it is found.
At the end his major work, Truth and Method, Gadamer’s hermeneutical analysis takes a
universal ontological turn, in which he essentially announces a complex philosophical
hermeneutics (in the tradition of biblical or legal hermeneutics, for instance) that offers
fascinating, rich, and, important philosophical insights into aesthetics, language, history, and
more. In short, Gadamer’s hermeneutics is an ontology of finitude that gives primacy to the
human experience of language as the event of truth. For Gadamer, however, language is the selfpresentation of being. He writes, rather famously, “Being that can be understood is language”
(474; original emphasis) and, in a formulation that should resonate with the foregoing analysis:
“being is language—i.e., self-presentation” (487; original emphasis). Language is the universal
medium of human understanding, as well as the horizon of hermeneutic ontology. He explains,
“That which can be understood is language. This means that it is of such a nature that of itself it
offers itself to be understood” (475; my emphasis). Being is language, language is being. Both
are self-presentation, offering themselves, of themselves and from out of themselves—to
understanding. This phenomenological addendum is essential to Gadamer’s project, as it allows
him to integrate understanding into that which is to be understood: “Self-presentation and beingunderstood belong together.” This move closes the circuit of finitude, as it were, and solidifies
what Gadamer calls the “speculative character of being,” which he calls “the ground of
hermeneutics” (477). The ontological conclusion of Truth and Method, then, is that being
contains a speculative unity, which is to say that being is self-presentation. Phenomenologically,
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being’s self-presentation is there for us, to be understood by us. But understanding never leaves
the horizon of language, on either side of the noetic-noematic relation, as it were. Human
language is speculative, too, which means that a word is not a sign that refers to something else
but, rather, that the meaning of the word comes to presentation in its utterance. He writes, “the
words that bring something into language are themselves a speculative event. Their truth lies in
what is said in them” (489). The truth that comes to presentation in a language characterized as a
speculative event must itself be characterized as a speculative event. Indeed, truth is speculative
and has the structure of play: “The weight of the things we encounter in understanding plays
itself out in a linguistic event, a play of words playing around and about what is meant.
Language games exist where we, as learners—and when do we cease to be that?—rise to the
understanding of the world” (490; original emphasis). This is Gadamer’s universal ontology of
finitude, in which language is the event of the truth of being, or, to say it another way, in which
language is the universal medium and horizon of the play of being, truth, and understanding.
Gadamer thought that these ontological conclusions place his inquiry in close proximity
to what he describes as “a metaphysical idea whose significance we can shown by going back to
its origins[:] The concept of the beautiful” (477; original emphasis). Thus, he turns, in the last
moments of Truth and Method, to Plato. In the ancient concept of the beautiful, and specifically
in Plato’s conception of the beautiful, Gadamer finds an ally in thinking finitude: “The event of
the beautiful and the hermeneutic process both presuppose the finiteness of human life” (486).
The beautiful in Plato, as Gadamer understands it, turns out to have the same structure of selfpresentation that is the fundamental character of being and which we have seen at work in the
image and originary μίμησις. In fact, Gadamer says in this passage, “the beautiful must always
be understood ontologically as an ‘image’” (487). However, Gadamer does not talk about
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originary μίμησις in this context, nor is he concerned with Plato’s paideic program outlined in
the Republic. His assertions are general, and he looks to the Symposium and Phaedrus when
discussing Plato’s conception of the beautiful. This is all to reiterate that Gadamer’s appeal to
Platonic beauty has its own purpose within Gadamer’s project, and that my own interpretation of
Plato is influenced by Gadamer’s readings, his project is not my own.
Gadamer begins his appeal to the ancient metaphysical idea of the beautiful by looking at
the meaning of the Greek term, kalon. He finds in this term a concept that is distinctly opposed to
chresimon, the “useful”: “Everything that is not part of the necessities of life but is concerned
with the ‘how’, the eu zen—i.e., everything that the Greeks reckon part of paideia—is called
kalon. Beautiful things are those whose value is of itself evident” (477). The self-evidence of the
beautiful will be important for us as we move forward, and we will return to this point. It is in
regard to beauty’s uselessness that Gadamer finds a close connection between the beautiful and
the good: “the idea of the beautiful closely approximates that of the good (agathon), insofar as it
is something to be chosen for its own sake, as an end that subordinates everything else to it as a
means. For what is beautiful is not regarded as a means to something else” (478). But there is, in
the end, more than merely a family resemblance between the two. Gadamer writes,
Platonic philosophy exhibits a close connection, and sometimes even a confusion, between the
idea of the good and the idea of the beautiful. Both transcend everything that is conditional and
multiform: the loving soul encounters the beautiful-in-itself at the end of the path that leads
through the beautiful that is multiform. The beautiful-in-itself is the one, the uniform, the
boundless (Symposium), just like the idea of the good that lies beyond everything that is
conditional and multiform—i.e., good only in a certain respect (Republic). The beautiful-in-itself
shows itself to be as much beyond all beings as is the good-in-itself (epekeina). Thus the order of
being that consists in the orientation toward the one good agrees with the order of the beautiful.
(478)

The last phrase reminds us of Pythagoras, and Gadamer immediately refers to the
Pythagorean tradition, as well as to Aristotle and medieval philosophy’s tendency to link the
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beautiful with the good. However, the basis of this link, according to Gadamer, is Plato’s
understanding, offered in Diotima’s famous ascent to the beautiful, that “the teleological order of
being is also an order of beauty” (478). The basis of this linkage, in turn, is found in the
Pythagorean concept of measure, appropriateness, and right proportion. Thus, the cosmos is “the
model of all visible harmony,” for Pythagoras, and at the same time “the supreme example of
beauty in the visible sphere. Harmonious proportion, symmetry, is the decisive condition of all
beauty” (479). This sort of definition of the beautiful is “universal [and] ontological” and fits
within a worldview that considers the order of being as divinely created and intelligently
directed, for the beautiful here has to do with the manifestation of teleological order, harmony,
and measure (479). Now, we might pause here to make a connection between originary μίμησις
and the beautiful, as Gadamer applies both terms to the presentation of the harmony and order of
the universe in Pythagorean thought. Both imply the manifestation of order and meaning. Earlier,
I referred to this type of μίμησις as μίμησις-as-cosmophany; the appearance of the beautiful,
too, seems to be a sort of cosmophany. The beautiful, then, is in some sense the presentation of a
cosmos.
Gadamer, however, does not see this universal and ontological conception of the
beautiful as pertaining to Plato. The classical definitions of beauty as symmetry and measure do
not reveal the crucial role beauty plays, for Plato, in ontological disclosure. Gadamer writes, “it
is incorrect to base the metaphysics of the beautiful solely on the ontology of measure and the
teleological order of being to which the rationalist aesthetic of rules, which seems so classical,
ultimately appeals…. The return to Plato brings out quite a different aspect of the phenomenon
of the beautiful” (480). This surely sounds strange, especially from the perspective of Platonism,
but Gadamer justifies his claim by noting what he calls the “special advantage of the beautiful”
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(480; original emphasis). The good is absolutely intangible, “beyond being” for Plato, but the
beautiful can and must appear to be what it is. In this context, Gadamer states, “the good finds an
analogue in the beautiful—i.e., in “the harmony between the thing and its attendant disclosure
(aletheia)” (481). Following up this connection between the beautiful and ἀλήθεια, he insists,
rather amazingly, that “Plato was the first to show that the essential element in the beautiful was
aletheia, and it is clear what he means by this. The beautiful, the way in which goodness appears,
reveals itself in its being: it presents itself” (487).
The beautiful, then, is the self-presentation of the good. This formulation is in keeping
with what we have seen above and would seem to link the beautiful with originary μίμησις and
the ontological structure of the image. This connection is confirmed as Gadamer continues:
“What presents itself in this way is not different from itself in presenting itself” (487). At this
point, Gadamer adds a critically important characteristic to the beautiful, upon which his claim to
the beautiful’s “special advantage” over the good truly rests. “Beauty,” he says, “is not radiance
shed on a form from without. Rather, the ontological constitution of the form itself is to be
radiant, to present itself in this way. From this, then, it follows that in regard to beauty the
beautiful must always be understood ontologically as an ‘image’” (487).
The beautiful is clearly understood in this passage in terms of self-presentation, which
Gadamer describes, in this context, in terms of radiance. Indeed, the special advantage of the
beautiful over the good consists precisely in the mode of being that Gadamer attributes to the
beautiful—the mode of being of light. “Radiance” (Hervorscheinen) is not one quality of the
beautiful among many but “constitutes its actual being” (483). We could translate
Hervorscheinen more literally (and Heideggerianly) as “shining-forth.” Gadamer’s “shiningforth” finds justification in its resonance with Plato’s description, at Phaedrus 250d, of the
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beautiful as ἐκφανέστατον —that which is most radiant, which “most shines forth amidst the
visible.” The mode of being of light, furthermore, is such that light is not only the power that
lightens the visible and thus makes seeing possible but, in so doing, makes itself visible. This
making-itself-visible only insofar as it makes something else visible is light’s reflective nature.
These observations on the being of light, as radiant and reflective, which operate within
the sphere of optics, find an analogy in the way in which thought is considered in its reflective
capacity. For Gadamer, the light of the mind functions in exactly the same way as light
considered in its phenomenal aspect. Gadamer writes, “[t]he mind that unfolds from within itself
the multiplicity of what is thought is present to itself in what is thought” (Truth and Method
483). The reflective nature of light holds in both realms, in the visible and intelligible alike.
Continuing in this vein, Gadamer associates the light of the beautiful with the light of the
word, bringing both together under the umbrella concept of the metaphysics of light: “The light
that causes everything to emerge in such a way that it is evident and comprehensible in itself is
the light of the word. Thus the close relationship that exists between the shining forth of the
beautiful and the evidentness (das Einleuchtende) of the understandable is based on the
metaphysics of light” (483). The word, just like the image, is characterized by self-presentation;
in the word, as in the image, what presents itself is there as the self-presentation of being.
Ontological self-presentation is associated, here, with the metaphysics of light—the light of the
word and the light of the mind. Above we saw that Gadamer initially characterized the Greek
sense of the beautiful as containing its value in a manner that is self-evident. The self-evidence of
the beautiful, we can now see, is due to its “actual being,” that is, light, or more precisely,
radiance. The beautiful shines-forth, of and out of itself, in a way that is self-illuminating or selfevident. The German word Gadamer employs to discuss the self-evidence of beauty is das
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Einleuchtende, that which shines or lightens (leuchten) from out of itself. “Radiance” is an
exemplary English term to capture Gadamer’s meaning, as it implies shining, but also, and most
importantly, the sense of movement outward from a center or core (recalling the term’s
geometric heritage). If we appeal to the sun as an example, we see that a radiance, if I can put it
like that, is a beam of light, emanating from its source; the beam is the sun’s self-presentation.
The logic of emanation, which we encountered above, is at work here, too. That would mean,
however, that a sunbeam is an image of the sun and that, further, the sunbeam is an imitation of
the sun, in the sense of originary μίμησις, of course. These are, perhaps, strange ways of
thinking about the sun and its radiant light, but the example helps us think about the nature of the
relationship Gadamer is exploring: the sunbeam moves from the sun to earth, so to speak, but
never loses its tether to the sun. This is what emanation means: an overflow from the source in
which the source is not diminished and through which the source presents itself as the source, at
the same time presenting itself as something new, i.e., increasing being. If we apply the example
of the sunbeam to Gadamer’s exemplary case, i.e., the religious image, for instance, it helps us
see that the image of the divine is not separate from the divine itself (the images’ source), as the
sunbeam is not separate from the sun. Yet the image, like the sunbeam, brings the source to us,
as it were, as its appearing. The divine image, moreover, brings to presentation the divine as
divine for the first time, just as the sunbeam brings with it new light to shine upon the earth, in
the only way that sunshine can travel to earth, thus opening upon ever new vistas. The point is
that the sunbeam provides a kind of “bridge” to the sun, its source, since it is, as a radiance, a
“spoke” emanating therefrom. In this way, the divine image is similarly a “beam” or “spoke” of
the divine, and the image of the divine can be thought of, metaphorically of course, as bound to
its source as a radius is bound to the center of a circle.
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In explaining and justifying his rich notion of self-evidence, Gadamer appeals to the
rhetorical tradition and its concept of “evidentness” to clarify what he means: “The eikos, the
verisimilar, the ‘probable’ (wahrscheinliche: ‘true shining’), the ‘evident’, belong in a series of
things that defend their rightness against the truth and certainty of what is proved and known”
(485). He continues, “The idea is always that what is evident has not been proved and is not
absolutely certain, but it asserts itself by reason of its own merit within the realm of the possible
and probable” (485). We see the emphasis on the assertion of the evident as coming “of its own
merit” and, thus, from out of itself. An example of this might be when we admit that an argument
has something “evidently” true about it, despite our presenting a counterargument, or the feeling
we sometimes have of the self-evidentness of an opinion that arguments either for or against it do
not immediately come to mind or even seem to matter. Perhaps it was the recognition or feeling
of self-evidence that justice is better than injustice that lead Glaucon and Adeimantus to desire to
hear Socrates defend the life of justice, even as, in the case of Glaucon, he was simultaneously
able to articulate a defense of injustice that he also recognized or felt to be self-evidently be
false.
Gadamer’s specific point is that meaning appears to us as an event, and when something
appears in the light of self-evidence, it appears suddenly and with a kind of immediate authority;
it lays claim to us and calls us to respond. Only later, after the experience, are we able to
incorporate what has revealed iself into a larger framework of intelligibility. The beautiful is
similar; it charms us and captivates us without being integrated into our whole worldview.
Gadamer says there is always something surprising—something new emerging—in what strikes
us as self-evident or beautiful, and, in keeping with the register of radiant and reflective light,
serves “like a new light being turned on, expanding the range of what we can take into
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consideration” (486). When we understand something in a text, we are captivated by it—“it has
asserted itself and captivated us before we can come to ourselves and be in a position to test the
claim to meaning that it makes” (490). But the experience is also one of expanded vision, of new
possibilities dawning before us, new light illuminating formerly dark or mysterious nooks of life.
Now, Gadamer does not intend to reduce all understanding to epiphanic moments of
insight. Rather, he wants to emphasize the hermeneutical event of truth; understanding
something, e.g., a text, is a genuine hermeneutic experience, which is “an encounter with
something that asserts itself as truth” (489). Truth, ἀλήθεια, is the disclosure of being, or the
emergence of something from hiddenness and, as truth, it makes a claim on us. The same is true
of aesthetic experience, as we saw above: something—“it”—emerges in the artwork and calls on
us to respond. Gadamer’s description of the beautiful as radiant and reflective means that the
beautiful shines from within, as it were, while illuminating its very shining. But this is merely
another way to describe the structure of being as Gadamer understands it—as self-presentation.
Earlier we saw Gadamer invoke of the language of possibility with respect to originary μίμησις’
transformative capacities: Nachahmung ist Verwandlung. The ontology of the image, too, as the
self-presentation of being, illuminates how both it and the originary sense of μίμησις can be
thought in terms of a transformation of reality and, thus, in terms of the disclosure of truth—
ἀλήθεια, i.e., as unconcealment of possibilities of being. Gadamer’s appeal to possibility within
his ontology ought to be heard with all of its Heideggerian force, as in Being and Time, when
Heidegger privileges possibility over actuality and identifies possibility as one of Dasein’s most
fundamental ontological structures (§7). Dasein, you will recall, does not merely have
possibilities, but exists as possibility. The “increase in being” that occurs in art is ontological in
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the sense that it reveals ever new possibilities of existence. The same revelation of possibility is
at work in the experience of the self-evidentness of the beautiful.
Returning specifically to Plato’s conception of the beautiful, Gadamer claims that
radiance, as the being of the beautiful, allows the beautiful to perform “the most important
ontological function,” namely, to mediate between idea and appearance (Truth and Method 481).
This, says Gadamer, is the metaphysical crux of Platonism (481). Since the beautiful, because it
exists as light, is able to traverse the divide that separates the visible and intelligible, appearance
and idea, it is not merely the mode of appearance of being as it is but also, because it is also the
mode of appearance of the good, the appearance “of being as it ought to be” (483). In a passage
that will prove essential for us, and to which we will return in the next section, Gadamer makes
this normative connection between the beautiful the good clear:
The beautiful reveals itself in the search for the good. It is the mark distinguishing the good for
the human soul. That which manifests itself in perfect form attracts the longing to love it. The
beautiful disposes people in its favor immediately, whereas models of human virtue can be only
obscurely described in the unclear medium of appearances, because they have, as it were, no light
of their own. Thus we often succumb to impure imitations and appearances of virtue. The case of
the beautiful is different. It has its own radiance, so that we are not seduced here by deceptive
copies. (481; my emphasis)

The radiant character of the beautiful is its self-evident character. “[W]hat distinguishes the
beautiful from the good,” writes Gadamer, “is that the beautiful of itself presents itself, that its
being is such that it makes itself immediately evident (einleuchtend)” (481). He continues, still
thinking in the context of Plato, “[h]owever much beauty might be experienced as the reflection
of something supraterrestrial, it is still there in the visible world…. If we must speak with Plato
of a hiatus (chorismos) between the world of the senses and the world of ideas, this is where it is
and where it is also overcome” (481-2). In other words, “Where Plato appeals to the evidentness
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of the beautiful, he does not need to insist on the contrast between ‘the thing itself’ and its copy.
It is the beautiful itself that both creates and supersedes this contrast” (488).
These reflections help Gadamer make his case for Plato’s conception of the beautiful as
disclosive of being, i.e., the event of the beautiful as the site of truth. It is beauty’s self-evident
radiance and its nature as light that justifies, for Gadamer, its “special advantage” over the good.
In this way, Gadamer tells us, the beautiful has the ontological structure of an image. But the
story Gadamer tells about Plato’s conception of the beautiful betrays more about the image than
did his Plotinian-inspired image ontology, though it is not clear that Gadamer himself recognizes
this. According to Gadamer’s account of the image, the structure of the image maintains an
ontological equivalency, so to speak, between original and image. Though there is an increase in
being through the image’s emanation of its “original,” the increase is considered only in terms of
being and possibility. Homer’s Achilles is more than the original, Gadamer says, but there is no
hint here of Homer’s Achilles being better than the original. However, once we include the
beautiful, we have gone beyond a mere ontological structure. The beautiful in Plato, as Gadamer
understands it, is not merely the self-presentation of being—it is the self-presentation of the
good, or as we have seen, of being as it ought to be. The beautiful image does not, it seems,
merely imply the self-presentation of that which appears as beautiful; rather, precisely as an
image that is beautiful, what presents itself as beautiful points to the good, and this means that it
points to an ideal reality.
IV. Musical παιδεία Through A Gadamerian Lens
When we gather together Gadamer’s insights into originary μίμησις, the ontology of the
image, and Plato’s conception of the beautiful, we find a rich texture of overlapping and
reinforcing threads, which, I contend, help us understand the account of musical παιδεία in the
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Republic and, specifically, why spiritual παιδεία proceeds via the imitation of beautiful images
of the good.
Let us begin with the relationship between the beautiful and the ontological structures
found in the image and in originary μίμησις (which we concluded above share the same structure
and, as such, are veritable synonyms). The structure of the beautiful is such that, Gadamer
asserts, the beautiful must always be thought of as an image, whose ontological significance we
understand in terms of emanation, or in terms of the increase in being, or, finally, in terms of the
self-appearing of that which appears. The religious image is exemplary in revealing the structure
of the image, which allows that which is not visible to appear and to be what it is in its
appearing; the religious image brings to presentation the unpresentable, or makes visible what is
invisible—it is the ultimate increase in being, as it were, for it thrusts the divine into the human
world for the first time. Moreover, that which is presented in its self-appearing makes a claim on
us, in a manner that resists conceptualization, and calls on us to recognize and assent, joyfully, to
the truth revealed in, and as, that self-appearing.
When Gadamer considers the Platonic relationship between the beautiful and the good,
he offers what appears to be an analogous relationship to that which holds between the image
and imaged. The good, as Gadamer understands Plato, needs the beautiful in order to come-topresentation at all in the phenomenal world. The beautiful is the light by which humanity
recognizes the good; it is the self-presentation of the good.
When we say, then, that the beautiful is the image of the good, we now know what this
means. In the context of originary μίμησις, the beautiful is the emanation from the good that
brings the good to presentation. Thus, as the image of the good, the beautiful brings to
presentation the harmony and teleological order of the cosmos, which is itself beautiful.
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However, taking into account its “special advantage,” the beautiful attracts us to it immediately
because of its radiance. Without radiance, the beautiful remains merely Pythagorean, just the
visible manifestation of cosmic order. As radiant, however, Plato’s conception of the beautiful
draws one toward that visible manifestation. Why? Precisely because the beautiful is self-evident
and disclosive of being and, thereby, makes a claim on us—specifically, the claim of truth. The
claim of truth that is specifically made in a beautiful image of the good (as opposed to any other
sort of image of the good), however, is not merely the truth of being—it is the truth of the good,
or the truth of the goodness of being, the truth that being is good.67
This last point is of paramount importance and, thus, demands elaboration. In the selfevident radiance of the beautiful, the good shines through; the beautiful is the self-presentation of
the good. Given the overlap of terminological meaning within Gadamer’s lexicon, we can also
say that the beautiful images the good, or that the beautiful imitates the good. Let us recall the
passage quoted above. Gadamer insists that the beautiful reveals itself in our search for the good
and is the “distinguishing mark” of the good for the soul (481). The beautiful, then, is not a
“cosmetic supplement” attached to certain phenomena but, rather, in Aryeh Kosman’s words,
“the shining forth of the thing’s nature”; it is “the mode of the good that shows forth” and the
“splendor of the appearance of the good” (“Beauty and the Good” 354-5). It is the self-evident
radiance of the beautiful—its quality as ἐκφανέστατον (Phaedrus, 250d)—that allows Gadamer
to insist that “the beautiful disposes people in its favor immediately, whereas models of human
virtue can be only obscurely described in the unclear medium of appearances” (Truth and
Method 481). Since the beautiful is the earthly, phenomenal signature of the good, and because
the beautiful is self-evidently radiant, the beautiful lays a normative claim upon us; remember,
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the beautiful reveals not just being, but being as it should be. Thus, the beautiful is not only the
distinguishing mark of the good, but also of the highest good, or the ideal. The good,
furthermore, seems to require the beautiful in order to come to appearance as good. Gadamer
says that models of human virtue—i.e., images of goodness—are easily obscured in the realm of
appearance and, thus, “we often succumb to impure imitations and appearances of virtue.”68 This
is because “they have, as it were, no light of their own.” Because the beautiful is radiantly selfevident, when we see an image of goodness that is also beautiful “we are not seduced here by
deceptive copies” (481). In fact, when we see a beautiful image of goodness, we are not witness
to a copy at all but, rather, to an image, which, as an image, is the self-presentation of that which
is presented, namely, the good itself. The beautiful, then, is the guarantor that the good we see,
when we see the good, is the genuine article. The beautiful is not, in this way of thinking,
something separate from the good; rather, the beautiful is what the good looks like on earth to a
soul able to apprehend it. To see the beautiful, in other words, is to peer into the visage of the
good.
At this point, we run into a possible tension within Gadamer’s thinking. We saw that he
rejects the Pythagorean understanding of originary μίμησις, μίμησις-as-cosmophany, as I have
called it, as a full account of the metaphysics of the beautiful, as found in Plato. This is because
he thinks it remains too closely tied to a classical rationalistic aesthetic. As a presentation of a
teleologically ordered cosmos, his argument goes, the beautiful lacks the radiant nature it is given
in Plato and, therefore, remains an aesthetic of measure and proportion. Plato’s radiant beauty, in
contrast, because it makes a self-evident claim to truth, both accounts for the soul being drawn to
it and brings the metaphysics of the beautiful under the umbrella of finite hermeneutic
68
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experience generally. However, I wonder if Gadamer is not missing something of his own
insights into originary μίμησις when he delineates Pythagoras and Plato in this way. Originary
μίμησις, just like Plato’s metaphysical concept of the beautiful, has the ontological structure of
an image. If the visible harmony of the universe is an image, then the beautiful presentation of
that harmony would seem to be beautiful in the same way that the image of the good is beautiful,
namely, by being the self-presentation of that which comes to presence in and through the image.
But this is precisely how Gadamer conceives of originary μίμησις! The coming-to-presentation
of the harmony and order of the universe, which is μίμησις-as-cosmophany, is the selfpresentation of that harmony and order itself. Gadamer’s worry about attributing an overly
rationalistic aesthetics to Plato, and thereby losing the self-evident force of the beautiful, is
unfounded because his description of originary μίμησις already accounts for the beautiful in
terms of its self-evident radiance. Or, more precisely, I contend that Plato’s conception of the
beautiful, as Gadamer understands it at the end of Truth and Method, sheds light on originary
μίμησις, and specifically, this “additional something” or this “it” that emerges in originary
μίμησις. “It” is nothing other than the beautiful.
In privileging the aletheic capacity of beauty, located in beauty’s radiance, Gadamer also
seems not to realize the implications of the isomorphism in Plato between the “order of the
good” and the “order of the beautiful” to which he appeals. Recall, he says, “The beautiful-initself shows itself to be as much beyond all beings as is the good-in-itself (epekeina). Thus the
order of being that consists in the orientation toward the one good agrees with the order of the
beautiful” (478). Indeed, as Gadamer rightly contends, the beautiful, unlike the good, must
appear to be what it is. But it is the appearance of the good. The good, moreover, is not merely
being; it is beyond being and reveals itself in and as the perfect, ordered, harmonious cosmos.
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The teleological order of the world, then, is not mere being but, being-as-good, we might say. To
see the world as a cosmos and, thus, as purposefully and harmoniously constituted, is to see the
world as good. “The good” comes to name the governing principle of harmony and order
inherent in a cosmos. From a cosmological perspective, then, the harmony and order of the world
are not accidental traits but, rather, the teleological ground of the universe itself. This means that
harmony and order are not simply a presentation, returning to Pythagoras, of mathematical order
but, rather, of divine providence. The universe works because it is so ordered, and such ordering
is, inherently and by definition, good.
There is not so much a tension in Gadamer’s thinking, it seems, as a failure on his part to
see how his separate insights illumine one another and give us, I think, a clearer vision of the
relationship between the beautiful and the good. The special advantage of the beautiful may
reside in its radiant quality, but the beautiful’s radiance affects us in a way that inspires love
precisely because it reveals the world as good. If we retain within the conception of the beautiful
a sense of μίμησις-as-cosmophany, moreover, we can better justify the Platonic “confusion”
(Vertauschung) of the beautiful and the good; it is not simply that each “order” agrees with the
other, or that both are chosen for their own sake but, additionally, that the beautiful reveals a
world that is good because the beautiful points toward the cosmological. It is here that the
beautiful’s ability to draw us lovingly towards it is found, as well as the normative claims it
makes upon us. The beautiful is radiantly lit up from within, but we might say, that light’s source
is the goodness diffuse throughout the harmoniously ordered cosmos.
Iris Murdoch’s work on Plato is exemplary in illuminating the implications of this view.
She writes, “Beauty gives us an immediate image of good desire, the desire for goodness and the
desire for truth. We are attracted to the real in the guise of the beautiful and the response to this
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attraction brings joy” (Fire and Sun 45). The equivalency she makes between the good, the truth,
and the real is essential to understanding what I mean when I say that the beautiful indicates the
cosmological. What is real—being—is good and true. Since being is good and true, it is ordered;
thus, being is a cosmos. Murdoch declares, “Plato’s connection of the good with the real…is the
centre of his thought and one of the most fruitful ideas in philosophy” (45). The implication of
this “fruitful idea” is that, as Murdoch says elsewhere, “The authority of morals is the authority
of truth, that is of reality” (Existentialists and Mystics 374). When we see the real as good, then,
we are not seeing an indifferent substrate underlying fluctuating appearances but, rather, a
harmoniously arranged whole. The beautiful, then, as an image of the good, is the selfpresentation of the cosmological constitution of reality. The beautiful is cosmophanic precisely
because it is the image of the good.
We are now prepared to see that it is its cosmophanic quality that accounts for the vital
role that the beautiful plays within spiritual παιδεία. The beautiful reminds us of the
cosmological in such a way that we feel its self-evident truth. This truth is the recognition that
the cosmos is essentially good, but it is simultaneously the recognition that, precisely because
reality is a cosmos, the soul belongs to that reality. In revealing reality as good, the beautiful lays
upon the soul a claim to the truth of its own being—its essence—and, moreover, since there is, in
this claim, a normative force—its spiritual vocation. The beautiful, as the self-presentation of the
good, is the appearance, for us, of the spiritual values that constitute reality and, therefore, should
constitute our own lives. Herein lies the capacity of the beautiful to offer the moral sanction, as it
were, of appearances of virtue, for, as Murdoch states it, “We, who belong both to being and to
becoming, find our moral guidance in the cosmos itself, the work of the divine hand” (Fire and
Sun 50). She continues, “Beauty belongs to God and must be sought in him, as he makes it

124

visible through the cosmos. The cosmos is in the highest and exemplary sense an aesthetic
object, and indeed the only one” (53). Because the beautiful is the self-presentation of the
goodness of the cosmos, to which our souls—“we who belong to being”—belong, it carries with
it the only genuine moral and spiritual imperative: to harmonize one’s soul with reality. If in this
context, to quote Murdoch again, “it is a task to come to see the world as it is” (Existentialists
and Mystics 375; original emphasis), this is precisely because seeing the world as it is—as
beautiful and good, and, therefore, to see it cosmologically—is the first step along the soul’s path
toward spiritual realization. Within this robust conception of cosmophanic beauty, then, lies the
entire secret of the life of the soul.
Here we return, finally, to the musical παιδεία program in the Republic. Beautiful
images of the good present the truth of reality and, with it, the truth of the life of the soul. The
souls of the guardians are then drawn to imitate the beautiful images they behold—and now we
can think of imitation in terms of originary μίμησις. The guardians do not merely ape or mimic
the good they see in these beautiful images—it is not even clear what that might mean, by itself.
Rather, in imitating the good, they are drawn to bring it to presentation in their own lives, or to
embody it—the way a religious image embodies, by bringing to presentation, the divine.
Beautiful images of the good prompt the guardians to strive to become as good as possible. This
is what it means to love the beautiful, which is the feeling and desire with which musical
παιδεία culminates. To imitate the beautiful image of the good, and to become like the beautiful
oneself, in one’s soul, is to become an image of goodness oneself. But this becoming-an-image,
striving, loving, and imitating—these are all ways of speaking about the same spiritual posture
that remembers, saves, maintains, preserves, safeguards, and constitutes in one’s soul the ideal
pattern of virtue that stands as both the orientation and culmination of spiritual life.
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This ideal pattern of virtue is the most beautiful and most love-inspiring image, of course,
and this is the image of the godlike soul, which is the visible harmony of the soul. Now we
understand that this harmony of the soul is so beautiful and so lovely precisely because it is an
imitation, or an image, of the divinely ordered cosmos. In this way, the imitation of the good,
which is the bringing-to-presentation of goodness in one’s life, is the process of cultivating a
constitution— πολιτεία —of the soul that looks like the cosmos. Seeing such a beautiful image of
the good, the souls of the guardians feel a kinship and resonance with it—no doubt the joy of
recognition (which is always self-recognition)—and, ultimately, a love for the beauty radiating
from that image. When Socrates likens the soul’s exposure to beautiful images to “a breeze
wafting health from auspicious regions” (401c), we know now that those “auspicious regions”
refer, poetically, to the goodness of reality, which influences the soul, drawing it lovingly toward
it and, through such in-fluence, to itself and its own spiritual vocation. The ultimate beautiful
image of the good is the image of that very godlike soul that each soul is striving to imitate and,
in imitating, become.
Remember, the criteria for the poetry allowed within musical παιδεία was “the beautiful
storytelling about virtue that’s possible to hear” (378e), and the goal of musical παιδεία was to
cultivate guardians that would be “reverent toward the gods and become godlike to the greatest
extent possible for a human being” (383c). The beautiful image of the godlike soul is the ideal of
spiritual παιδεία, for the path that leads to goodness passes through the beautiful, but to love the
beautiful means nothing else but to desire to be good. Or, to appeal again to Murdoch, who says
of beauty that it “teaches that nothing in life is of any value except the attempt to be virtuous”
(Existentialists and Mystics 371).
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And now we might circle back to the exigence that led to the musical education program
in the first place: Glaucon and Adeimantus’ inkling that Murdoch is right, namely, that there is
nothing in life that is of any value except the path that leads to virtue. When confronted with the
notion that the life of the soul can, and even should, be reduced to political and rhetorical
manipulation, they find themselves unpersuaded and convinced, somehow, that such opinions
must be wrong. They appeal to Socrates to defend the life of virtue, and Socrates’ response leads
more or less directly to the question of spiritual παιδεία. However, if we return to Socrates’
initial response to the brothers, in light of all we know now, we find that it gives us a hint to the
truth of their inkling. Something evident in their disposition signaled to Socrates that they were
unaffected by the arguments they gave on behalf of “total injustice.” What Socrates saw can be
taken as a sort of “proof” of the brothers’ immunity to the very arguments that shape their
political and educational milieu and, in this way, as a suggestion—offered to the reader—of the
existence of this soul-life. Socrates’ reference to the brothers’ dispositions, I believe, is explained
by the image of the godlike soul with which the guardians’ musical education culminates. I had
gestured in this direction in the last chapter, but now we can claim it with more assurance: it was
the visible harmony present in the brothers’ soul that appeared to Socrates. If it was a glimpse of
the godlike soul that Socrates saw, and if it is, itself, the most beautiful and love-inspiring sight,
perhaps it is no wonder that Socrates exclaims that they must have “experienced something
godlike” (368a) not to be persuaded by the masses and the poets. If that is what Socrates saw, at
that moment, he, too, is experiencing something godlike. It is not surprising, then, that he comes
to the aid of the brothers with an energy and commitment that he describes in terms of holiness
and reverence (368b).
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This textual moment, furthermore, seems to be pregnant with the seed-form of the
musical paideic program, for Socrates here sees a beautiful image of the good and is drawn, by a
kind of resonance (indicated by the impiety he attributes to not acting) to act on behalf of the
good, which he has just seen imaged in and by the brothers. The scene suggests, maybe even
promises, to the reader, that the life of the soul is real and not inconsequential. In a certain way,
then, this brief scene acts like an orienting image for the reader, who is, after all, neither present
to see Glaucon and Adeimantus’ souls, nor given any sort of beautiful poetic description of them.
No, the reader has only the image of Socrates—and of Socrates’ faith in the brothers—to go on.
But this is, in truth, quite a lot, for what the reader witnesses in this scene is the possibility of the
image of the godlike soul to turn a soul toward the good: the possibility of the truth of spiritual
παιδεία. In this way, the reader is given an image of spiritual παιδεία that serves to orient the
reader’s soul along the path Plato takes it throughout the dialogue.
In the next chapter, we will continue to trace this path, looking at how Socrates prepares
his interlocutors, and Plato his readers, to think cosmologically as a sort of spiritual propaedeutic
for the images of the good that Socrates will offer at the end of Book VI and beginning of Book
VII. In other words, we shall trace, in Books IV through VI, a series of moments in which the
text prods the reader to think about oneself as a part of the cosmos—i.e., to think
cosmologically—as a sort of inoculation against the dangers of politico-rhetorical thinking that
dominates public opinion and culturally sanctioned education. Thus prepared, the souls of the
reader (and perhaps the souls of the interlocutors) are ready to experience spiritually the images
of the good (the sun, line, and cave). To experience them spiritually means to experience them as
beautiful, with all the weight that we now understand this term to carry. In this way, Socrates is
offering, like the poets and craftsmen mentioned in the description of musical education in Book
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III, beautiful images of the good. These images, however, are for the reader, just as the image of
Socrates offering those images, is, again for the reader, an image of the godlike soul. All of
these images are meant to work on the reader spiritually, that is, in the same manner as described
by the musical παιδεία program. The reader is meant to experience these images, as the
Republic gradually reveals itself as a spiritual text, that is, as a beautiful image of the good.
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CHAPTER FOUR: The Movement Toward Cosmological Thinking
In this chapter, I want to begin to trace a certain movement of thinking that begins in
Book IV and extends to the moment (at the end of Book VI) at which Socrates offers his three
images of the good: the sun, the line, and the cave. Within this stretch of the dialogue arise a
series of passages in which the text prods one to think about oneself as a part of the cosmos—
i.e., to think cosmologically. The moments we will trace reveal the dialogue in its performative
function, since it acts on the souls of the readers, in order to move them toward spiritual insight
and, thus, set them upon the path of spiritual παιδεία. In this way, the Republic reveals itself as
something more of a spiritual guidebook—perhaps something of an ideal pattern to be saved and
guarded in the soul, like the “city in speech” or the myth of Er—than an exposition of
philosophical theory.
Specifically, in the present chapter we will look at how these passages prompt the soul to
see itself purposefully and as a cosmic agent whose life and choices have significance because it
partly constitutes, and fully participates in, the very fabric of reality. In the following, and final,
chapter, we will look at the image of the philosophical soul offered in Book VI and whose
description leads directly to Socrates’ famous images of the good. In the image of Socrates
making images of the good, furthermore we see Plato offering the image of the godlike soul to
the reader. The insights about cosmological thinking gleaned from our investigation in this
chapter will coalesce and take on a deeper spiritual-paideic significance as we approach that
culminating image.
Let me add a few further points to give context to the analysis. Dramatically, we will
remember, the guardians’ education program was a response to common opinion and poetic
edification, which are politically and rhetorically informed but which, as we have seen, renders
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spiritual cultivation moot. The span of text under consideration here will continue, dramatically,
to explicate the contours of the “city-in-speech” model-image. However, I will show that the
themes discussed lead the reader, incrementally, toward a fuller understanding of spiritual
παιδεία, such that, by the time Socrates offers his images of the good, the reader is primed to
experience them spiritually. The dialogue accomplishes this through Socrates’ repeated and
progressively intensifying insistence on cosmological thinking as the genuine domain of spiritual
life. The implication of cosmological thinking for the soul is profound, as we will see, since a
cosmos implies a purposeful order and structure in which the soul participates, purposefully. I
employ this term in opposition to what I call politico-rhetorical thinking (which is a species of
mechanical thinking generally, which I discuss below), the likes of which we saw at work in the
customary opinions about virtue held by the majority and by the poets in Chapter One. The
implications for the soul, according to this order of thinking, proved to be deeply troubling,
insofar as the life of the soul was subordinated to political reputation and rhetorical manipulation
of peers and even gods, and thus its choice of life—to follow virtue or vice—was rendered
inconsequential. It follows, then, that this order of thinking does not, and cannot, conceive of a
world in which the soul’s purpose is tied to that of the universe in which it finds itself.
The movement toward cosmological thinking, moreover, might be considered the
continuation of Socrates’ response to Adeimantus’ question in Book II and to the spiritualpaideic danger of politico-rhetorical thinking. The musical education program of the guardians
was the first part of his response, but that was a description. In what follows, we will begin to see
how Plato has Socrates perform the transition toward cosmological thinking in his (attentive)
reader, thus attempting to persuade the reader’s soul—at the “level” of the soul, of course—to
recognize the soul’s purposeful participation in a cosmos (which is ordered well and, therefore,
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good) and, consequently, to recognize humanity’s spiritual vocation: the soul’s desire to
participate in the good to the highest degree possible, or to become as godlike as possible.
In order to outline this movement toward cosmological thinking clearly, I have divided
the chapter into two parts; the first will look at wholeness, the second at the ideal. Both are
fundamental aspects of the cosmological perspective.
I. Wholeness
We begin at the outset of Book IV, in a passage we encountered in Chapter Two. After
hearing a brief description of the guardians’ lifestyle at the close of Book III, Adeimantus
accuses Socrates of not accounting for their happiness (419a), and this prompts Socrates to make
a distinction between the happiness of the individual and the happiness of the city as a whole.
Though Socrates expresses confidence that, despite Adeimantus’ charge, the guardians might
very well be the happiest citizens, he also reminds him that their task was to mold a city that
would be the happiest as a whole (420b-c). The mereological distinction Socrates introduces will
continue to inform the discussion. This is the first “seed” Plato plants in the reader’s soul, as it
were, to move it toward cosmological thinking. But the whole-part relationship can be thought in
various ways, some of which prove impedimentary with respect to cosmological thinking. The
manner in which one conceives of this relationship is foundational to one’s metaphysical and
psychological (and, therefore, ethical) worldview. Let us look at two ways of thinking about
wholes and parts before returning to Socrates and Adeimantus, in order to see which path they
choose. We already began to see these two types emerge in Chapter Three, and they prove to be
essential for understanding the difference between cosmological and politico-rhetorical thinking.
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1. Two Conceptions of Wholeness
Mechanical wholeness is the model of modern science and Cartesian thinking, by which I
mean not only, or even primarily, the writings of Descartes, but a manner of approaching the
world characteristic of his thought and to which our thinking (in the West, at least) seems to
remain significantly spellbound. It is characterized, essentially, by a representation of the world
as partes extra partes, i.e., “parts outside of parts.” This way of approaching reality is formalized
in certain modes of logic and accounts for our (Cartesian) tendency toward spatial, binary
thinking.69 It finds its most prominent and profound expression in modern mathematical physics,
which represents the entirety of the inorganic world through a reduction of that world to its
smallest component parts, which are conceived of as corpuscles of matter—literally, tiny bodies,
the tiniest bodies conceivable—the aggregated summation of which constitute all material
bodies. These corpuscles are particles (not participants, which we reserve for a different
rendering of the whole-part relationship below) and, as such, they bear within themselves no
intrinsic relationship to the whole. The only relationship that exists between particle and whole is
a quantitative one. Once matter is reduced to some smallest measurable quantity, every material
entity can be measured and quantified in terms of that quantity. Modern physics conceived of the
69

Heidegger wonders about this tendency in Being and Time, asking, “Is it a matter of chance that
initially and for the most part significations are ‘worldy’, prefigured beforehand by the significance of the
world, that they are indeed often predominantly ‘spatial’?” (§34). This tendency toward predominantly
worldly and spatial categories arise from the sense of “world” and “space” that come out of Descartes’
conception of res extensa, which Heidegger critiques. He offers, in its stead, a conception of existential
spatiality that belongs to the being of Dasein. My understanding of, and critical stance towards, this
Cartesian tendency has been influenced heavily by Heidegger’s interpretations, but even more so by
Goethe’s and those of the German Romantics, who were inspired by Kant’s avowal, in the third Critique,
of domains of experience that could not be colonized by modern scientific thinking (i.e., predominantly
Cartesian and Netwonian thinking). Goethe, in fact, unlike any of these others, developed a spiritually
grounded scientific “method” that was meant to contend with Newtonian science. Goethe believed that, of
all his work, his scientific writings were his greatest contribution to humanity. They were then mostly,
and still remain largely, neglected, sadly, and for many reasons that Adeimantus and Glaucon would
recognize, namely, that their assumptions about the human soul’s participatory relationship within the
world find little purchase in a culture and an academy dominated by a manner of thinking completely
foreign to, and often vituperatively opposed to, those assumptions.
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entire universe as made up of these corpuscles, the relative movements between which could be
measured and calculated. Thus, all bodies, each and every material entity, could be reduced to
these corpuscles and their interactions, which obey mathematically predictable laws. The whole
universe, then, is represented as a mechanical system of independent, discrete, individualized
particles wholly external to one another—partes extra partes—whose relationships to one
another, and to the whole, are fully quantifiable, mappable, and predictable. This kind of whole
is nothing but an aggregated sum of parts (or particles).
The picture is no less mechanical and Cartesian if, instead of beginning with the part and
building up the whole, we reversed the movement and began with the whole, which we conceive
as determining the parts, and move from there toward the parts. Heidegger was articulating
something of this problem when he described the history of metaphysics, generally, as confusing
being with a being, that is, of attempting to think being in terms of the existence of a particular
being.70 Indeed, all metaphysical substance dualism follows this model. The name itself betrays
this tendency, for dual-ism posits two independent substances, and their relationship is
considered only in mechanical, corpuscular, physicalist, spatialized terms, that is, as “things”
existing outside of one another, partes extra partes. Perhaps the most spiritually pernicious
example of this is found in the tendency of ordinary thinking to conceptualize God as an entity,
which exists, the thinking goes, in very much the same form as any independent “thing” we find
70

The Basic Problems of Phenomenology 17: “We said that ontology is the science of being. But being is
always the being of a being. Being is essentially different from a being, from beings. How is the
distinction between being and beings to be grasped? How can its possibility be explained? If being is not
itself a being, how then does it nevertheless belong to beings, since, after all, being and only beings are?
What does it mean to say that being belongs to beings? The correct answer to this question is the basic
presupposition needed to set about the problems of ontology regarded as the science of being. We must be
able to bring out clearly the difference between being and beings in order to make something like being
the theme of inquiry. This distinction is not arbitrary; rather, it is the one by which the theme of ontology
and thus of philosophy itself is first of all attained. It is a distinction which is first and foremost
constitutive for ontology. We call it the ontological difference—the differentiation between being and
beings.”
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in the world of “objects.”71 This tendency leads to profound naïvité when it comes to genuinely
metaphysical or spiritual matters, as it leads to all manner of questions, for instance, about God’s
“agency” and “responsibility” (for the existence of evil, e.g.), both of which apply to God only if
we figure God as an individual person, especially if by “person” we mean something modeled
after an individual (and, importantly, embodied) human being.72
For this reason, many ancient Eastern philosophies, like Vedanta in India, harbor a
suspicion of all speech to describe ultimate reality, going to great poetic lengths to describe
Brahman (or supreme reality) in terms that resist reifying or personalizing “it,” often opting for
aphophatic expressions, or expressions that at least resist dualist, mechanical thinking; Brahman,
for instance, is often referred to as a “one without a second,” and Vedantic metaphysics is
decidedly not monist—which implies dualism, a “one” in distinction from a “two” (or more). It
is more accurately described negatively, as nondualist.
In the Western tradition, Kierkegaard, for his part, understood something of this
difficulty, and his discussion of what he calls the “absolute paradox” is highly instructive; the
figure of Jesus Christ, God-become-human, is a paradox of the highest order precisely because
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Indeed, the “subject-object” split is another infamous consequence of mechanical, Cartesian thinking,
and one that most of the movements in “continental” philosophy in the 20th and 21st centuries have
attempted to overcome. Heidegger and others, following the German Romantics before them, often
looked to the Greeks as a source for pre-Cartesian modes of thought. That the Greek language itself does
not accommodate a subject-object split seems to be a hint that their thinking was, by and large, not
mechanically oriented. See the quotation of Owen Barfield below.
72
Of course, certain theological perspectives might identify God with something like Personhood (or
Selfhood) as such (“I am that I am”), but such a conception is fully mystical and participatory; it is when
we think of God as an individual personality that we run into trouble, for to individualize is to
particularize, and this means to delineate an “object,” which we cannot help but think in terms of
embodiment in space and time. The theologian Reinhold Niebuhr captures this difficulty of conceiving
God, and offers a non-mechanical solution, in this pithy claim: "The experience of God is not so much a
separate experience, as an overtone implied in all experience" (The Nature and Destiny of Man, Vol. I
127). Notice the employment of a musical metaphor to convey God’s participation in experience, like a
self-imparting whole (see below).
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God and humanity are absolutely different.73 To the Cartesian mind, however, this suggestion
will prompt the rebuttal that, if they are radically different, different in kind, as we say, then there
cannot be any relationship between them. The paradox of Jesus Christ, according to Kierkegaard,
consists in this metaphysical contradiction: within and as this particular human, somehow God is
also present—and it is faith, tellingly, and not reason, that can tolerate and accept the paradox.
Indeed, the paradox is only a paradox for the understanding (in Hegel’s Kantian sense, which
Kierkegaard adopts), which operates according to binary thinking. To this way of thinking,
radical difference implies non-relationality. Cartesian substance dualism takes this to an absurd
extreme when, after positing two separate substances, one physical and the other non-physical,
Descartes entertains the question of “where” they meet, or relate to one another, “in” the body.
The question already betrays an inability to think of these substances except as two “bodies,” and
their relationship is thus framed according to a physicalistic, spatialized model. Descartes’
answer, “the pineal gland,” is one of the most embarrassing episodes in the history of Western
thought, it seems to me, yet it continues to have a lasting effect on our thinking and
philosophizing; for instance, there are still many who consider consciousness to be a “ghost in
the machine.” Such a conception is only possible according to the kind of thinking servilely
bound to a mechanical framework.
Henri Bortoft offers a supremely lucid and insightful treatment of thinking about
wholeness in his study on Goethean science, The Wholeness of Nature. His description of the
problem with this second way of thinking about wholeness (i.e., beginning with a whole and
moving toward the part) is particularly poignant:
[T]his approach [does not get us to] the primacy of the whole. . . . It puts the whole in the position
of a false transcendental, which would come earlier than the parts, and so would leave them no
73

See Kierkegaard, Philosophical Fragments.
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place. This approach effectively considers the whole as if it were a part, but a “superpart” which
controls and dominates the other, lesser parts. It is not the true whole, and neither can the parts be
true parts when they are dominated by this counterfeit whole. Instead, there is only the side-bysideness of would-be parts and the counterfeit whole. This is a false dualism. (10)

Bortoft identifies two instances of what he calls “counterfeit” wholes (in contrast to the one
“authentic” whole): 1) a “resultant” whole, i.e., the aggregate sum of all the parts, and 2) a
“transcendental” whole, i.e., the confusion of the whole with a “superpart,” as described in the
passage just quoted. As we have seen, both counterfeit wholes are beholden to a way of
considering their parts in terms of the model we have been discussing, that is, as wholly external
to one another, partes extra partes. In both cases, there is no way to understand the relationship
between these parts except through mechanical laws of motion that pertain to solid bodies. This
tendency even extends to the domain of logic, which, as I have mentioned previously, Bergson
brilliantly recognized when he claimed that ours was a “logic of solid bodies,” in which
individual propositions are treated like isolated, discrete “things.”
The authentic whole, on the other hand, is an “emergent” whole. “The character of this
emergence,” writes Bortoft, “is the ‘unfolding of enfolding’, so that the parts are the place of the
whole where it bodies forth into presence. The whole imparts itself; it is accomplished through
the parts it fulfills” (10). In an emergent whole, “the essential ordering of the parts is nested, not
linear” (12). Bortoft’s felicitous phrasing helps us think about wholeness in a way that avoids
positing the whole either before or after the parts by rejecting a linear, temporal ordering of
parts. The parts, or participants, we now say, of an emergent, self-imparting whole embody the
whole, or bring it to presentation. We are reminded of Gadamer’s emphasis on originary
μίμησις, and specifically his attendance to the Neoplatonic notion of emanation, since emanation
shares this structure of the whole “imparting” itself. Bortoft uses the example of a holographic
plate, in contrast to a photographic plate, to illustrate this type of wholeness. The latter, if
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broken, shows one fragmentary part, one piece, of the whole image. The former, on the other
hand, if broken, shows, in the broken fragment, the whole image but at a lower intensity (4-9).
The photograph, then, represents a “counterfeit” whole; the holograph, an “authentic” whole. As
an example of thinking the whole as emergent or as self-imparting, let us turn briefly to Bortoft’s
muse, Goethe, whose thinking about wholeness is fully “authentic,” and fully cosmological.
“In the human spirit,” Goethe writes, “as in the universe, nothing is higher or lower;
everything has equal rights to a common center which manifests its hidden existence precisely
through this harmonic relationship between every part and itself” (Scientific Studies 45; my
emphasis). Goethe is quite clear that nature is not a mechanical system and its isolated parts do
not fit together in the fashion of mechanical causality (43). Nature is, rather, “alive and active,
with its efforts directed from the whole to the parts” (20). As alive, nothing occurs in nature “that
does not bear some relation to the whole” (15). “The things we call parts in every living being
are so inseparable from the whole that they may be understood only in and with the whole” (8).
As we can see, Goethe’s rich conception of wholeness consists in the participation of the whole
within each of the parts; it is a conception of a self-imparting, emergent whole. This whole,
importantly, is not a totality. We tend to think of totality as something finished, as what the
Greeks called an ἔργον, a completed action or product, in contrast to ενέργεια, which names the
dynamic process of coming-into-being.74 Goethe’s conception of wholeness is infinite insofar as
it is not total. As infinite, the whole is without end and without limit. Yet, the infinite whole is
contained within the part—within each and every part. By virtue of this, the whole is dynamic
and in constant motion.
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We saw in Chapter Three that Gadamer uses the Aristotelian distinction between ἔργον and ενέργεια
to capture the essence of the being of the work of art.
138

Through the conventions of grammar (and logic), it is difficult not to speak of “the
whole” without reifying it. Once we think of this kind of whole, an emergent whole, as some
“thing,” we have lost it.75 Just as the finite parts that participate in the infinite whole are linked to
the whole, and to each other, by virtue of their participation in the whole, the whole exists only
insofar as it participates in the parts, that is, insofar as the parts reflect the whole in which they
take part. We have, then, something like mutual participation between parts, as well as between
part and whole. This is the “harmonic relationship between every part and itself” that
characterizes the world, according to Goethe.
We can see, then, that this kind of world is a cosmos. As such, its parts relate to each
other, and to the whole itself, in such a way that each participates in the other. The whole cosmos
(a redundant phrase) emerges, or emanates, from within the participation of its participants.
Neither is prior, and neither is later. Just as in Gadamer’s conception of originary μίμησις (which
resists physicalistic, spatialized thinking, unlike representational μίμησις, which takes the
“original” and the “copy” to be two discrete “things,” like bodies), in which the original becomes
original in its being presented, the whole, in a cosmological sense, “becomes whole,” we might
say, in its emergence in, and through, and as—the proliferation of the preposition being
necessary if we are to approach Goethe’s insight and resist thinking mechanically—its parts (or
participants).
2. Harmonious Unity, or: Becoming One
Now let us return to the dialogue and to the first moment of our inquiry. We will see
rather quickly that Socrates’ conception of wholeness is clearly cosmologically oriented.
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In order to guard against the tendency to reify it, Henri Bortoft describes the whole as an “active
absence” (The Wholeness of Nature 14-15).
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Socrates begins his response to Adeimantus’ charge by asking whether they would be “making
the whole beautifully by giving each of the parts what’s appropriate to it” (420d). Socrates’
question reminds us of the rule established in Book II, namely, one-person/one-craft, which was
the founding principle of the city in speech, (and Socrates will mention it explicitly in a few
moments).76 That Socrates has this principle in mind is evident from the first point of their
investigation into the city’s happiness: the effect of personal wealth on the craftsmen. Both great
wealth and great poverty create factions within a city because both cause citizens to stop
performing the crafts each was assigned to. Wealth causes “luxury, laziness, and upheaval”;
poverty causes “stinginess and bad workmanship, in addition to upheaval” (422a).77
Adeimantus seems convinced by this line of thinking but wonders how their city will
wage war and how it will compete against wealthy cities, if it would shun money altogether.
Socrates’ response is rather startling and brings us to our first moment in which the reader is
turned toward cosmological thinking.
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This principle is called “an image of justice” at 443c and will be the cornerstone of the soul’s becoming
whole, or one. The mention of “the beautiful” in Socrates’ question here, then, as well as in Book II, is
quite pregnant with meaning: “Would someone do a more beautiful job who, being one, worked at many
arts, or when one person works at one art?” (370b; my emphasis).
77
Throughout the Republic Socrates criticizes money, perhaps most shockingly at the end of Book III,
where he claims that for the guardians “alone of all those in the city, it’s not lawful to handle or touch
gold and silver, or even to go under the same roof with them, or wear them as ornaments, or drink out of
silver or gold cups” (417a). The assertion that wealth and poverty cause factions in the city recurs in the
catalogue of polities in Book VIII. With the advent of the oligarchic polity, the city is divided into
economic classes. The following are some of the highlights on the topic: 550e, where Socrates says that
virtue and wealth are mutually exclusive; 552a, where he says that “the greatest of all evils” is the
possibility of not belonging to (and thus not being able to participate in any meaningful way in) the city,
“just as a poor person without means”; 550c, where he claims that “it’s impossible to honor wealth in a
city and have moderation in its citizens at the same time in any adequate way”; 564b, where “bigspending men” are called a “sort of disease” in a city. Indeed, this last link, between wealth and
pathology, seems, to my mind, a particularly apt way to think about wealth inequality in early 21st
century, in which fewer than 100 people own half of the world’s total wealth (the other 7,000,000,000
people own the other half). Perhaps it is time to think about the hording of wealth in so few hands as a
plague, a moral disease, or, my personal preference, a pathology of the soul.
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Socrates responds that there are no other cities that “are worth being called a city” than
the one they are imagining. Any other sort of city is a “whole bunch of cities, not a city”
(πάμπολλαι ἀλλ᾽ οὐ πόλις, 422e). “In each of these [other cities],” he continues, “there are a
great many parts; if you treat them as one thing you’d miss the whole point” (423a). The “whole
point” that Socrates seems to be making is that, in happiness as in every quality of the city, they
ought to be looking to the city as a whole, and, furthermore, that this whole has to do with being
one, that is, with unity. The emphasis on unity, in fact, grounds the geographic and demographic
horizon of the “city in speech,” its “most beautiful limit”: it may be allowed “to grow as far as it
can grow and be willing to be one, that far but not beyond” (423b). Socrates reinforces the
emphasis on unity by next referring, now explicitly, to the rule that will ensure that the city
remains unified: one-person/one-craft. If each person does one job, for which one is “naturally
suited,” one “will become one, and not many,” and thus “the city as a whole will grow to be one,
and not many” (423d).
These juxtapositions between “one” and “many” hold the clue to seeing how, in this
passage, Socrates is conceiving of (and inviting the reader to conceive of) wholeness. It is clear
that the whole that Socrates has in mind is not simply an aggregate sum of a city’s component
parts. If this were the case, even the city which is a “whole bunch of cities” could still be
considered a whole city, just one that contains factions, or many disparate parts. This “whole”
city is not one, however, but many. So, wholeness here must have something to do with a certain
kind of unity—a unity, whose unity (or oneness) is found in a unifying rather than factionalizing
relationship among its parts. Thus it is the relationship of, or among, the parts that determines
the city’s being-one or being-many.
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A city that is unified and whole, in the sense that Socrates invokes, then, is one in which
the parts constitute a unity harmoniously. Goethe conceived of the wholeness of the cosmos as
the “harmonic relationship between every part and itself.” A harmonious relationship implies
purpose and order. Harmony refers to the arrangement of parts working together in such a way
as to constitute a whole at which that arrangement intends. In other words, a harmonious whole
manifests its harmony precisely by being harmonious, that is, by being one in the sense that
Socrates here implies. A harmony can never be achieved through parts that stand in a discordant
relationship to one another. This is obvious from how we use the term in music, as is the fact that
a harmony is produced only when each voice involved is “in agreement” with every other,
working together toward a shared purpose. It seems, then, that Socrates is thinking of wholeness
cosmologically.
Now it may be objected that this model of wholeness as harmoniously unified is achieved
through a movement from part to whole and, thus, precludes of being thought cosmologically.
When the parts stand in a certain harmony with one another, then the whole is harmonious. Thus,
the whole comes after the parts, and arranging the parts in the right way guarantees the whole’s
proper harmonious unity. Indeed, Socrates even seems to endorse this reading when he
introduces the one-person/one-craft rule, for surely he at least implies a causal relationship
between each citizen’s unity and the unity of the whole city: the becoming-one of each citizen, as
the cause, leads to the becoming-one of the city, as the effect (423d).
If we attend closely to Socrates’ language, however, we find that the link between citizen
and city is more analogical than directly causal. Although he uses conjunctive language that
suggests cause, the strongest link is not between the citizens and the city but between the rule of
one-person/one-craft and the citizen’s becoming-one. That is to say, Socrates says that each
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citizen must practice the rule “so that each of them, by pursuing the one thing that belongs to
him, will become one and not many” (ὅπως ἂν ἓν τὸ αὑτοῦ ἐπιτηδεύων ἕκαστος μὴ πολλοὶ
ἀλλ᾽ εἷς γίγνηται). The conjunction, ὅπως, certainly suggests causality; the citizens pursue their
own craft in order to bring about the desired effect, namely, unity. But this conjunction is used to
introduce purpose clauses, which state the cause of an action, but only from the perspective of its
purpose. Thus, the causality at work here is final, not efficient, causality.
This point seems rather obvious when we remember that we are talking about people,
after all, for Socrates was clearly never talking about how a citizen becomes a citizen in terms of
efficient causality (e.g., being born in the city, having parents that are citizens, owning land, etc.).
It gains great significance, however, when we consider what Socrates says next: “and in that way
the city as a whole will grow to be one and not many” (καὶ οὕτω δὴ σύμπασα ἡ πόλις μία
φύηται ἀλλὰ μὴ πολλαί). The movement from citizen to city is analogical, not causal; the city
will become one in just the same way (οὕτω) as the citizen becomes one.
Thus, just as with the citizen, Socrates is talking about the purpose of the city. Socrates’
choice of terms is significant in that it imagines the city as though it were alive; as we have seen,
he uses terms for birth and growth throughout the passage, suggesting that the city’s becomingone is natural—the evolution of an organism more than the making of a machine. We saw above
Goethe’s emphasis on the wholeness of life, and, indeed, cosmological thinking is more at home
in the realm of the organic, whereas mechanical thinking belongs to the realm of the inorganic,
i.e., to the dead.78 This passage can be easily misread, it seems to me, precisely because it is
difficult to think of a city as living or, indeed, as anything other than a geographically delimited
and finitely numbered collection of people. It is thus almost impossible not to think of a city in
78

Kant said, profoundly, that there could be no Newton of a blade of grass. Mechanical thinking cannot
capture life or the kind of causality at work in living processes.
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terms of mechanical wholeness. What is a city apart from the citizens who reside in it, after all?
If this is our staring point, as I imagine it would be for virtually every reader at this point of the
text, then we are almost guaranteed to understand Socrates’ description of the city’s becomingone in terms of mechanical, efficient causality, i.e., the whole city becomes unified after, and by
virtue of, each of its parts, each citizen, becoming unified.
Socrates’ image of the city as a living unity is not meant to persuade the reader that a city
is, in fact, a living being. As we shall see as we continue, the emphasis on the city will gradually
fade and will ultimately be supplanted by an emphasis on the soul and its purpose in the cosmos.
Socrates’ image is attempting to move the reader toward thinking about wholeness, specifically a
kind of wholeness that is motivated purposefully by an end. Becoming-one, then, is a
teleological principle, for the citizen and the city alike.
This is precisely where harmony figures in, and why it is important to recognize the
analogy Socrates makes between the citizen and the city with respect to their shared teleological
principle. The city’s wholeness is achieved through the wholeness of the parts, but not in a
summative manner. The citizens (the parts) are in harmony with one another, and with the city
(the whole), because each shares in the same process of becoming-one; the becoming-one of the
city is not something that occurs later, after the becoming-one of each its citizens. Rather, they
become-one together. When each citizen participates in this shared teleological principle, they
are in harmony with one another precisely because each has arranged its life according to this
shared principle. The city itself, too, is striving according to this principle. Thus, the whole (the
city) and the parts (the citizens) are mutually participating in the same end: becoming-one. This
end, moreover, is the whole’s self-imparting. The whole being one and not many means that the
whole is infused with oneness that extends from the whole to part and part to part and part to
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whole. Or, we might say, the becoming-one of the city is, as the emerging whole, the becomingone of the citizens, and vice versa: the becoming-one of the citizens is, as the emerging whole,
the becoming-one of the city.
I think we see this clearly in the realm of music; each voice sings its own notes, thus
creating the harmony through the individual voices, but it was the harmony itself that was aimed
at in the singing. Each voice sings what is appropriate to it for the sake of the harmony. Thus,
each voice is purposefully “one”—it is what it is supposed to be (analogous, in this way, to the
one-person/one-craft rule)—but it is only what it is, it only retains its “oneness,” by virtue of the
harmony attempting to be achieved; and each one attempts to achieve it in the only way it can,
that is, together and in concert with all others. Thus, we see that in a harmonious unity, the whole
and the part are mutually determining and are motivated, we might say, by the same teleological
principle. With respect to the unity of the citizen and of the city, then, it has become clear that
becoming-one is to become whole in a way that reflects the wholeness of a cosmos. To be
harmoniously one, in this sense, is to reflect, in one’s own constitution, the harmonious
constitution of the cosmos; it is to be a microcosm.
3. The Longer Road to the Soul
Let us move on to the next moment in which the text moves the reader toward thinking
cosmologically. After having discerned the distinct parts of the city but before moving on with
the analogy to the soul, Socrates makes a rather startling admission. At 435c-d, he cautions that
the analogy between the city and the soul might not yield, “in a precise way,” the forms of justice
and injustice within the soul that the very analogy, as a model-image, was meant to yield. There
is, however, a “longer and more rigorous road” that might lead to them, he suggests. Glaucon,
for his part, is happy to continue along the current path, following “the things that have already
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been said and considered,” which will still yield “something to be content with.” Socrates assents
to the wishes of his interlocutor (as he so often does throughout the dialogue), but though he
claims that continuing along this path of inquiry will be, for him, “quite sufficient,” the attentive
reader will notice in this moment a space in which to enter the dialogue by taking up, in oneself,
the question, left implicit in the dialogue, of what is lacking in the city-soul analogy and in their
present attempt to find justice and injustice by means of that analogy. Is the analogy faulty? If so,
how? Is there some mistake within the given structure of the city? Or is that structure in some
way only apparently, perhaps misleadingly, analogous to the structure of the soul?79
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The reader is given a hint that the image of the tripartite soul is insufficient—in Book IX—when,
describing the soul of the tyrant (and its happiness and misery), Socrates introduces into each part of the
tripartite soul an accompanying desire, which, in turn, brings with it is own pleasure and pain (580c587a). Adding a “desire” to each part, one of which is the “desiring” part, complicates the original
tripartite structure, which seemed so cleanly delineated. The force of Socrates’ reflections, in addition to
this complication, seem to be to offer something of an argument for the highest part—now referred to as
the “wisdom-loving” part—finding its pleasure in truth and being, thereby further endorsing the
consanguinity between the highest aspirations of the human soul and the attainment of the truth of being
and, subsequently, endorsing, as the best life, the life devoted to philosophical, spiritual growth. In fact,
that Socrates refers to the rational part of the soul as the wisdom-loving part invokes the definitions of the
nature of the philosopher introduced at 375b and reiterated, later, in Book VI, in the detailed description
of the philosopher (485b-487a), which we will discuss in Chapter Five. The essential feature of the
philosophical nature is that it “always [has] an erotic desire for what can be learned that reveals to [it] any
of the being that always is and doesn’t wander around under the sway of coming to be and passing away”
(485b). Socrates’ definition and description will help us understand the role ἔρως plays in spiritual life,
but I offer this quote now to illustrate how this image of the philosopher as erotically driven already
implies a kind of desire unaccounted for by the tripartite soul-image given in Book IV. The attentive
reader, at reading this description at 485b, might already wonder to what part of the soul this ἔρως
attaches and might recall Socrates’ warning at 435c-d. Even further, the attentive reader might also
remember that guardian education ends in “love of the beautiful,” but this love is an ὀρθός ἔρως (403a),
devoid of passion (which would, as such, presumably, belong to the desiring part of the soul). The point is
that the attentive reader might already be wondering about the accuracy and precision of the image of the
soul being developed as the conversation proceeds. Indeed, one of the most vexing questions to the
novice, the casual Plato reader, or the pseudo-philosopher who learns about Plato—especially Plato the
arch-rationalist mathematician and father of metaphysics (the likes of which we encountered in Chapter
One in the guise of Havelock’s reading, which remains all too common, especially in how Plato is taught
within the academy)—but has not read, and dwelled, with the dialogues, is how to reconcile the erotic
inclination of the philosophic soul with its supremely rational foundation and τέλος. These seem like
opposed tendencies, and they are, but only according to the all-too-common and superficial reading of
Plato’s psychology as that of the cleanly divided tripartite soul. This image of the soul is the one taught to
almost every introductory philosophy student as doctrine, as Plato’s final pronouncement on the matter.
Of course, such an image, if offered in ignorance of its textual complications and promulgated as
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Socrates hesitates at this moment, I argue, because he realizes the soul cannot be
represented “precisely” by being fragmented into discrete parts, like the city. The city-soul
analogy breaks down precisely along the fault line between mechanical and cosmological
thinking. It may take an unwarranted stretch of the imagination to see the city as a living whole,
but there can be no doubt about the soul—it is alive, or rather, it is life. This episode takes the
reader further down the path of cosmological thinking and, at the same time, continues the
movement toward emphasizing the life of the soul over the constitution of the city.
Immediately after acquiescing to Glaucon’s suggestion that the path they are on is
sufficient, Socrates asks, “isn’t there a great necessity for us to agree that the same forms and
states of character are present in each of us as are in the city?” (435d-e). Indeed, if they are going
to continue along their current trajectory, that means continuing the city-soul analogy that has
structured their discussion. This is the “great necessity” that Socrates is talking about. But at this
point Socrates introduces a topic that he describes as “difficult”: he asks Glaucon to consider
whether we act each way by means of the same thing, or in different ways by means of different
things, of which there are three—whether we learn by means of one of the things in us, become
spirited by means of another, and feel desires in turn by means of a third for the pleasures having
to do with nourishment and procreation and as many things as are closely related to these, or
whether we act by means of the whole soul in each of them… (436a-b; my emphasis)

Socrates offers three distinct configurations to explain the activity of the soul: 1) the same part of
the soul is responsible for its disparate actions; 2) different parts of the soul are responsible for
its disparate actions, each part aligned with its appropriate domain (just as in the city); 3) the
whole soul is responsible for its disparate actions, being, as it were, “in each of them.”

doctrine, becomes nothing but another shadow on the cave wall, mindlessly and uncritically absorbed and
believed, and then mindlessly and uncritically regurgitated to others.
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Now, it is odd that Socrates even offers this third option, given that he had just said that
there is a “great necessity” to agree on the isomorphism between the city and soul. Odder still is
that, even after he offers it, it is passed by in total silence. In his next utterance, (after Glaucon
agrees that this will be a difficult question to resolve), he exhorts Glaucon to “try to mark out
whether they’re the same as one another or different, in this way” (436b). Clearly, then, Socrates
is only considering the first two configurations. The “way” that Socrates offers, furthermore, is
telling; it is the first known articulation of what will come to be known as the “principle of noncontradiction.”80 He says, “It’s obvious that the same thing isn’t going to put up with doing or
undergoing opposite things in the same respect and in relation to the same thing at the same
time” (436b-c). Using this “principle,” Socrates and Glaucon are able to posit two separate parts
of the soul—the rational and the irrational (439d)—and then, after that, a third part, the spirited
part, proof of which they derive from the well known story of Leontius’ desire to see dead
bodies, a desire that is rebuked by this spirited, angry part of his soul (439e-440b). So, what has
happened here?
It seems clear that Socrates—hearing no interest whatsoever from Glaucon (or any of the
other interlocutors) in the “longer road” that might grasp the soul “in a precise way”—resolves to
continue their conversation along its current path. So why does he offer a configuration of the
soul in which the whole soul participates in each of its actions? Perhaps it was a final attempt to
lure Glaucon into taking the “longer road.” Since he does not, Socrates simply moves on. This
makes sense, dramatically, but is nonetheless unsatisfying to the attentive reader. In fact, this
whole exchange is rather strange, especially given the arc of the discussion so far. Where is
Glaucon’s enthusiasm, so evident at the beginning of Book II, to hear Socrates defend the life

80

Sachs makes this claim in a footnote to this passage.
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lived according to justice? It was Glaucon’s dissatisfaction with Socrates’ defense of justice in
Book I, after all, which started the conversation along the path it now finds itself. Indeed,
Glaucon’s choice to ignore Socrates’ warning of the deficiency of the city-soul analogy might
seem like a sort of betrayal to Socrates and to the discussion at large. For all of these reasons, I
think we ought to see Socrates’ invitation to think of the whole soul as penetrating and infusing
itself within each action as directed to the reader, even more than to Glaucon. It is an invitation,
moreover, to think about the soul cosmologically, since it asks the reader to consider a soul that
is self-imparting, to borrow Bortoft’s language, with respect to its actions and, thereby, resists
thinking of the soul as cut up, mechanically, into discrete parts. Conceiving the soul in terms of
facultary distinctions mirrored in the analogy with the city misses the organic wholeness of the
life of the soul and renders it into something more like a body, i.e., a collection of parts (or
particles).
4. The Greatest Good
Our last textual moment is also the most important of the three, and we shall see its
significance re-emerge in the second part of this chapter. Near the outset of the so-called “second
wave” of Socrates’ defense of guardian communal life, i.e., the sharing of spouses and children
(which begins at 457d), Socrates asserts that his proposals for the communal life of the guardians
will have been grounded once they ask themselves the following question: “what’s the greatest
good we can state in the organization of a city…and what’s the greatest evil?” After that, they
can “consider on that basis whether the things we were just now going over fit into the footprint
of the good while they don’t fit that of evil” (462a). The greatest good in a city is “that which
binds it together and makes it one,” and the greatest evil, “that which tears it apart and makes it
many instead of one” (462a-b). More specifically, “the sharing of pleasure and pain” binds the
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city together and unifies it, and “the city governed best” is the one “in which the most people say
mine and not mine on the same occasion about the same things” (462b-c). In light of these
claims, the sharing of spouses and children becomes a specific case of sharing that participates in
a more general principle of sharing certain experiences—especially pleasure and pain—which
acts as the binding agent through which the city coheres into a unity. Socrates next explicitly
reverses the original analogy of the city applied to the soul, clearly invoking the kind of
wholeness (as unified and harmonious) of the soul that our first two textual moments suggested.
He states that the best city is “precisely whichever city is in a condition closest to that of a single
human being” (462c).
This remarkable reversal has been, as we have seen, subtly suggested by Socrates
throughout the passages we have been investigating. This shift of emphasis away from the city,
with its specific programs and laws, and toward the life of the soul will continue and deepen, as
Socrates and the interlocutors begin to look at the philosopher’s soul and that soul’s
philosophical vocation. In fact, Socrates’ “third wave,” the philosopher-ruler, will bring the
philosopher’s soul to the forefront of the discussion, since it will be the philosophical soul that
truly grounds the possibility of the perfectly just city. We will look at all of this in the following
chapter.
At this point, we must notice how this “greatest good” for the city implies thinking about
wholeness cosmologically. Notice that it is, again, sharing, or mutual participation, that
characterizes the city’s becoming unified, specifically sharing in “the same” pains and pleasures.
“So I imagine,” Socrates continues, “that when one of its citizens undergoes anything at all, good
or bad, such a city most of all will claim the thing that happened to him as its own, and all of it
will share the pleasure or share the pain” (462d-e). What does it mean, though, to share in the
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same pain and pleasure with someone else? Socrates is not calling merely for something like
universal sympathy. Although such a feeling is clearly necessary for binding the city together as
one, it is not sufficient to capture Socrates’ deeper point. The character of this fellow feeling is
not simply that of sympathy but, rather, of identity. It reminds one of Schopenhauer’s
unfortunately forgotten ethics, which, drawing heavily on Eastern spiritual traditions, for which
such ideas are not only easily understandable but often metaphysically and cosmologically
foundational, calls for a universal love grounded in the understanding of the identity of all
suffering. In the Bhagavad Gita, for instance, Krishna, the representative of the supreme
Godhead, tells Arjuna, the representative of the spiritual aspirant, “When a person responds to
the joys and sorrows of others as if they were his own, he has attained the highest state of
spiritual union” (6:32). Even the “as if” here is a bit misleading. When you suffer, I do not
simply recognize, and sympathize with, your suffering, or “put myself in your shoes,” as it were,
but, rather, I too suffer and I suffer the same suffering. The metaphysical ground of such an
assertion is a thoroughgoing nondualism: at bottom, we ourselves are one or, at least, are all
participating in the one, self-same ultimate reality and, in a sense that goes beyond our individual
egos and personalities, are that reality. Because our Western mode of thinking, even today, bears
the legacy of Cartesianism in its very marrow, it is difficult to understand how my suffering and
your suffering could be “the same” suffering. This is another instance of the Bergson’s logic of
solid bodies. The metaphysical and epistemological frame through which we tend to read my
suffering and your suffering takes my suffering and your suffering as two distinct points, or
bodies, existing in a neutral space. Therefore, it cannot comprehend the situation in any other
way than to assert that there are here two distinct sufferers and, just as obviously, two distinct
sufferings. The robust sense of participation at work in Plato is not Cartesian, not even
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“epistemological” insofar as epistemology approaches the question of knowledge from the
standpoint that posits a rigid distinction between subject and object. As readers, we err when we
forget that this standpoint is culturally and historically conditioned. This becomes obvious
immediately to the Western student who, still in the thrall of Cartesianism, would attempt to
grapple with Eastern spiritual literature. Likewise, we err when we forget that pre-Cartesian
thought, in the Western tradition, does not assume the subject-object dichotomy in its approach
to the question of knowledge.
Owen Barfield’s illuminating study on idolatry, Saving the Appearances, traces the
evolution of consciousness in the West, appealing to a sense of what he calls “original
participation” that characterized ancient and medieval thinking; this term means, simply, that
thinking participates in what is thought. Instead of the rigid distinction, between a subject that
thinks and an object that is thought, participation presupposes a cosmos, in which the soul (not
the subject) belongs to, and is fundamentally woven within, the very fabric of ultimate reality.
This means, of course, since a cosmos is teleologically ordered, that human life, the life of the
soul, is purposefully wedded to the entire order of the whole universe. 81 Humanity is no
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The sense of participation that Barfield has in mind goes deeper, too, than the notion of “intentionality,”
the noetic-noematic coupling, with which phenomenology begins. The latter is, in some sense, a return to
a pre-Cartesian mode of thinking, and this is most evident in Heidegger’s brand, especially in his return to
the Pre-Socratics and his privileging of poetry. However, later movements that have sprung from
Heidegger, either in allegiance or defiance—all continental philosophy after 1927 or so is a footnote to
Heidegger—have steadily moved away from seeing the intentional coupling as involving Dasein and
Sein, or in my terms, soul and cosmos. Consciousness is, indeed, still conscious of something, but postphenomenological movements of the last half-century have largely denuded this “something” of its
relation to ultimate reality, always positing some medium—whether it is the ceaseless play of language
(Derrida), the effect of tradition (Gadamer), or the socially constructed complex of political and
institutional power relations (Foucault)—that molds our thinking and keeps it from reaching reality as
such. The dogmatic finitization of thinking is spiritually dangerous because, though it does overcome
Cartesianism, it falls into idolatry, taking whatever it posits as the medium to be reality itself. To say that
reality is seen through socially and culturally constructed concepts is true enough. The spiritualist and
mystic would agree. However, the mystic would argue that the constructed medium through which reality
is filtered is an impediment that bars one from seeing reality and, therefore, should be discarded—the
work of discarding these constructions is the very work of spirituality. The tendency prevalent today,
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randomly occurring accident—and pre-Cartesian thinking felt this and, indeed, experienced the
world along the contours provided by that truth. Barfield writes, “For medieval man, then, the
universe was a kind of theophany, in which he participated at different levels, in being, in
thinking or naming, and in knowing” (92). By contrast, “we think of [consciousness] as situated
at some point in space, which has no special relation to the universe as a whole, and is certainly
nowhere near its center” (92). He continues, in a lovely passage:
Even those who achieve the intellectual contortionism of denying that there is such a thing as
consciousness, feel that this denial comes from inside their own skins. Whatever it is that we
ought to call our “selves,” our bones carry it about like porters. This was not the background
picture before the scientific revolution. The background picture then was of man as microcosm
within the macrocosm. It is clear he did not feel himself isolated by his skin from the world
outside him to quite the same extent as we do. He was integrated or mortised into it, each
different part of him being united to a different part of it by some invisible thread. In his relation
to his environment, the man of the middle ages was rather less like an island, rather more like an
embryo, than we are. (78)

These reflections help us think the kind of participation Plato is suggesting in this
passage, as well as understand Socrates’ insistence that the suffering of any other will be
regarded as one’s own. If the human soul’s relationship to the world is that of a microcosm
within the macrocosm (as we suggested it was in the context of our first textual moment), then
the soul is an image—in the robust, Gadamerian sense—of the universe, reflecting its order and
purpose. That each and every soul is such a microcosm means that each soul is, similarly, a
reflection of every other soul, and of the macrocosm itself. In this way, each soul, as microcosm,
participates in the macrocosm, perhaps to greater or lesser degrees—just like the holographic
plate in Bortoft’s analogy. The important point is that each participates in the whole, and the
whole imparts itself within each. Socrates’ emphasis on the unifying experience of shared

especially in its lazier forms, says that reality is socially constructed, not merely filtered through various
media, thereby reifying whatever social construct one might be discussing. In this way, the social
construct is idolized; what is merely a representation of reality is taken to be reality itself.
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pleasure and pain, and his suggestion that each other’s experience belongs, in some measure, not
only to the one experiencing it, but to every other person, can only be understood within a
cosmological framework that conceives of the whole in terms of a unifying harmony and,
subsequently, the soul’s participation in the world—and specifically becoming, itself, a
harmonious one—as purposeful.
Harmonious unity, or becoming-one, is, for the city and the soul (though the latter has
become the model for both), their teleological principle. And this principle is the same as that of
a cosmos, we might say, because the cosmos is a harmoniously unified whole. Thus, the
teleological principle that motivates the soul is: be like the cosmos. But as Socrates’ words make
clear: being-like-the-cosmos is, at the same time, the soul’s “greatest good,” that is, it is the ideal
toward which the soul strives. The soul’s purpose, then, is related directly to a specific
conception of a summum bonum, but that highest and greatest good is precisely to achieve, in
one’s soul, the embodiment of the constitution of the cosmos. The highest good for the soul, and
its spiritual vocation, then, is to discern reality and to imitate it. We will look at this spiritual
vocation in detail in Chapter Five. In the second part of the present chapter, we shall take up the
other major aspect of cosmological thinking, which our third textual moment introduced: the
ideal toward which the soul’s becoming strives.
II. The Ideal
Thinking in terms of the ideal turns out to be indicative of cosmological thinking—and
anathema to politico-rhetorical thinking; throughout Book V, especially, Socrates moves the
reader in that direction. Again, as in the first section, we will take up three textual moments in
which this movement emerges.
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1. The Posture of Prayer
We begin at the outset of Book V. Having difficulties with the description of the
guardians’ lifestyle, particularly the sharing of women and children (449d), the group of listeners
asks Socrates to elaborate on and defend his proposals. What is particularly interesting here and
is often overlooked, in favor of attending to the particularly riveting and controversial content of
the “waves” through which Socrates swims, is the rhetorical register of prayer to which
Socrates’ response appeals. He immediately admits that his defense will be difficult “because it
has a lot of doubtful points.” Specifically, he continues, “It could even be doubted that what’s
spoken of is possible, and even if it came about as much as it possibly could, there will also be
doubts even in that case that this would be the best thing” (450c). The two doubtful points, then,
are whether Socrates’ description of guardian communal life is 1) possible and, even if possible,
2) the best. These doubts are the cause of his reluctance to speak, fearing that his “argument
would seem to be only a prayer” (μὴ εὐχὴ δοκῇ εἶναι ὁ λόγος, 450d).
What does Socrates mean here? Does he really believe that what he is about to offer is
really an argument but will only seem to be a prayer to his interlocutors? The distinction between
“argument” and “prayer” would then seem to fall along the now familiar divide between being
and seeming; something might be an argument but nonetheless seem to be merely a prayer. Does
something that merely seems to be a prayer actually serve the purpose of being, somehow, also
an argument? It is not clear. But we quickly learn that his proposals “would look absurd if
they’re done the way they’re being described, just because they’re contrary to custom” (452a,
my emphasis).82 The argument’s seeming-like-a-prayer, then, is indeed a seeming—but from a
particular perspective, i.e., common, customary opinion. The implication is that customary
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This point is re-asserted at 472a, just before the “third wave,” the philosopher-ruler.
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opinion will not recognize what Socrates proposes as an argument—even though it is, or at least
is intended to be, one. Rather, due to this two-fold doubt (possibility and goodness) that has
caused Socrates’ reticence, customary opinion will hear nothing but a prayer. This means that the
difference between prayer and argument, at least within the context of this scene, is that an
argument offers what is at least possible; if an argument tends toward the impossible it morphs
into a prayer. Whether or not the argument offers what is best seems to arise only after the
question of possibility is answered. We see this in the manner in which Socrates articulates his
doubt: “It could even be doubted that what’s spoken of is possible, and even if it came about as
much as it possibly could, there will also be doubts even in that case that this would be the best
thing” (450c, my emphasis). Socrates gives priority to the doubtfulness of his proposals’
possibility, such that their doubtfulness with respect to their goodness is considered only after the
first doubt is put to rest. If it is not put to rest, it would seem that the question of goodness, then,
does not arise at all, for it would seem unnecessary. Thus, we might conclude, at least
provisionally, that a prayer is what an argument seems like to customary opinion when what is
proposed in that argument is considered impossible.
However, the manner in which customary opinion operates, namely, evaluating
possibility before goodness, is significant in its implications. Socrates is describing a thoughtprocess that is immediately familiar and which constitutes everyday, pragmatic thinking, by
which I mean nothing technical, and nothing more than our common—even customary—
tendency to think in a manner devoted to practical, realistic concerns. This is sometimes referred
to as instrumental reason, or a type of thinking that Hannah Arendt describes as “the handmaiden
of knowledge, a mere instrument for ulterior purposes.” To this, she contrasts “thinking as such,”
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which she describes as “the quest for meaning” (“Thinking and Moral Considerations” 424).83
The latter “interrupts all doing, all ordinary activities…it is as though [the thinker] has moved
into another world” (423) and this is why such lofty thinking seems, to ordinary thought, to be
“out of order” (424).84 I wish to employ Arendt’s distinction, at least loosely, to approach this
question of prayer, for it seems to me that the sort of instrumental thinking that she describes is
what Socrates has in mind when he refers to customary opinion. Indeed, as Arendt makes clear,
this kind of thinking seems perfectly natural to native consciousness—she even says that
thinking as such seems, from that perspective, “unnatural,” as an “activity contrary to the human
condition” (424). This is a critical point, for we must remember that the very conversation in
which Socrates and his interlocutors are currently engaged was prompted by the utter inadequacy
both of common opinions about justice and of the customary and poetically sanctioned παιδεία
regarding justice. In this way, the exigence to which Socrates is responding, throughout Book V,
remains the customary politico-rhetorical thinking that was deemed so unpersuasive and
spiritually dangerous in Book II.
The invocation of the rhetorical register of prayer, I claim, is meant to provoke the
interlocutors and the readers to think about the need to abandon politico-rhetorical thinking, or to
interrupt ordinary life, to use Arendt’s term, specifically its addiction to, and valorization of,
instrumental modes of thought. Indeed, the politically minded person’s first question is not,
“what is best?” but “what is economically feasible?” or “what is politically expedient?” Politicorhetorical thinking is aimed at expediency; talking about ideals seems to it, at best, as mere
wishful thinking. It is no wonder that it makes this judgment, for the kind of thinking having to
do with the quest for meaning seems to it exorbitant, fanciful, otherworldly, and even unnatural.
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This type of thinking-as-quest-for-meaning is equated, later in the essay, with Socratic ἔρως.
The description of thinking as such as seeming “out of order” originates in Heidegger, Arendt notes.
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But there is no path to meaning more direct than asking about purpose—our own, as well as that
of the cosmos. In fact, the quest for meaning is the question of purpose. In this way, the appeal to
prayer indicates to the reader that Socrates’ proposals will keep us within the realm of
cosmological thinking.
Now, it is just the kind of interruption of thinking in terms of possibility and expediency
that the appeal to prayer emphasizes, because one prays for what is ideal, as a passage from
Aristotle’s Politics teaches us—a passage whose resonance with the Republic is clear:
Seeing as how the things just said about these matters have served as a preface, and what
concerns the other forms of government has been studied by us earlier, the beginning of what
remains is to speak first about what sorts of underlying conditions need to be present for the city
that is to be organized the way one would wish (κατ᾽ εὐχὴν). For it is not possible for the best
form of government to come into being without the commensurate equipment. Hence it is
necessary to take for granted in advance many things as being the way they are prayed for
(καθάπερ εὐχομένους), so long as none of these are impossible. (1325b; my emphasis)

It is not clear whether Aristotle had Plato’s Republic in mind when penning these words, and the
issue is, of course, beyond interpretational reach, but the association of what is best or ideal with
that for which one would pray is unmistakable. It is noteworthy that Aristotle is engaging in a
thought-project very much like that of Socrates and the group, as imaged in the dialogue. He is,
like them, philosophizing about, and toward, what is best—which, as we shall see in the next
chapter, is simply philosophizing.
As Aristotle and Socrates make clear, the question of feasibility or possibility is not
completely forsaken by the philosophical and spiritual pursuit of the ideal; even the conditions of
the city that one would pray for must prove to be possible. Rather, from the perspective of the
ideal, the question of possibility is suspended, so that it does not impede that pursuit. And it does
impede that pursuit in most of us, most of the time, especially in our modern, technologically
advanced civilization. Not only is this obvious from simple observation of our global, neoliberal
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culture, but it is also proved by the fact that thinking in terms of meaning is seen as an “unnatural
interruption” of the normal operations of the world. It would be well beyond the scope of this
investigation to critique the myriad economic, ideological, political, and philosophical doctrines
that contribute to our current mire, but it seems uncontroversial to say that our cultural, political,
and social priorities remain bound to this sort of thinking. In this way, the Republic, as a spiritual
response to this brand of thinking, is just as relevant today as it was in Plato’s Athens—but
perhaps it is even more needed for us.
The appeal to prayer, more specifically, helps drive a wedge between thinking in terms of
possibility and in terms of what is best, or more precisely, it helps to destabilize or interrupt the
priority that common, customary thinking attributes to expediency, utility, and possibility.
Socrates wants to deemphasize the former, which dominates politico-rhetorical thinking, and
emphasize the latter, which is the proper vocation of cosmological thinking, and thus belongs to
the domain of the philosopher and of spiritual life.
Ironically, prayer is also a sort of striving toward the ideal from the perspective of
politico-rhetorical thinking. In fact, we have actually already seen this. In Chapter One, prayer
was considered in its particular persuasive capacity: through prayer and other offerings, those
devoted to total injustice are able to persuade the gods to forgive their souls. The soteriological
power of prayer, in turns out, is a central pillar of politico-rhetorical thinking, though we did not
notice it at the time. Recall the following passage, in which Adeimantus ventriloquizes someone
considering the claims made by “the poets who gave their genealogies [and] who say [the gods]
are the sort to be swayed when persuasion is applied through ‘sacrifices and gentle vows’ and
dedicated offerings” (365e):
So if they’re to be believed, one should do injustice and offer sacrifices out of the things unjustly
acquired. Because by being just, we’ll only be punished by the gods, and we’ll be rejecting the
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gains from injustice, but by being unjust, we’ll have the gains, and by praying when we
transgress and sin, we’ll get off unpunished by persuading them. (365e-366a; my emphasis)

The force of this reasoning is remarkable in its capacity to pervert the moral “ought” into
something like an immoral imperative; the ideal, total injustice, is not only something that one
would pray for but something actually achieved through prayer. This reasoning rests directly on
the belief that the gods can be persuaded through prayer, i.e., that prayer of this sort is possible.
Prayer, then, turns out to be the lynchpin of politico-rhetorical thinking, the culminating
justification for the life devoted to total injustice.
This conception of prayer as rhetorical calculation smacks of Pascal’s wager, and the
form of reasoning that would arrive at such a conception can be nothing other than instrumental.
Remarkably, this sort of prayer is not seen to be impossible at all. In fact, it could not be
considered so, by the logic of its own reasoning. From the perspective of cosmological thinking,
deepening the irony, it is precisely this kind of prayer that truly is impossible, for if the life of the
soul is cosmically purposive, it is the impossibility of all impossibilities that the soul’s injustice
could be absolved through insincere petition. I am reminded here of the sage words of the poet
Czeslaw Milosz, speaking against Marx’s notorious creed about religion:
A true opium for the people is a belief in nothingness after death—the huge solace of thinking
that for our betrayals, greed, cowardice, murders we are not going to be judged. (“Discreet Charm
of Nihilism” 17)

Marx’s opium metaphor, of course, was deployed in a Feuerbach-inspired critique of religion’s
panacean promises vis-à-vis human suffering and happiness.85 Milosz’s genius is to remind us of
the naivety of the young Marx: spiritual orientation amounts to more than a desire to escape our
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See “Toward a Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right: Introduction.” “Critique” here is used
generously. Though Marxist critique continues to inform many philosophical orientations, and has
influenced my own thinking, his writings on religion are, in my opinion, more rhetorical flourish and
dogmatic regurgitation than insightful critique, of which he is, with respect to so many other issues, a
master.
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miserable human condition. It also provides moral purpose, which presents itself from out of
itself, as we saw in the previous chapter’s analysis of cosmophanic beauty.86 Recall that the
beautiful, as the self-presentation of the good, is the appearance, for us, of the spiritual values
that constitute reality and, therefore, ought to constitute our own lives. The highest ideal of the
soul is found in beauty’s imperative: be like the cosmos!
Let us summarize the foregoing. Prayer, when invoked from the perspective of
customary, instrumental reasoning, is a kind of possible but insincere petition to the gods to save
one’s soul from the punishment of one’s unjust deeds, therefore providing the final justification
for the life of total injustice. The motivation to believe in the possibility of prayer comes from
the desire for total injustice. From the cosmological perspective, prayer is a mode of thinking
that strives for the ideal, or what is best. In articulating the ideal (or the good), the motivation to
believe in the possibility of prayer comes from the desire to realize the good. From the
perspective of the former, the cosmological sort of prayer seems impossible because the ideals of
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That this moral cosmic purpose shows itself, from out of itself, is important, since Marx’s critique of
religion is based on Feuerbach’s reversal of religion, from a revealed truth that transcends humanity into
the product of human fantasy. Freud takes this critique further, reducing religious feeling to psychological
energy. From the perspective of spirituality, any such reduction is the height of hubris, for it implies that
human thinking, of itself, is capable of comprehending and explaining the mysteries of existence. Even
further, such a posture is spiritually dangerous because it involves a performative self-contradiction: a
being endowed with a soul—the only kind of being capable of reflecting on itself in this way—uses that
power to explain away the very existence of that power. Truly, this is the actual fantasy dreamed up by
the mind. It is for this reason that all spiritual traditions begin and end with some form of what we call
“self-knowledge,” though this phrase itself causes so much confusion, especially in the West. We might
recall that the essence of the most ancient spiritual tradition in the world, Hinduism, and Buddhism after
that, is the science of the self, and thus is a kind of spiritual psychology (as opposed to the materialistmechanistic psychology prevalent today). It is the practice of yoga—which is the study and practice of
one’s true Self (Atman), leading to mystical union with the Self of all (Brahman), of which neither
oneself, nor anything else, is ever separate. From this perspective, modern psychology remains fixated at
the level of the ego, which is the restless mind tethered to “name and form,” never rising to the level of
the Self, which is pure consciousness, beyond anything determined by nous or captured by logos, and
which is the supreme reality. A mahavakya, a “great saying” repeated often and thought to contain an
essential truth, of the Upanishads is tat tvam asi, “You are that,” meaning, who you really are is this Self
that is the soul of the world. Marxist or Freudian critiques would seem, to the Self, like the dress-up
games children play when pretending to be adults.
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goodness to which it appeals threaten its way of life. The soul devoted to total injustice still
believes in the gods but also believes that the gods are, like human beings, easily moved and
persuaded, and even by insincere flattery; prayer, then, is just another tool used in the rhetorical
game, to which this kind of thinking reduces life. But if the gods are of a different sort, if they
are always good and never changing, and if the divine is a realm in which truth and goodness
reign (i.e., the universe is a cosmos)—as Socrates and the brothers certainly believe—then the
prayer of the unjust is, indeed, nothing but an opiate, but one far more deadly than its religious
counterpart, for this opium lets one believe, as the title of Milosz’s essay, “Discreet Charm of
Nihilism,” indicates—in nothing. But to believe in nothing is to believe that anything goes; such
non-thinking produces what Arendt calls “the non-wicked everybody who has no special motives
and for this reason is capable of infinite evil” (“Thinking and Moral Considerations” 445;
original emphasis).
But what of the prayer that desires the good—is it a sincere petition of the divine? We
must be careful when we ask this sort of question that we do not invite a modern prejudice, as
prayer, very likely for most contemporary readers, invokes a devotional religious context, and in
this context, prayer would be connected, unequivocally, with a more-or-less direct
communication with God (or at least some higher plane of reality). However, Socrates has been
gesturing toward the divine throughout, and the connection between prayer and the divine is
obviously implied, even when, as we have just considered, prayer is employed for diabolical
ends. Prayer, of any sort, then, seems to be a sort of divine petition. At the very least, we can say
that prayer is something like an orientation toward the divine.
In this aspect, Socrates’ invocation of prayer is consonant with the spiritual ascent of the
guardian, whose παιδεία aimed at making the guardians as god-like as possible, which was
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announced as the purpose and goal of their education (383c). The image of the godlike soul, we
remember, offers the guardians an ideal to strive for. A plethora of relatively interchangeable
terms have revealed themselves as pertinent in this context: we spoke of a pattern, paradigm,
image, or model to be maintained, preserved, safeguarded, remembered, saved, and imitated. It
seems that we can add prayer to this constellation of meaning. Of course, to offer an outline of a
πόλις that one would pray for, as Aristotle and Socrates do, is not to pray, exactly, but rather to
be oriented toward thinking in terms of the ideal. A philosophical prayer, then—if I might put it
like that—is the orientation of the soul toward thinking about the ideal without the impediment of
instrumental reason.87
Socrates’ invocation of prayer at the beginning of Book V prepares the reader for the
tension between the possible and the good that continues to inform Socrates’ attempts to wade
though the “waves” of guardian communal life. As we shall see in the next moment we
investigate, Socrates will perform the act of thinking that interrupts instrumental reason; in other
words, he will show himself oriented prayerfully. This is evident as Socrates continues to offer
his interlocutors, and Plato his readers, a teleological and cosmological alternative to political
expediency and rhetorical acumen: the life of the soul consists of striving toward a cosmic
summum bonum, namely, to become like the cosmos oneself, the ideal of the soul that would
strive to realize the good.
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We might turn again to Aristotle, who, in De Interpretatione, makes a distinction between sentences
that make claims about the way things are and prayers, which have no stake in the true and the false:
“Every sentence is significant (not as a tool, but, as we said, by convention), but not every sentence is a
statement-making sentences, but only those in which there is truth of falsity. There is not truth or falsity
in all sentences: a prayer is a sentence but is neither true or false” (17a). He goes on to say that such
sentences belong to the study of rhetoric or poetry. A philosophical prayer is perhaps chiefly rhetorical in
nature, since its purpose is to orient the soul in a particular direction, and that is to attempt to persuade.
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2. The Good as the Criterion of Judgment
In response to the seeming absurdities that populate his proposals for guardian communal
life, Socrates offers something of a criterion for ascribing absurdity, and that criterion is
decidedly aesthetic and ethical. It also reinforces cosmological thinking’s devotion to thinking in
terms of the ideal (i.e., the posture of philosophical prayer). He says, “one who considers
anything absurd other than what’s bad is empty-headed, as is…[one] who takes seriously any
mark of what’s beautiful that he’s set up other than what’s good” (452d). The mark of the
beautiful is the good, and what is beautiful is judged according to whether it is good. That is to
say, when we are being serious—in the Aristotelian sense88—the value to which we look is the
good, or what is best, and not to an arbitrary value provided to us through common opinion
and/or customary education. These reflections, made in the context of men laughing and making
puerile jokes at the mention of female guardians training naked—should that prove to be the best
for their education and for the city—anticipate the moral imperative of the cave image, which, in
short, is: resist idols of the good proffered by common opinion and poetic education and turn
your soul, rather, toward seeing the good itself.
After the interlocutors have agreed that the proposal of having female guardians is indeed
best (“is there anything better for a city than for the best possible women and men to arise in it?”
456e), Socrates returns to the “man who laughs at naked women engaged in gymnastic exercise
for the sake of what’s best.” The expanse of Socrates’ dismissal of this sort of person is
wholesale: such a man “[has] no idea…of what he’s doing” (457b). To judge something—let
88

See Nicomachean Ethics, Book I (1098a). The “man of serious moral stature,” the σπουδαῖος, is
central to Aristotle’s project, especially in Book I’s organic development of the nature of the human being
and of virtue. To take any work seriously, as Aristotle’s example of the harpist makes clear, is to strive to
do it “well and beautifully.” The work that the spiritual aspirant takes seriously is “a being-at-work of the
soul and actions that go along with reason,” or, in other words, the vocation of the human being that
follows from our nature. The serious person, then, strives to be a human being well and beautifully—i.e.,
to embody the good as far as possible.
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alone to dismiss it with laughter—without knowing whether it is for the sake of what is best, is to
be directionless and to lack self-understanding; it is to have no idea what one is doing and, thus,
to be acting out of ignorance. More precisely, since it is custom and common opinion that
dictates the prevailing criteria of judgment, such a person is not truly ignorant, in the sense of not
knowing anything at all. Indeed, one has an opinion. But the implication seems to be that an
opinion that is not grounded in what is best, or is not motivated by seeking what is best, is
aimless, ungrounded, and of little worth—even if it is educationally or publicly sanctioned. In
fact, Socrates’ next claim states this unequivocally: “For the most beautiful thing that’s being
said or will have been said is this: that what’s beneficial is beautiful and what’s harmful is ugly”
(457b).
This is one of the most important sentences in the entire dialogue. “Beneficial” here
translates ὠφέλιμος, which suggests benefit divorced from utility. Socrates is not advocating for
a pragmatic sense of the beautiful and the ugly; what is beautiful is not merely what “works.”
Much less is he invoking a sense of a useful beauty, as though the beautiful could be utilized, like
a tool, as a means to some end. Indeed, the beautiful seems to point beyond itself, to the good,
but the relationship between the beautiful and the good is not one of means and end. What is
perhaps most striking about Socrates’ assertion is its superlative character. The most beautiful
thing either being said or that will have been said is that what is beneficial is beautiful. With
these qualifications, it seems to me, the claim amounts to the following: the most beautiful thing
that could be said is that what is beautiful is beneficial. Notice, too, the way in which this
statement circles back on itself. The most beautiful claim that can be made is about how the
beneficial is beautiful. Presumably, then, because the claim itself is the most beautiful thing said,
it must also be beneficial and, it follows, the most beneficial thing said. Thus, the most beautiful
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coincides with the most beneficial, or the best. But “the best” is really just the “most good.” This
is a clumsy English phrase, but I employ it to capture the resonance between the superlatives, of
beauty and of goodness, that Socrates’ claim implies.89 Taking these insights together, Socrates is
telling us, here, that the only criterion for judgment is what is best, or the greatest good.
Having overcome the “first wave”—that male and female guardians “pursue all things in
common” (457b-c), Socrates launches into the “second wave,” i.e., the arrangements of marriage
and procreation, in which, too, the guardians share everything in common, including spouses and
children (457d-461e). However, before beginning this “wave,” he asks Glaucon’s permission to
suspend the consideration of its possibility, taking it for granted, so that he might move on
directly to the proposals it entails (458b). Glaucon assents but will remind Socrates to return to
this question later on, immediately preceding—and even prompting—Socrates’ “third wave,” the
philosopher-ruler. Socrates is doubtful that the full slate of proposals concerning the sharing of
women and children is possible—though he assumes that it would be beneficial (457d). There is
a disjunction, then, between the possible and the best with respect to the “second wave”; the
latter is assumed and the former is bracketed. In both cases, however, the reader is left
wondering, first, at Socrates’ assurance that such sharing of spouses and children would be the
greatest good, and second, how Socrates might justify such communal living as possible at all,
especially considering that these proposals not only go against custom and common opinion, but
also, presumably, even human nature itself, at least with regard to procreation, since parents will
not know which children are their own. Socrates will address the possibility of the “second
wave” (and of their entire enterprise) with the advent of the philosopher-ruler (which we will
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Recall the intensification of superlatives—of visibility, of beauty, and of lovability—that we saw in the
description of the image of the godlike soul, with which musical education ends. See 402d and Chapter
Two above.
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look at more closely in the next chapter). As for it being the greatest good that spouses and
children are shared, Socrates does not simply rest on his own assumption of its goodness but
offers a justification that we looked at in detail in first part of this chapter: the greatest good in
the city is to become harmoniously whole and one, and this is accomplished through the citizen’s
shared experiences of pleasure and pain.
The important point coming out of this passage is to understand that Socrates’ “most
beautiful thing said” amounts to the pursuit of what is ideal—the greatest good. But we also
notice here that Socrates has interrupted the question of possibility and expediency, in order to
seek the ideal. In this way, he is performing the disruption that we discussed above in relation to
prayer; he is praying (at least, philosophically)—and we will see the performative image of the
philosopher (i.e., Plato’s image of Socrates) continue to emerge more prominently as the
conversation continues. With respect at least to the second wave, then, Socrates will offer what
one would pray for because it is the best. But, of course, even from the posture of philosophical
prayer, the ideal must not be impossible. We are approaching, in the text, the “answer” to
Socrates’ prayers, so to speak, in the form of the philosopher-ruler, in which the possibility and
goodness are, in a certain way, recombined. Indeed, the philosopher-ruler is the condition that
one would pray for, because it is the singular condition that might guarantee the best city.
Just before the invocation of the philosopher-ruler, however, Socrates offers an important
reminder to Glaucon—and to the reader—about the priority that cosmological thinking affords to
thinking in terms of the ideal over thinking instrumentally. This is our third textual moment of
thinking in terms of the ideal. Socrates’ reminder also reinforces the connection between seeking
the ideal and establishing a paradigm to realize in oneself.
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3. For the Sake of the Pattern
After Socrates and Glaucon move through a few more of the stipulations concerning
guardian communal life—e.g., holding no private property; women and children going to war;
etc.—Glaucon reminds Socrates of the task that was left aside at the outset of the “second wave”
(at 458b), namely, “the question of whether it’s possible for this type of polity to come into being
and in what way it would ever be possible” (471c). Notice that Glaucon is asking about the city
in speech as a whole and not simply about the possibility of specific proposals. In fact, Glaucon
seems to accept them wholesale: “I certainly grant that if [this type of polity] were to come into
being, everything in the city in which it came into being would be good” (473c). Thus, having
settled the doubt about whether these proposals would constitute the greatest good, the only
remaining doubt to address is whether and how this best city could become possible. Whereas
Socrates’ original request to leave aside the question of possibility was in reference, specifically,
to the “second wave,” it becomes clear, in Glaucon’s reminder as well as in Socrates’ response,
that what is at stake is the question of the possible realization of their entire enterprise of
imagining a perfectly just and good city.
Socrates gently rebukes Glaucon for “bringing on the biggest and most crushing third
wave,” when he has, he claims, barely escaped the first two (472a). At this point, Socrates
reiterates his fear and reluctance to speak about “an argument so contrary to general opinion”
(472a; see 452a). Indeed, Socrates’ final “wave” will propel the discussion into considering the
nature of the philosopher and of philosophy itself, in order to show that only the philosophical
soul can serve as an ideal for, and ultimately save, humanity. This assertion is so controversial—
and, therefore, might strike one as impossible and, thus, nothing but a prayer (450d)—that the
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rest of Book V, and all of Books VI and VII, are devoted to its development. With this “third
wave,” then, the reader is entering the spiritual heart of the dialogue.
It is here, too, that the dialogue explicitly inscribes thinking about the ideal within the
context of offering a model, pattern, or paradigm. Socrates’s response to Glaucon’s reminder
begins with a reminder of his own; he asks Glaucon to remember that the discussion has arrived
at its present topic because they were seeking the nature of justice and injustice (473b).
Dramatically, we note that this discussion began, in earnest, at the beginning of Book II, with
Glaucon’s—and later Adeimantus’—unwillingness or inability to be truly persuaded by
Socrates’ argument in Book I. Socrates mentions the motivation for their present conversation
because he wants to remind his interlocutors, and the reader, that though they are about to broach
the question of possibility, they must do so from within a cosmological, rather than politicorhetorical, framework.
First, Socrates asks whether, if they found what sort of thing justice and injustice is, they
would “hold that the just man needs to be no different from that very thing, but be in every
respect of the same sort of that justice is,” or, rather, “be satisfied if he’s as close to it as possible
and participates in it the most in comparison with other people” (472b-c, my emphasis). Glaucon
assents to the latter. Next, Socrates, following Glaucon’s answer, expresses the true motivation
of their long discussion and, in so doing, asserts the specific distinction between cosmological
and politico-rhetorical thinking that we have been investigating:
Then it was for the sake of a pattern (παράδειγμα) [see 592b]…that we were seeking both what
sort of thing justice itself is, and the completely just man, in case one could come into being, and
what he’d be like if he were to come into being, as well as injustice and the most unjust man, so
that by looking off toward them to see what they appear to us to be like in relation to happiness
and its opposite, we’d be constrained to agree about our own selves as well, that whoever is most
similar to them would have a lot in life most similar to theirs. But it wasn’t for the sake of our
demonstrating that it was possible for these things to come into being. (472c-d; my emphasis)
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The literary-image of the “city in speech” was offered as an ideal, as a pattern, to look to, in
order to determine what sort of life to lead. Such a pattern is not meant to demonstrate the
possible coming-to-be of this ideal. Rather, its purpose is to reveal the ideal that one might strive
to make a reality in one’s life, as far as that is possible.
Recall that Adeimantus’ question in Book II asked Socrates, and the reader, what
happens to the souls of young people when they look toward the poetic-paideic images of virtue
as ideals for spiritual and ethical guidance (365b-c). Recall, further, that the purpose of guardian
education is to make the souls of the guardians as divine as humanly possible (383c), and this is
accomplished through offering, as models/ideals to be imitated, beautiful images of the good,
and specifically, the image of the godlike soul—the self-reflexive image of the very ideal which
the young guardian seeks to realize and become (401b-403c).
We have, now, a deeper understanding of how the image of the “city in speech” is the
literary-imagistic response to Glaucon and Adeimantus’ arguments in favor of injustice. Rather
than offer more arguments, Socrates’ rhetorical register moved toward the literary-image as
model. But this is to say, his rhetorical register—throughout his response—has assumed the
posture of philosophical prayer; orienting himself toward the ideal, he has been orienting the
reader’s thinking toward the ideal. The good that one would pray for and hope to realize in
oneself serves, like a polestar, to guide the soul on its spiritual journey; the best kind of guides
seem not to be arguments defending the good but beautiful literary-images of the good.
To bolster this connection, Socrates appeals to painting. The painter is no less a good
painter for painting the most beautiful human being perfectly without having demonstrated that
such a human being exists, or could possibly exist (473d). Recourse to an imagistic art is no
accident, for the example both clearly supports Socrates’ claims and alludes to the creative role
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that Socrates and his interlocutors have been playing throughout the dialogue; they, like painters
but, in truth, more like poets, have been fashioning a literary-image of a perfectly virtuous city:
“don’t we claim that we too were making a pattern in speech of a good city?” (472d).
That they have been concerned with an ideal image is made even more definite when
Socrates and Glaucon agree that truth is attainable in speech to a higher degree than in practice.
At 473a, Socrates asks, “Is it possible for anything to be done in practice the way it’s described
in speech, or does action have a nature to attain to truth less than speaking does, even if it doesn’t
seem that way to somebody?” (ἆρ᾽ οἷόν τέ τι πραχθῆναι ὡς λέγεται, ἢ φύσιν ἔχει πρᾶξιν
λέξεως ἧττον ἀληθείας ἐφάπτεσθαι, κἂν εἰ μή τῳ δοκεῖ;). Glaucon agrees to the latter, and
so should we, the readers, for Socrates has just reminded us of the purpose of his entire project
up to this point in the conversation: everything is for the sake of the pattern. Socrates’ literaryimage response has been a long philosophical prayer, and in this passage, it is revealed as such.
We need to understand further what is at stake in his question, which ends with a subtle
jab at common, customary opinion (“even if it doesn’t seem that way to somebody”). That
speech has a privileged access to the truth, at least in comparison to practice, is clear. Now,
Socrates’ question certainly invokes the common Greek distinction between “word and deed,”
but the context in which this distinction is made is Socrates’ defense of philosophizing toward an
ideal without having to tend to the practical considerations of his proposals that threaten their
dismissal from the start. In this way, Socrates is again emphasizing thinking in terms of the ideal
by reminding Glaucon, and the reader, that there always exists a slippage between the ideal as
described in speech, and what of that ideal can be embodied in practice. The latter point is
crucial. It is of the nature of praxis to fall short of speech, with respect to the ideal. It is crucial to
keep this in mind, and not to pretend that Socrates is saying that truth is only available through
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speech and never through practice; he is not making a general point about the nature of speech
versus the nature of action. There are many forms of activity—e.g., dance, sports, playing a
musical instrument, meditation, tasting honey (a favorite example of the Buddha), contemplation
of a work of art, and so on—whose truth is hardly better captured in words than through the
doing of the activity itself. It is precisely within the specific context of offering an ideal that the
ideal “pattern in speech” will always outstrip the living embodiment of that ideal.90
That slippage, and this is Socrates’ larger point, is no argument against philosophizing
toward the ideal: “Then don’t require this of me, to be obliged to represent the sorts of things we
went through in speech as coming into being in every respect in deed as well” (473a). The
posture from which this “obligation” would impose itself on Socrates would be, presumably,
common, customary modes of instrumental thinking, since the worry that these proposals might
not “come into being” adequately is tantamount to dismissing them on the grounds of their
impossibility. Socrates is warning us, here, not to fall back into thinking that his proposals—and
the seemingly most outrageous one, the philosopher-ruler—are “merely” prayers. Rather, he is
telling us, they are prayers, and that is a good thing, since it is from the posture of prayer that we
strive to realize the ideal.
In this chapter, I have attempted to show a certain rhythm within the conversation
between Socrates and the brothers that pulsates through Books IV and V, bringing the reader
steadily back to cosmological thinking, characterized, chiefly, by attending to wholeness and the
ideal. Of course, it has become obvious through the course of our investigation that the ideal is
wholeness, and to become whole—like the cosmos—is the ideal. These seeds, these textual
moments (which may very well creep into the soul of the reader, “unnoticed” and “little by
90

I recommend Gadamer’s essay, “Plato as Portraitist” (in The Gadamer Reader) for an insightful
interpretation of the type of ideality at work in the ideal literary-image.
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little,” just like the dangerous poetic images that Socrates and Adeimantus’ censored in Book
III)91 are meant as subtle reminders of the stakes of Adeimantus’ question in Book II. They also
serve as preparation for the images of the good in Book VI that will help the reader experience
them spiritually insofar as they prompt the soul to see itself purposefully and as a cosmic agent
whose life and choices have significance because it partly constitutes, and fully participates in,
the fabric of reality. From the cosmological perspective, it is the politico-rhetorical life, with its
attendant (im)morality, which is without ultimate meaning, and this perspective is what these
textual moments attempt to germinate within the souls of readers. In a certain sense, they are
here to help effect the turning of the whole soul of the reader toward the good, as the image of
the cave depicts (518c).
In the following chapter, we will continue to follow Socrates as he offers a long and
complicated image of the philosophical soul, whose spiritual vocation is eventually revealed as
the imitation (and realization) of the divine cosmos. The image of the philosophical soul, then, is
the self-reflexive, mirror image of the godlike soul, which musical παιδεία exalted as the most
beautiful and love-inspiring. Thus, the reader is progressively assuming the role of the young
guardian, and Socrates’ beautiful, love-inspiring image of the philosopher, the nourishment that
the reader’s soul needs to realize its spiritual vocation. However, this image is complicated by
one final image that we will need to examine, for when Socrates begins to make his three,
successive images of the good, in Books VI and VII, the reader is no longer privy merely to
Socrates’ image of the godlike soul but to Plato’s image of the godlike soul, i.e., Socrates,
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In Chapter One, I referred to Miles Burnyeat’s analysis of musical παιδεία in the Republic. Burnyeat
focuses on Plato’s description of the “gradual, unnoticed infiltration of images into the soul” (“Culture
and Society in Plato’s Republic” 252), noting the frequency with which cognates of the verb, λανθάνω,
“to escape notice,” and κατὰ σμικρόν, “little by little,” appear within the censorship of the poets. I am
suggesting that the moments that we have looked at in this chapter may very well have been intended in a
similar fashion, by Plato, to work on the soul of the reader.
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making images of the good. This is to say, at that moment, Plato images Socrates performing
spiritual παιδεία, and this might tell us something further about the godlike soul, namely, that
the highest and most beautiful calling of spiritual destiny is to be a spiritual teacher and guide for
others.
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CHAPTER FIVE: Awakening, or The Philosophical Soul
In this chapter, we will follow Socrates “defense” of the philosopher (and the need for a
philosopher-ruler) and of philosophical-spiritual life, generally. The discussion will continue to
deepen the reader’s cosmological orientation by articulating the experiential nature of spiritual
truth and the soul-orientation that belongs to the philosopher; the philosophical necessity of
image-making; the contrast between sophistic and philosophical conceptions of παιδεία; and,
finally, the philosopher’s vocation as a spiritual teacher (in addition to spiritual learner). In the
end, this long discussion prepares the reader to experience spiritually the images of the good that
Socrates presents at the end of Book VI—but, more importantly, they prepare the reader to
experience spiritually the image of the godlike soul engaged in its highest spiritual work, which
is the making beautiful images of the good. This is Plato’s image of Socrates making images of
the good, and it is the highest image, in the Republic, of the living, godlike soul being as godlike
as possible. In the Conclusion, we will look more closely at that image, which serves as the
model-image, the pattern and ideal, of spiritual life.
I. The Philosophical Soul and Its Shadow
The conversation begins with a reminder, offered to Glaucon, “an erotic man” (474d),
that when one loves something, one loves not a part of it but the whole of it (474c). Socrates
introduces love presumably because philosophy, as agreed upon earlier in the discussion, is the
love of wisdom, and the philosopher, a lover of wisdom and learning (376b). Socrates’ reminder
to Glaucon, however, does not refer to that scene in Book II; rather, it concerns the nature of
love itself: to love something is, necessarily, to love the whole of it. Nowhere in the dialogue had
Socrates made this particular point, and Glaucon’s response indicates that this is his first time
hearing it: “It’s necessary to remind me, it seems[,] since I have no recollection of it at all”
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(474c). It is clear, dramatically, that Socrates is not hearkening back to a previous discussion
within the dialogue but, rather, amplifying the present discussion, or we might say, deepening its
trajectory, and he does this precisely by enhancing the reader’s understanding of wholeness.
Wholeness is bound up with love, since to love something is to love the whole of it.
Before we continue, let me offer a brief clarification, in order to avoid later confusion.
Simply put, the nature of love is universal but, as we shall, unequal in quality. The love exhibited
by the philosophical soul, because it is devoted to truth and being, is a genuinely wholesome
love, that is, a love that tends toward the soul’s becoming a harmoniously unified whole. In
diametric opposition stands the soul of the pseudo-philosopher, who also loves the whole of what
it loves; yet, because it loves the seeming, or opinion, its love remains forever wandering and
fragmented. This contrast will be elaborated as our analysis proceeds, but as we begin, it is
imperative to keep two ideas clear: first, the nature of love is a sort of wholesale devotion to the
object of that love, i.e., to love the whole of it; second, despite the nature of love to desire the
whole, not all love has a wholesome effect, i.e., harmonizing the soul into a unified whole. In
other words, love, as such, desires the whole, but whole(some)ness of soul (which is, of course,
the soul’s spiritual vocation) belongs only to a certain kind of love.
After chiding the erotic Glaucon for being “unmindful” (474d) of the nature of love,
Socrates offers a couple of examples—lovers of wine and lovers of honor—to elucidate his
point. Extending his definition of love to the philosopher, as a one who desires wisdom, Socrates
contends that the philosopher loves the whole of wisdom, desiring all of it (475b). Additionally,
the philosopher is an avid lover of learning, “willing to taste everything learnable,” and “go[ing]
toward learning gladly and in an insatiable spirit” (475c).
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At this point, Socrates has only added to the initial description of the philosopher given in
Book II the quality of loving the whole of wisdom. We already knew that the love of learning
and the love of wisdom are intimately related, if not equivalent; Socrates, in fact, had said that
they “are the same thing” (376b). Glaucon, however, worries that Socrates’ characterization of
the philosopher as a lover of learning is insufficient to distinguish it from any other sort of lover
of learning. He says, “many strange people will be like that [i.e., like philosophers] according to
you. Because all those who love sights seem to me to be that way, since they take delight in
studying them, and those who love listening…. Are we going to claim that all these and everyone
else devoted to learning such things and to the superficial arts are philosophers?” (475d-e).
Glaucon is asking, it seems, for finer distinctions to be made with respect to what it means to
“love learning.” Surely, what the philosopher learns matters in determining what makes one a
philosopher and not, rather, a lover of sights or sounds; and there is no reason to think that one is
more or less a lover of learning than the other—or is there? The answer would seem to be found
in inspecting more closely what each one loves and, accordingly, how one’s love informs, and is
informed by, one’s learning, specifically with respect to the object of one’s love. Is there
something about learning that belongs to wisdom in a manner that does not belong, for instance,
to honor, wine, sights, or sounds? These types of questions are left unasked, but Glaucon’s worry
is most likely shared by the reader: it matters what we spend our time learning—and loving—
and thus there must be some way to evaluate the differences between the desire for wisdom and
the desire for wine or honor, or any other desire, for that matter.
Glaucon’s worry is, in truth, of a piece with the worry that he articulated at the beginning
of Book II: can one adequately defend the choice to live a virtuous life, i.e., to love the good
over, say, one’s political reputation? If one is inclined to answer affirmatively, as Glaucon most

177

surely is, then one must be able to articulate why it is better to love wisdom than to love anything
else and, in so doing, delineate the differences between what, and how, one learns as a lover of
wisdom, and what, and how, one learns as a lover of something else.
Socrates’ response to Glaucon’s question, initially, may seem not at all to address this
worry, but it actually does, insofar as it establishes a set of distinctions that will help Glaucon,
and the reader, see that the love of wisdom, i.e., philosophy, is, unequivocally and incomparably,
the superior path for the human soul. Socrates counters Glaucon, saying that all of these lovers of
sights and sounds are not philosophers but are like them. Maintaining the visual emphasis in
Glaucon’s original example, Socrates says the “true philosophers” are the “lovers of the sight of
truth” (475e). The distinction made between the real philosopher and the likeness of a
philosopher rests, as it turns out, upon the now familiar distinction between being and seeming
and, more precisely, as we shall see in a moment, the ability to discern this distinction at all.
Glaucon’s worry, then, along with Socrates’ immediate response, frames the discussion
in terms that prepare the reader for philosophical inquiry, which is about to be described in detail
and which is constituted, fundamentally, by the soul’s love for what truly is, maintained in
steadfast resistance to the desire that grips most souls, namely, to accept what merely seems to
be. Socrates’ subsequent delineation between the philosopher and pseudo-philosopher not only
performs something of philosophical activity (i.e., by distinguishing between being/seeming, or
truth/appearance), but is also significant in its revelation of two interrelated ideas that further
support and promote cosmological thinking: 1) philosophical knowledge is not primarily
epistemological but, rather, spiritual, indicating an ontological transformation within the soul
itself, and 2) the ideal philosophical-spiritual orientation toward reality is the posture of
wholesome, detached love (a posture which will be, in the end, consonant with that of spiritual
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imitation, safeguarding, saving, etc.). The former implies the latter, but we will look at how each
is developed in turn.
1. Spiritual Knowledge is an Ontological Event
Admitting that it will be difficult to explain his term, “lovers of the sight of truth,”
Socrates offers a distinction between the unity of “one form” and its disparately “many
appearances.” Using the example of the beautiful and the ugly, he claims that “each of them
itself is one, but since they make their appearance everywhere in common with actions and
bodies and one another, each appears to be many” (476a). Socrates then applies this distinction
to the distinction between the lovers of sights and sounds and lovers of the sight of truth. The
former “devote themselves to beautiful sounds and colors and shapes and everything crafted out
of such things, but their thinking is incapable of seeing and devoting itself to the nature of the
beautiful itself” (476b). Deepening the distinction, Socrates asks the following question:
But if someone believes there are beautiful things, but doesn’t believe in beauty itself, and isn’t
capable of following if anyone leads him up to the knowledge of it, does he seem to you to be
living in a dream or awake? Just consider; isn’t dreaming when anyone, whether in sleep or
waking, believes a likeness to something isn’t a likeness but is the thing itself that it seems like?
(476c)

After Glaucon assents, Socrates continues:
And what about the opposite of that, when someone believes there is a beautiful itself and is
capable of catching sight of it as well as of the things that participate in it, and doesn’t think it is
the things that participate or that the things that participate are it—does he seem to you to be
living a waking life of a dream? (476c-d)

Socrates’ divisions are clear. On the one hand, the lovers of sights and sounds who devote
themselves only to beautiful appearances, and who do not believe in beauty itself, are dreaming.
They take appearance for reality, not being able to discern one from the other. On the other hand,
the lovers of the sight of truth who believe in beauty itself, and who are capable of distinguishing
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between the real and apparent, are awake. They recognize both reality and appearance as what
each is, in itself, and they are also thus able to distinguish one from the other.
The difference between these lovers, then, has to do with their respective capacity or
incapacity to discern reality from appearance, or being from seeming. To these distinctions
Socrates immediately adds knowledge—aligned with “awake” thinking—and opinion—aligned
with “dreaming” thinking; in fact, opinion is described as “accepting the seeming” (476d; cf.
477e and 479e).
The question turns immediately to whether the dreamers, in accepting the seeming,
discern (gignoskein) something or nothing (476e). Glaucon asserts that they do discern
something, and something that is (for how can someone discern something that is not?). Socrates
attempts to clarify the distinction, asking Glaucon whether it is correct to assert that “what
completely is is completely knowable, while what is not is unknowable in any way at all” (477a).
The former is deemed “knowledge,” the latter “ignorance,” and since dreaming, or opinion,
discerns something that is, but not something that completely is, Socrates suggests they look for
something in between knowledge and ignorance as the “in-between kind” that opinion discerns
(477a-b).
Here Socrates introduces what will prove to be a kind of keystone of my reading: since
knowledge and opinion are different, they must be aimed at distinct “objects,” and, moreover,
each must be directed to its object according to its own capacity (477b). The introduction of
distinct capacities that align with knowledge and opinion, respectively, complicates Socrates’
answer to Glaucon’s initial question: what is the difference between philosophers and those who
seem like philosophers? Initially, Socrates focused simply on the object of their respective
desires; now he directs our attention toward the powers of the soul from which those desires
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spring. That the philosopher loves from a source distinct from that from which the pseudophilosopher loves implies that the movement from opinion to knowledge is not merely an
external movement from one object (that which both is and is not) to another (that which
completely is); rather, it implies that such a movement demands a transformation within the soul
itself. This is to say, the lover of opinion (who is dreaming) cannot become the lover of wisdom
(who is awake) merely by looking toward being (what completely is) rather than becoming (what
both is and is not), but must also be changed (at the level of the soul, of course) within that
process. The process of awakening, which is the movement from opinion to knowledge, is not
one simply of correcting one’s thinking, as though “thinking” were the common medium in
which both “opinion” and “knowledge” operate. Since each has its own capacity, this process
must include an internal ontological shift, as it were, from the opining faculty to the knowing
faculty.92
We begin to see this more clearly, I believe, if we attend to the metaphor to which
Socrates’ account appeals: the ontological soul-shift is imaged in terms of the difference between
waking and dreaming life. The image suggests that the transition from opinion to knowledge is a
striking, even jolting process, in which one’s whole experience of the world—both inner and
outer—undergoes a dramatic evaluative and qualitative shift, from a false appearance that
nevertheless seemed real to a waking reality, from which perspective alone—a point that cannot
be overemphasized—the dream is revealed as illusory.
The appeal to constellations of images of waking and dreaming to explain the
relationship between reality and appearance—as well as the place of consciousness within that
92

Socrates says, “if indeed a different capacity is of such a nature as to be directed at something different,
and the pair of them together are capacities, opinion and knowledge, and each of them is a different
capacity, as we claim, then based on these things, there’s no room for what’s knowable and what’s a
matter of opinion to be the same (478a-b).
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relationship—seems to be as old as these experiences themselves.93 Importantly, these ancient
appeals should not be mechanically consumed within academic and scientific theorizing
involving abstract epistemological or metaphysical concepts; it may be desirable to construct
concepts here, but the experience itself is primary, and its significance is immediately
recognizable, I would argue, to anyone who has awoken from a vivid dream. These ancient
appeals are, then, offered as invitations to reflect on one’s own lived experience. In this way,
these archetypal images appeal to experiences that reveal the self-evident truth of their content.94
Thus, we do not have to look far to see the truth of the distinction Socrates is describing. To see
the truth, of course, is the point. The images of waking and dreaming help us see because, in
those experiences, what is revealed is that the transition from waking to dreaming has nothing to
do with the object of conscious experience but, rather, everything to do with consciousness itself.
It is only after awakening that one recognizes the dream as a dream; up to that point, the dream is
reality—and no pursuit of any “object” in this dream-reality could awaken dreamingconsciousness to see through its illusory state. The truth of this dream-reality is found elsewhere,
but this “elsewhere” is not a place; it is a qualitatively distinct reality altogether, fundamentally
and utterly inaccessible to the dreamer, and its revelation, furthermore, is ultimately bound up
93

The earliest surviving human psychology, found in the Indian Upanishadic tradition, appeals to the
experience of dreaming—and specifically to the fact that we take our dreams, while dreaming at least, to
be real—as a sort of “proof” that reality is dependent on consciousness, and not the other way around.
This means that human consciousness plays an essential part in “achieving” reality, we might say. The
implication of this position is the core of cosmological thinking: the soul (atman) actively participates in
the workings of the ordered universe (and is actually identical to the supreme principle of reality,
Brahman) and so finds its own purpose as inherently entangled with that of the whole cosmos, such that
the ethical requirement of humanity is, as it is in the Republic, to become like the cosmos (i.e., align
oneself harmoniously with the dharma, or law, of the universe so as to achieve mystical unity with the
supreme reality). My point is not so much to draw comparisons between Plato and the Upanishads,
generally, but to highlight the force of the appeal to the experience of dreaming and waking life as an
invitation to think critically about reality and appearance, and about the formative and foundational role
of consciousness within our experience of reality.
94
In Chapter Three, Gadamer taught us how beautiful images offer themselves self-evidently, i.e.,
radiantly, as the visible emanation of truth and goodness, i.e., of the cosmological order within which the
soul moves and lives.
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with a spiritual transition to waking-consciousness. This means, then, because it is
consciousness, and not the “object,” that is ontologically primary, the truth, in some sense, is the
soul’s awakening. When we recognize that this truth is the fruit of an experience, it becomes
clear why images, not concepts, are the preferred vehicle for the transmission of this sort of
transformational, spiritual self-knowledge.
The significance of Socrates’ introduction of separate powers within the soul, along with
its insightful and far-reaching complementary image of awakening, cannot be overstated, for it
teaches the reader the framework in which this section of the dialogue ought to be considered—
not an epistemological framework, but a spiritual one. 95 The philosopher does not merely
“know” some “object” that the pseudo-philosopher does not “know”—though this may certainly
be the case; the soul-activity of the philosopher, if I may put it like that, is different from the
soul-activity of the pseudo-philosopher. The philosopher does not simply “know” more than the
pseudo-philosopher; nor does the philosopher think quantifiably better or more deeply than the
pseudo-philosopher—though both of these may again, in fact, be the case. Rather, the more
governing distinguishing factor between them is that the philosopher, through the soultransformative event of awakening, sees the reality that the pseudo-philosopher denies as real
and sees through the pseudo-reality that the pseudo-philosopher mistakes for the genuine article.
Thus, it is through something of a qualitative leap within the soul that one leaves opinions behind
and strives toward knowledge; the transition from opinion to knowledge is a wholesale
conversation, or revolution, within the soul itself.96 One must change oneself—but, of course,

95

“Epistemological” has come to mean, specifically, knowledge conceived according to a subject-object
model. Greek thinking, however, saw knowledge in terms of participation. Being and being-known are
complementary—because Greek thinking is cosmological, it is not epistemological.
96
Notice the language that Socrates employs at 518d, in the cave image, to describe the “turning around”
(περιαγωγή) and process of “redirecting” (μεταστρέφω) of the soul toward the good. Both of these
terms, employed in the context of παιδεία, can imply “revolution” and “conversion,” respectively. I owe
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this implies a fully spiritual transformation. But this transformation, itself, is the truth and, also,
the being of this “knowledge,” which is not “knowledge of something”—that is an
epistemological construction. Spiritual knowledge—which is what this internal ontological soultransformation yields—is a function of being. The truth of spiritual knowledge, moreover, is an
experience of the difference between waking (knowledge) and dreaming (opinion), not an
abstract determination of their conceptual distinction.
Effecting just this sort of soul-transformation, of course, is the τέλος of spiritual παιδεία.
It works to effect in the soul a sense of its cosmological purpose and, with it, the motivation for
the soul to pursue its spiritual vocation to become whole—like the cosmos. What we have just
learned shows us that this spiritual vocation involves not merely an intellectual or conceptual
distinction between “seeming/appearance” and “being/reality,” but something like an ontological
leap, a soul-event, in which being, or reality, is achieved.97 The movement from opinion to
knowledge is a spiritual achievement, not an epistemological one. It is an experience that the
soul undergoes as a necessary step on its spiritual ascent; or, better, it is the experience of
spiritual realization itself.98

this insight to Sachs’ footnote ad loc. The fact that Plato chooses these terms in the cave image reinforces
the point I am making presently, namely, that παιδεία is not merely concerned with what one learns but
also about how one’s soul is transformed in and by that learning.
97
In Being and Time, Heidegger says that “authentic” Dasein chooses and “wins” itself (§9).
98
I recognize that this might, initially, seem a peculiar passage to advocate for as moving the reader
toward cosmological thinking, for one specific reason. Socrates and Glaucon seem to treat knowledge,
opinion, and ignorance mechanically, precisely as partes extra partes. The passage, moreover, seems to
resemble the earlier attempt to locate a third part within the soul, the “spirited” part (435d-441a). Recall
that Socrates there relies on the principle of non-contradiction to derive the third part of the soul; this is a
purely mechanical construction, however, which images the parts of the soul in terms of pure externality.
At first blush, it does seem, here in Book V, that a similar operation is at work, insofar as Socrates and
Glaucon locate opinion as something that, because it is neither knowledge nor ignorance, must be
something distinct from both. Opinion, however, is not being described here as a separate “part” of a
greater whole but, rather, as a spectrum or continuum that spans the divide between what is and what is
not. This is manifest in Socrates’ claim that “what would be left, it seems, is for us to find that thing that
participates in both being and not being” (ἐκεῖνο δὴ λείποιτ᾽ ἂν ἡμῖν εὑρεῖν, ὡς ἔοικε, τὸ ἀμφοτέρων
μετέχον, τοῦ εἶναί τε καὶ μὴ εἶναι, 478e). Socrates’ language makes clear that opinion has a share in
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2. Spiritual Love is Wholesome and Detached
As we continue to follow the conversation, Socrates will begin to explain what he
characterizes, later, as the posture of soul that “wander[s] around under the sway of coming to be
and passing away” (πλανωμένης ὑπὸ γενέσεως καὶ φθορᾶς, 485b). This “sway of coming to
be and passing away” we might dub the sway of the seeming, or the sway of opinion, which will
emerge, progressively, as the diametric opposite of what we will call, for the sake of clarity, the
sway of truth and being. The latter, of course, indicates the love that belongs to the philosophical
soul, who loves the whole of truth and being. The connotation of being “under the sway,”
moreover, with its passivity, merges beautifully with the notions of paideic influence and erotic
desire that shape the present discussion. In the context of παιδεία, as in the context of erotic
love, and much more prominently, one is literally “in-fluenced” from without, one is drawn to or
attracted by another who lays a hold on oneself; in this state, one is, in a very real sense,
possessed by another. Everyone knows that one can neither choose one’s object of love, nor
force oneself to love through a sheer act of will (though through the latter, one may yet attend to
all of the other virtues associated with loving another person, for instance, even after the love
itself has faded or if it was never present). The orientation of the soul is determined, then, to a
significant degree, by that which captures it under its sway; in other words, one becomes that
which one loves, and because loves, also imitates, as Socrates says at 500c: “do you imagine
there’s any way for anyone not to imitate whatever he dwells with and admires?” (my emphasis).

both (τὸ ἀμφοτέρων μετέχον) what is and what is not. It is clear, then, that the relationship between
opinion, knowledge, and ignorance is not a mechanical one of partes extra partes: opinion participates in
both knowledge and ignorance, each of which stands at the end of a continuum, which, itself, implies that
knowledge and ignorance are not, with respect to one another, partes extra partes, but have a share in one
another, through opinion, as it were. With these distinctions, Socrates is decidedly not offering a
mechanical representation of reality—and this is seen ever more clearly by the correlation between a
power in the soul and its coordinating object, for it implies that the constitution of one’s soul tends and is
cultivated, in no small measure, in the direction of the reality (or unreality) in which it participates.
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The education program of the guardians in Books II and III was clearly modeled on this
principle of paideic influence, as was Adeimantus’ question at 365a-b, which began the course of
the interlocutors’ discussion and Socrates’ image of the “city in speech.” If Socrates is right
about this power of paideic influence, then the lover of opinion, who accepts the seeming, will
see only opinions, and therefore engage the world from that posture; consequently, that soul will
become seeming/opinion-like. The lover of wisdom, on the other hand, will see that there is
spiritual knowledge that transcends opinion and will, therefore, not accept the seeming, and
engage the world from that posture; consequently, that soul will become being/knowledge-like.99
Let us see what these distinctions might mean. Socrates introduces these ideas by
pretending to address a representative “lover of beautiful sights and sounds”; he asks his
imagined interlocutor, “is there any of these many beautiful things that won’t also show itself to
be ugly? Or any of the just things that’s not unjust? Or any of the pious things that’s not
impious?” (479a). Socrates is thus deepening the distinction between knowledge and opinion.
What is beautiful, just, or pious is in such a way, he reminds us, “that’s always the same in the
same respects” (479a), and this is what knowledge hopes to discern, i.e., true being. Opinion, on
the other hand, is “a wandering, in-between thing captured by the in-between capacity” (479d).
Therefore, the objects of opinion, since they exist on a continuum between what is and what is
not, will always have a share in what they are but also the opposite of what they are (or, what
they are not), as Socrates’ examples of various continua show (479b-c). The point seems to be
that, if we had only the continuum, every “thing” within it would be “what it is” only insofar as it
is also “what it is not.” That is to say, everything becomes relative—and on both “sides” of the
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The specifically paideic shortcomings, and spiritual danger, of the posture of opinion-bound soul, i.e.,
the pseudo-philosopher, are dramatized in the “star-gazer” and “great animal of society” images, which
we discuss in the next two sections, respectively.
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knower-known divide. Not only do the objects of opinion wander, seeming now beautiful, now
ugly; opinions themselves wander, and thus the soul-activity of the pseudo-philosopher wanders
from seeming to seeming, unaware that, in this way, one’s thinking can never attain to
knowledge.
Indeed, “they [pseudo-philosophers] accept the seeming of everything but discern
nothing of what they have opinions about,” Socrates continues (479e). When they say, “this
thing is beautiful,” they do not realize that there is something like “the beautiful” that they might
inquire about, nor are they capable of explaining why it is beautiful, or why it is either more or
less beautiful than this other thing. The point is so obvious that, again, we do not need to
construct any epistemological theory to see Socrates’ meaning: people who cannot explain their
opinions, have only that, opinions. To have knowledge or understanding demands that one at
least strive to know and understand the reasons for one’s opinions. Such striving, however,
depends upon the assumption—perhaps a faith—that there is something to know, i.e., that there
is something like the one form of the beautiful in which the many beautiful appearances
participate, not merely an endless succession of beautiful things whose beauty is left
uncomprehended and, worse, deemed incomprehensible.
The deficiency of opinion is clear, but we still need to understand how the sway of
opinion/seeming, and the sway of truth/being, come to constitute the soul. We learn this, I think,
if we attend to the respective forms of love embodied by the philosopher and pseudophilosopher.
In his essay, “Platonic Love,” Areyah Kosman regards the love of the philosopher as a
kind of “recognition” (Virtues of Thought, 39). Speaking of Diotima’s lessons on love in the
Symposium, he writes,
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The beautiful is the description under which being—τὰ ὄντα—are given insofar as they
constitute the object of our desire and love. Like true and good, beautiful is thus an intentional
description; in the case of beautiful, of love’s object. To describe the philosopher as coming to
love beauty, or the beautiful, as Diotima does in her revelation to Socrates, is thus to describe him
as coming to understand what is beautiful, that is, as learning to love things as they are. Loving
things as they are, the philosopher will then not be seduced by the appearance of beauty,
exchanging one beauty for another. (40-41)

To describe the philosopher as coming to love the beautiful, as—we might say—Socrates does in
his description of the philosopher in the Republic, is thus to describe one who is not seduced by
this or that beauty because one has learned to recognize what is beautiful. If Kosman is right that
the beautiful names the object of our love, it seems clear that, in delineating between the
philosopher and pseudo-philosopher in terms of each soul’s orientation toward the beautiful,
Socrates has also made an implication about how each one loves (and, thus, recognizes or fails to
recognize) reality, and thus, how each soul is constituted. “This world seen aright, and thus seen
as beautiful, recognized for what it is, and consequently to be loved” is, for Kosman, the
“typically Platonic ascent out of the cave and into the real world” (41). Thus, he sees the
philosopher’s loving ascent toward true being in terms of a shift in seeing: “the luminous world
of forms is this world seen aright” (41).
This seems consonant with our previous analysis, in which the difference between the
philosopher and pseudo-philosopher revealed itself not merely in terms of a distinction in the
object of one’s sight, to maintain Kosman’s terms, but also in terms of a distinction in the act of
seeing itself. Indeed, the philosopher, Kosman continues, “recognizes the world as image, that is,
as its own appearance, and loving it, thus calls it to itself” (41). In a way that seems initially
paradoxical if one does not attend carefully to the precise meanings of the words involved, the
philosopher’s awakening, as compared to the pseudo-philosopher’s ceaseless wandering, is due
to the fact that the philosopher sees the particular things in the world as images and not, as the
pseudo-philosopher would have it, “real” things. This is to say, the philosopher recognizes the
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difference between being and seeming and recognizes that the seeming is not simply illusory or
fake but, rather, an image; an image, however, is the self-presentation of that which comes to
presentation in and through the image. In this case, the things of the world, things that the
pseudo-philosopher assumes to be the only reality, are, if seen aright, i.e., philosophically,
image-presentations of a higher reality.
In Socrates’ original example, the philosopher strives to know the beautiful itself, apart
from its many appearances—but, of course, the beautiful itself exists nowhere apart from the
beautiful appearances that make up the phenomenal world. Thus, the philosopher does not see
something that the pseudo-philosopher does not see, if by this we are talking about a specific
beautiful appearance. However, the former does see and discern something that the latter misses,
namely, that the specific appearance points beyond itself—because it is an image—to that which,
through that beautiful appearance, comes to self-presentation. In a certain sense, then, we might
consider the phrase, “to love the beautiful,” to mean something more general, like: “to see
appearances as images of that, of which, they are images.”100
It is beyond interpretive reach to say whether or not Plato uses the example of the
beautiful throughout this scene deliberately, in order to articulate that particular special
100

The Hindu metaphor for the realm of appearances, the veil of Maya, is instructive here, as a veil both
conceals and reveals. Of course, Hindu metaphysics is nondualistic, which means that even the veil that
covers over the truth of reality participates in, and is part of the “play” (lila) of, that undivided reality
(Brahman). Though Platonism traditionally approaches Plato’s metaphysics from within a dualist frame,
in which one is able to posit an absolute distinction between, in this case, appearance/reality,
image/original, I believe I have shown that such thinking is clearly mechanistic and, as such, remains
alien to Plato’s Republic. I am suggesting that nondualism is, perhaps, closer to capturing Plato’s
metaphysics (at least as revealed in the Republic). This insight, of course, is fundamental to Plotinus’
metaphysics, especially his conception of emanation, on which we have drawn heavily (through
Gadamer), though even within the Enneads, Plotinus struggles with trap of writing/speaking about
nondualism (as the ancient eastern traditions understood, and still understand), since words and concepts,
by their very nature, divide and fragment, isolate and delineate reality; to see that reality as one is to
understand, simultaneously, that to speak of this oneness demands indirect, metaphorical, apophatic
approaches. Thus speaks the immortal wisdom of the Daodejing: “Those who know do not talk. Those
who talk do not know” (§56). In the following section, in fact, we will see Socrates appeal to the necessity
of responding to questions indirectly—that is, in images.
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advantage of the beautiful, as Gadamer called it and which we discussed in Chapter Three,
wherein the beautiful is that peculiar appearance through which transcendent reality shines forth,
necessarily, in the world of appearance. The beautiful, as the self-presentation of the good, is the
appearance, for us, of the spiritual values that constitute reality and, therefore, should constitute
our own lives. Herein lies the capacity of the beautiful to offer the moral sanction, as it were, of
appearances of virtue.
If one sees the world of appearance itself as a beautiful image—which is what I am
implying this generalization of “to love the beautiful” means—one is able to love without
attachment (unlike the “great animal of society,” to which we turn later in the chapter). As
Kosman puts it: “true philosophic love…is the true ‘agapic’ love, a love in which the
philosopher, by transcending the world to a vision of its perfect form, is able to accept it as an
appearance and manifestation of that form” (41).
This sort of transcendence is precisely the road along which I am suggesting Plato means
to guide his readers up to the end of Book VI, preparing them for the images of the good.
Thinking cosmologically has been shown to involve thinking in terms of wholeness and the
ideal, and those two concepts come together in the image of the philosophical soul, who attempts
to become whole and, thus, embody the human ideal. Such a pursuit is to attempt to transcend the
things of the world in order to see its perfect form: the good. This is accomplished though loving
what is. In that posture of love, or from that posture of love, one accepts the things of the world
as manifestations of the perfectly ordered whole. This is to love them not for themselves but as
heralds of a higher reality.
The accomplishment of the philosopher over the pseudo-philosopher, then, is precisely
that the philosopher has learned to love being, and in loving being, also loves the seeming, but
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only as the conduit to being, as being’s beautiful image. Thus, the philosopher’s love of the
world is constant and detached, because the philosopher is drawn to what the world points to, not
to the world itself; the philosopher’s love, in other words, “doesn’t wander around under the
sway of coming to be and passing away” (485b). The pseudo-philosopher, on the other hand,
loves the image but confuses it with reality. Due to this confusion, which is, in truth, a form of
idolatry, the pseudo-philosopher’s love is attached, quite firmly, to the images themselves, that
is, to the world and to the things of the world. But because those things are forever changing, so
too does the pseudo-philosopher’s love; it cannot remain constant and detached because its
object is neither constant nor detached. Thus, its love falls under the sway of what always
changes. But this loving is the soul; it constitutes the soul from within the most fundamental
relationship between soul and world, such that to love being or to love the seeming, one does not
merely choose different objects of desire—one desires differently because one’s soul-activity,
and thus the constitution of one’s soul, is different. To awaken is not merely to see a different
reality than the dreamer; it is to become a different reality oneself.
The love of the whole of wisdom, i.e., the love that characterizes the philosophical soul,
is qualitatively distinct from other sorts of love precisely because the latter never attain to seeing
or recognizing reality as it is. To see philosophically demands, it would seem, a spiritual
transformation that the pseudo-philosopher is incapable of achieving precisely because the soul
of the latter is oriented, or misoriented, we might say, toward the seeming. But this spiritual
transformation is spiritual παιδεία, and the soul-life of the philosopher is constituted by the love
the whole of wisdom, a love that is wholesome because it orients the soul toward the whole, not
the parts; toward the one, not the many; toward knowledge, not opinion; toward being, not
seeming; toward the true, the beautiful, and the good, not the rhetorically and politically
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expedient manipulations of opinions about these eternal verities—which, the implication is clear,
is all that the dreaming pseudo-philosopher has to work with. Thus oriented, the pseudophilosopher’s soul can only remain fragmented, wandering, and under the sway of its selfimposed idolatry.
There is a final passage that illuminates the distinction between the philosopher and
pseudo-philosopher and which is significant in that it brings together the themes we have
examined in this section with the question of guardianship.
The pressing issue at hand at the beginning of Book VI is the question of who should rule
the city: the philosophers, who are “capable of reaching what’s always the same in the same
respects,” or the pseudo-philosophers, who are “in a shifting condition, as they wander among
the many things”? (484b).101 Socrates reminds Glaucon of the tautological criterion for ruling the
city, i.e., for being a guardian, namely, the capacity to safeguard the laws and practices of the
101

With the distinction between philosophers and pseudo-philosophers having been made “[b]eyond a
shadow of a doubt” (480a), as Glaucon puts it, Socrates begins Book VI with a peculiar comment:
Anyway, it seems to me they [philosophers and pseudo-philosophers] could be brought to light in
a still better way if only it were only about this that it was necessary to speak, and one didn’t need
to go through the many things that remain for someone who’s going to get a clear sight of the
way a just life differs from an unjust one. (484a)
Socrates’ light lamentation over not considering the present matter of discussion in greater depth is
reminiscent of earlier moments of the drama, most notably his invocation of the “longer road” it would be
necessary to travail in order to discover the nature of the soul, and thereby, to discover the nature of
justice and injustice in the soul (at 435c-d). At that moment, Socrates appealed to the will of the group: if
they were satisfied with the “shorter road,” he would be, too. Here, Socrates hints at the possibility of a
“longer road” with respect to the difference between the philosopher and pseudo-philosopher but,
nonetheless, keeps the conversation on track by reminding his interlocutors of their present task: to
delineate between the just and unjust life. It is impossible to decide what Socrates’ words intend precisely,
of course, but it seems uncontroversial to assume that he says this, as any good spiritual teacher would, to
have his interlocutors (and Plato, his readers), first, understand that these definitions and distinctions are
not complete and, second, think about the insufficiencies of these definitions and distinctions on their own
and for themselves. I believe the perspective gleaned from our current analysis, bolstered by Kosman’s
remarks on love, has, indeed, done just that—amplified and deepened the distinction between the two,
revealing a wholesale posture of soul vis-à-vis the world that, because it is grounded in love, goes beyond
the stale epistemological frame in which this distinction seems, at first, to be bound.
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city. Next, in order to clarify the distinction between the philosopher and pseudo-philosopher,
specifically in terms of fitness to rule/guard, Socrates likens the latter to blind people,
who are lacking in knowledge of what each thing is in its being, who have no clear pattern in the
soul (μηδὲν ἐναργὲς ἐν τῇ ψυχῇ ἔχοντες παράδειγμα) and no capacity to look off, the way
painters do, to what’s truest (τὸ ἀληθέστατον), constantly referring back to there and
contemplating it with as much precision as possible, so that here too lawful practices involving
what’s beautiful and just and good may be established, while they also watch over the ones that
are in place in order to preserve them. (484c-d; my emphasis)

Though offered negatively, as the deficit of the blind (or dreaming) person, Socrates’ description
clearly refers to the awakened philosopher, but it is also consonant with the various descriptions
of spirituality we have been discussing throughout. The philosopher and would-be ruler-guardian
of the city looks to a paradigm, namely, to what is truest, in order to establish good laws in the
city; however, the pattern to which the philosopher looks is said to reside in the soul. This means
that, though the philosopher does look to an external model for spiritual guidance; the genuinely
awakened philosopher has also “internalized” that model. “Internalize” here means something
more like “realize,” as in one makes real in oneself the truth of the pattern one looks to by
structuring one’s soul and one’s life according to it, and in so doing, brings forth that reality into
the world.
I

employ

the

term

“realization”

in

the

spirit

of

Franklin

Merrell-Wolff,

philosopher/mathematician turned mystic/spiritualist, who uses it to describe this sort of soultransformation. Realization, according to Merrell-Wolff, is the movement from “relative”
consciousness to “cosmic” consciousness. The shift is not epistemological but ontological:
“Realization is not a development of consciousness in the subject-object sense. It implies a
radical event involving a shifting of the level of consciousness” (Experience and Philosophy,
422; my emphasis). 102 This ontologically transformative soul-work of the philosopher was
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I referred to Merrell-Wolff’s work in Chapter One.
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implied, as we saw above, in Socrates’ correlation of knowledge and opinion with their
respective knowing and opining faculties within the soul. But now we have learned that this
movement of realization is also precisely that of saving, safeguarding, preserving, imitating, and
loving (the term of choice in the present context): the movement that is spiritual life, the
movement of self-cultivation and, to speak more in accordance with the Republic, of selfconstitution. The philosopher is fit to rule precisely because the philosopher is the one who has
worked on becoming, oneself, whole and harmonious, i.e., on becoming an image of the good;
and the philosopher accomplishes this, at least in part, by having a clear pattern in the soul of
that of which one strives to embody, namely, that which is truest and, therefore, most beautiful
and most beneficial—i.e., the good.
What has emerged in this section is a central pillar of the spiritual perspective: spiritual
truth is a function of being; it is an ontological achievement, not something one merely knows—
but who and what someone is. Likewise, spiritual ignorance is, in short, the soul’s tendency to
remain under the sway of the seeming and, thus, to remain forever wandering, far from the path
that might lead to truth. And precisely because spiritual truth and ignorance are functions of
being, spiritual παιδεία concerns itself, primarily, with the mimetic influence of that with which
the soul dwells, for it is through those influences that the soul becomes what it is.
II. The Spiritual-Paideic Power of Images Revisited
After Glaucon agrees with Socrates that philosophers are suitable guardians because the
philosophical soul has learned to preserve and safeguard the good, truth, and being—as long as
it is not deficient in other respects important for governing the city (484e). This leads Socrates to
offer a definition of the nature of the philosopher, so as to begin to explain how the philosopher
comes to be so constituted. The detailed description of the philosopher’s nature, which covers
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485a-486e, is fairly specific and is summarized, in general terms, at 487a. Within the details one
can easily find all four of the virtues of soul discovered in Book IV and much else that has been
suggested thus far as belonging to the just person and well-educated guardian; indeed, there is
nothing here that has not already been mentioned in the dialogue explicitly or at least alluded to
strongly. Here are the main points: the philosopher has “an erotic desire for what can be learned
that reveals to [one] any of the being that always is…[and one] desire[s] all of it (485b, original
emphasis); has an aversion to falsehood and loves the truth, since it is akin to wisdom (485c);
values the soul over the body, since to love learning is to prioritize the life of the soul; in fact,
the “lover of learning in his very being has to stretch out toward all truth straight from youth as
much as possible” (485d); is moderate and eschews the love of money and the things that money
provides (485e); does not focus on inconsequential things (and is, therefore, serious), since such
focus is “what’s most contrary to a soul that’s intent on constantly reaching out toward the whole
that comprises all of what’s divine and human together” (486a); does not regard human life—or
death—as “anything greatly important,” since the philosopher’s thinking “has grandeur to it” and
engages in “contemplation all of time and all of being” (486a-b); is neither “cowardly” nor
“petty,” and therefore, courageous (486b); has a “just and civilized” soul (486b); is a good
learner with a good memory (486c); and, finally, shows a thinking that is “in proportion and
graceful by nature,” since truth is akin to “being in proportion” (486d). These, Socrates and
Glaucon conclude, are the necessary qualities of “a soul that’s going to get hold of what is in an
adequate and complete way” (486e).
As I said, little, if anything, in this exposition of the nature of the philosophical soul is
new at this point in the dialogue—except, of course, that 1) the image of the ideally educated
guardian, 2) the perfectly good human being, and 3) the nature of the philosopher are evidently
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coalescing into the one, selfsame ideal image: the godlike soul. But these sorts of descriptive
isomorphisms are of little spiritual importance unless we consider them within the movement we
are tracing. Once again, it is Adeimantus’ interjection that moves the dialogue further along this
route.
Glaucon’s praise for Socrates’ exposition of the nature of the philosopher is unequivocal:
“Not even the god of scorn could find fault with such a thing” (487a), but Adeimantus interrupts
his brother and Socrates, not to quibble about the details of the exposition (“Socrates, no one
could say a word against you about these things”) but, rather, to talk about the experience that
the masses have of philosophers—experiences that cause them to doubt the veracity of Socrates’
exposition, despite not being able to make a point against even one of its details. He says,
“someone might now claim he’s not able to oppose your statement on the grounds of any
particular thing…but is able to see in fact that all those who get themselves involved in
philosophy” become either “quite warped, not to say completely depraved” or “useless to their
cities” (487b-d, my emphasis).
This type of charge against philosophers, a charge which may be as old as philosophy
itself, and inextricably bound to it, is the charge of sophistry. In general, sophistry aims not at
discovering the truth but at “winning” an argument; later in the discussion, Socrates will treat
sophistry in detail, and describe its method as “contentious,” or φιλονικῶν, “in love with victory”
(499e). Anything approaching a full treatment of sophistry in ancient Athens, or of the
relationship between Plato and sophistry, falls well outside the scope of our present inquiry.
Given my hermeneutic approach to the Republic, furthermore, it is prudent to limit the discussion
to this dialogue’s treatment—which is paltry, especially in comparison to other classics on the
subject, like the Meno, Gorgias, Phaedrus, Protagoras, and, of course, the Sophist. However, the
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charge remains clear: mass opinion recognizes an uncomfortable slippage between the
description of a philosopher and their real-world counterparts, experience of whom renders that
description false.
This slippage, between λόγος and ἔργον, points to one of humanity’s fundamental
impediments toward spiritual growth: hypocrisy. Because, as we will see, the sophist cares more
about speaking persuasively in public than about discovering what is true or good, the sophist’s
words are free to wander, untethered from the sophist’s genuine convictions. In this way, the
slippage between word and deed is an index of a deeper, more dangerous slippage, namely,
between word and soul, for the constitution of the sophistic soul does not come into play, as it
were, in sophistic activity. We encountered this amazing phenomenon in Chapter One, in
Glaucon’s strange speech, which certainly said something quite opposed to Glaucon’s conviction
of soul. Was Glaucon, then, “being” a sophist, or “committing” sophistry? In a certain respect,
yes, insofar as sophistry consists, necessarily, of the divorce of word and soul. Philosophy, by
contrast, because it loves the whole of truth and being—and is devoted to realizing, as an
ontological soul-event, the soul’s truth and being, namely, becoming whole—consists,
necessarily, of the marriage of word and soul. The genuine philosopher’s relationship to
language is always oriented to, and by, the truth.103
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I have attempted to phrase this carefully, since it is patently false, within the context of the dialogue, to
assert that the philosopher “always speaks the truth.” The discussion of the noble lie is relevant here, but
even more relevant, I think, is the distinction made between the “lie in words” and the “lie in the soul”
(382a-d). The “lie in words,” like the noble lie, is acceptable if it, like a medical treatment, sets the soul
along a healthful path. Much of the content-related censorship of the poets is a “lie” in this sense. The “lie
in the soul,” on the other hand, is never acceptable. In light of the first section of the present chapter, we
understand why: to let in the “lie in the soul” is to be like the dreamer, i.e., to be under the sway of the
seeming. The philosophical soul, because it discerns both appearance and reality as what each is, and does
not confuse them, is able to see through the “lie in words” and not let it “infect” it, or draw it under its
sway. So, no, the philosopher does not always speak the truth, but the philosopher’s words, we might say,
are always devoted to the truth.
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In another way, however, Glaucon’s speech could never be considered sophistic,
precisely because its purpose was not, at all, to “win” the argument; the exact opposite, in fact,
was the case—his speech was a model, whose purpose was announced clearly as such, for
Socrates to follow in his defense of the just life. With this, we might define sophistry, roughly, in
terms of these two elements, as: 1) the divorce of word and soul and 2) whose goal is to “win”
arguments.
It is this teleological orientation that proves to be the key distinction between the
philosopher and the sophist. For the truth-loving philosopher, rhetorical manipulation of one’s
audience is anathema to the search for truth. Why? Quite simple: spiritual truth is a function of
being. This means that truth is not some piece of λόγος, some proposition that one soul says to
another soul, but a spiritual achievement that each soul, individually, must experience and
realize for itself. In a sense, we might say that the philosopher’s relationship with others is
always mediated by the soul’s orientation toward truth and being. The sophist, by contrast, since
persuasion, not truth, is the goal, relates quite differently to its audience. The sophist is directed
primarily toward a persuasive and competitive relationship with others, and since sophistry has
already divorced word and soul, there is no regard, whatsoever, for the souls to whom the sophist
speaks.
With the sophist, then, we are presented with the same spiritual danger that emanated
from the poets’ and majority opinion’s advocacy, so unsettling to Glaucon and Adeimantus, of
the life of “total injustice.” Sophistry, in fact, is a powerful agent of politico-rhetorical thinking.
But we are also in a better position now to understand just how dangerous this sort of thinking is
from the perspective of spirituality, from which the λόγος offers no access to spiritual truth,
because the latter is an ontological event. The truth is the soul’s spiritual and ontological
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achievement. The apotheosizing of the λόγος and of persuasion on the part of politico-rhetorical
thinking, therefore, nullifies the life of the soul altogether; the λόγος always has the last word, as
it were, even in the ears of the gods.
Now, returning to the text, Adeimantus is concerned, here, as he was earlier, with
common opinion, and thus this textual moment may stand as a reminder of the strangeness (from
the perspective of common opinion) of so much of what the interlocutors have been discussing,
as well as a reminder of the exigence that has motivated the discussion since the beginning of
Book II. But it also raises a perennial challenge to the life of the soul, as well as to philosophy
and spirituality: how does philosophical-spiritual life avoid becoming a mere play of pretty
words? How does philosophy safeguard or preserve itself—and I use this terminology quite
purposefully—from descending into the politico-rhetorical game that, as we have seen, denudes
the life of the soul of any value and meaning?
The challenge of Adeimantus’ anonymous “many” is answered in a manner that will be
familiar to the attentive reader, though there is an explicitness in Socrates’ response that, though
it mirrors previous episodes within the dialogue, elevates spiritual παιδεία explicitly to its
philosophical acme, bringing the dialogue closer to what I see as the soul of the Republic,
considered in its spiritual dimension. Socrates answers—and his answer implies that he must
answer—by way of an image; in the process, he justifies and explains the spiritual need to appeal
to images. The “philosophical acme” to which I refer is the moment at which, as Walter Brogan
pointedly expresses it, “Socrates declares himself unable to philosophize at the highest levels
except through images” (“Figuring and Disfiguring Socrates” 144). The highest levels of
philosophizing, however, precisely because they involve the presentation of images, do not
involve thinking about the good (epistemologically); rather, they are concerned with illuminating
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and provoking spiritual experience. This, of course, resonates with the account of spiritual
knowledge offered in the previous section. The path that leads to the good is spiritual: it passes
through the beautiful image—not the λόγος. At these heights, philosophy overcomes itself, as it
were, and along with itself, necessarily, its congenital temptation—sophistry. Thus it blossoms
into spirituality. Socrates’ image of the star-gazer will appeal directly to the superior spiritualpaideic power of the image over logical demonstration.
To Adeimantus’ and surely most readers’ surprise, Socrates agrees with these common
depictions of philosophers as either useless or depraved. If this is the case, Adeimantus queries,
how can Socrates stand by his previous assertion of the necessity of the philosopher-ruler?
(487e). Socrates says, “You’re asking a question…that needs an answer by way of an image”
(487e). After Adeimantus makes fun of Socrates for his propensity for “speaking in images,”
Socrates rejoins in what seems like a jovial, light-hearted manner, but his response reveals key
insights into the spiritual significance of image-making:
That’s nice…You’re mocking me after you’ve dropped me into an argument that’s so resistant to
demonstrations? Just listen to the image, then, so you can see even better how tenaciously I make
images (ἵν᾽ ἔτι μᾶλλον ἴδῃς ὡς γλίσχρως εἰκάζω). Because the experience that the most decent
philosophers undergo in relation to their cities is so hard to get at that there’s not a single other
experience like it, but it’s necessary to pull things together from many places in order to give an
image of it and a defense on their behalf, the way painters depict goatstags and the like by
amalgamating things. (487e-488a)

First, notice that Socrates reminds Adeimantus that their current argument is resistant to
“demonstrations.” This implies that argumentation and demonstration are not equivalent, that
some arguments cannot be answered demonstratively; they require, as Socrates had just said, an
answer by way of an image. Thus, Socrates explicitly asserts something that the attentive reader
has already witnessed Socrates perform at various moments throughout the dialogue. In fact, as
we have been arguing, the entire frame of their conversation has been given as an answer to
Adeimantus’ question (at 365a-b)—by way of an image, namely, the “city in speech,” or more
200

precisely, by way of a series of images nested within this framing image of the ideal city. Seen
this way, Socrates’ assertion may seem unnecessary and perhaps even redundant. However, as a
response, specifically, to Adeimantus’ teasing of him for his fondness for “speaking in images,”
Socrates’ claim is more telling. Adeimantus’ gentle mockery draws attention to a general
prejudice of the overly intellectual mind, namely, that rational argumentation or logical
deduction has a greater claim to truth than do images or poetry; we might characterize this
prejudice as a sort of imbalance, or disharmony, within the soul, a kind of immoderate clinging
to the λόγος. We are here confronted again with the struggle between λόγος and μῦθος, and
Plato has Adeimantus and Socrates engage in this cordial exchange not to indicate anything
about either character but, rather, in order to remind the reader of the importance of “speaking in
images” in the first place, especially with regard to the most lofty and essential ideas, like
goodness and virtue. We have seen a certain suspicion of the λόγος from the very beginning,
both in Socrates’ response, in an image, to the brothers’ concerns in Book II and in the various
textual moments in which Socrates reminds his interlocutors (and us, of course) of the limitations
of the trajectory of their discourse (e.g., invocation of the “longer road” at 435c-d). Indeed, we
have been investigating, since the beginning, how and why the good needs the beautiful image to
appear at all.
Socrates immediately re-emphasizes the importance of philosophizing in/through images,
as he invites Adeimantus to witness how “tenaciously” (γλίσχρως) he makes them. The
translation of this word, γλίσχρως, is difficult, if not impossible. It means something like
“eagerly” but also “stingily,” or even “stickily.” The sense is, I believe, that Socrates is both
eager to make images as a means of philosophizing, but also that he creates his images with
extensive care and precision. In other words, still combatting the intellectual prejudice that
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images are, categorically, vague or nebulous, especially in comparison with the clarity of rational
demonstration, Socrates is inviting Adeimantus to take images seriously, especially if they are
crafted with the care with which Socrates’ claim implies. This invitation is, of course, also aimed
at the reader, who will, in a few short moments, be presented with images of—not demonstrative
arguments about—the good.
Finally, notice that Socrates’ response to Adeimantus is Socrates’ explanation for the
necessity of giving an image-answer to Adeimantus’ question. He says that the relationship
between philosopher and city is “so hard to get at that there’s not a single other experience like
it,” making it “necessary to pull things together from many places in order to give an image of it
and a defense on their behalf, the way painters depict goatstags and the like by amalgamating
things” (488a, my emphasis). It is the uniqueness of the experience that makes discussing it
difficult. However, like a painter, who can bring together disparate elements of familiar animals
in order to create some new, imaginary creature, the image-maker can approximate the singular
experience by drawing from multiple familiar sources. Images, then, are necessary when
attempting to describe a unique experience and give a defense of that experience.
With this final point, we see that in Socrates’ preface to his response-image (the image of
the useless star-gazer), the reader is being prepared to think explicitly about images in terms of
experience rather than explanation; an image captures something of an experience that remains
inaccessible to logical demonstration—and this is, of course, consonant with our conclusions
about beautiful images of the good in Chapter Three: beautiful images resist conceptual
determination. Not only does the image capture experience in a unique way, but an image also
transmits the truth of the experience it images—in a sort of self-evident self-presentation—
through an experience of the image itself. One needs, oneself, to see the image, hear the poem,
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read the dialogue, etc. In truth, we have been encountering this phenomenon from the beginning.
Remember that Socrates appealed to the experience of “something godlike” in Glaucon and
Adeimantus to explain their resistance to the claims about justice and injustice made by the the
poets and majority opinion. Likewise, musical education found its goal in instilling in the young
guardians’ souls the love of the beautiful—a love that, as we saw in the previous section,
constitutes the philosophical soul’s orientation toward reality. That this orientation, moreover, is
conceived ontologically, rather than epistemologically, was revealed, specifically, in our
consideration of the image of awakening from a dream, an image which implied that the ascent
from opinion to knowledge, on the part of the soul, is nothing short of a transformative soulexperience. In fact, if we retrace our steps, it becomes clear that the dialogue, since the beginning
of Book II, has nowhere defended or even put forth a claim about philosophical activity as being
devoted solely, or even primarily, to detached rational argumentation. What we have uncovered
is quite the opposite: the Republic insists—over and over again—that the path to virtue (which is
the via philosophia, at least in the context of the Republic) leads through the self-evidently true
experience that beautiful images yield—not the mechanical conclusions churned out by rational
analysis.
The shift toward thinking about experience, and more specifically, about the significant
weight of experiential evidence, in this exchange between Adeimantus and Socrates, both
continues the theme of spiritual experience developed in the previous section, and also sets the
stage, as it were, for the reader’s experience of the literary image of Socrates performing
philosophy, which he does when he redefines the nature of the philosopher “from necessity”
(490d), a passage whose significance we will investigate in the following section. That is to say,
in a moment, Plato will show the reader an image of a philosopher who also lives up to Socrates’
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verbal definition, thereby refuting the charge of Adeimantus’ anonymous “many”—not with
deduction but with imagination. We are coming to this.
We can now review the image that Socrates creates—the useless star-gazer. It interests us
primarily insofar as it is an image, like that of the purebred puppy, intimately related to παιδεία,
and in two ways. We learned from the image of the puppy that images teach: they have an
orienting and reorienting function with regard to thinking. Here, firstly, παιδεία plays an
explicitly central role in the content of the image, and, secondly, after the image is given,
Socrates exhorts Adeimantus to teach the image to others, thereby reinforcing the paideic
significance of images.
A central element of the star-gazer image is that the sailors, who are, in the metaphor,
citizens of the “ship” of state, vying each to be the helmsman, 1) have never learned the art of
helmsmanship, 2) cannot point to a teacher of the art, nor to a time when they studied it, and
finally, 3) claim that it is not even teachable (and that saying that it is teachable provokes a
violent response) (488b). Socrates’ point, of course, is that the masses, and especially those who
have opinions about who should rule, do not believe that παιδεία has a role to play in ruling or
in determining who should rule, or why. Rather, as the image makes plain, they use means of
persuasion or force—the very means which politico-rhetorical thinking exalts—to accrue power
(488c-d). They are ignorant of the fact that one who would truly steer the ship would have to
spend time learning about the stars and the seasons, and so, such contemplation looks, to them,
like useless star-gazing (488e-a). The many who would vie for power, not believing that there is
a paideic path that leads toward fitness to rule, take any such pursuits—like philosophy or
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spirituality—to be utterly meaningless and useless.104 The metaphorical sailors are beholden to
the same kind of politico-rhetorical prejudice we saw at work in majority opinion and poetic
indoctrination in Book II, for the complete denial of any significance of παιδεία within the
domain of politics immediately jettisons the life of the soul from political and ethical relevance.
Just as in Book II, the common customs of political and ethical activity include mere persuasion
or brute force—and admit of nothing more. As we have seen, however, and as this episode
reinforces, there are dimensions of soul-life that, as the star-gazer imagery suggests, are
completely unknown to those politico-rhetorically minded people, just as the awakened
philosopher has access to a reality that the dreaming pseudo-philosopher can—only dream of.
Indeed, the distinction between philosopher and pseudo-philosopher seems particularly
relevant here, as the sailors are evidently opinion-bound, unable as they are to acknowledge the
existence of some one knowable idea that is helmsmanship. Like that of the pseudo-philosopher,
their vision has fallen under the sway of the seeming. But the image goes further in indicating the
danger of pseudo-philosophy: without a standard to look to, without knowledge of
helmsmanship and the ability to give reasons about one’s conceptions of helmsmanship, one has
nothing to steer the soul, we might say, but wandering opinions. And when ruling (a city or a
ship), the clash of opinions leads to the manipulation of those opinions (by those with the
greatest rhetorical skill) or to physical intimidation and violence, all in the name of victory (see
499e). To avoid this unsavory political situation, there is a need for some guiding orientation in
the life of the soul—just as in the case of a sea voyage there is a need for the ship to remain
oriented toward its destination—at least, if one genuinely cares about where one is going.
104

It is worth nothing that it is because they “have been nurtured in this way, and have learned and been
educated in the things that truly belong to them” that the rational and spirited parts of the soul are deemed
worthy to rule over the desiring part (441e-442a). It is clear throughout the Republic that the “power to
rule” comes not from a political position of having power over others but from the power of the soul
(power over oneself) that comes from the best education in virtue.
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Once the image is complete, Socrates tells Adeimantus, “first of all, then, teach the image
to that fellow who’s surprised that philosophers aren’t honored in their cities and try to persuade
him that it would be much more surprising if they were honored” (489a-b). “I’ll teach it,”
Adeimantus replies. Socrates’ suggestion that, first of all, Adeimantus teach this image to those
who are surprised that philosophers are not honored in their cities, and also try to persuade that
person that the opposite would be more surprising—this is a call to employ the star-gazer image
precisely as an orienting image, in the manner that the reader witnessed Socrates perform in
Book II. Again, then, in this scene, the reader is hearing, explicitly, what the dialogue had
previously performed. But we might notice, too, that the very imaging of Socrates’ performance
in Book II (in the puppy image), by Plato, served, itself, as an orienting image for the reader,
preparing one for (at least) this moment in Book VI. Here I would remind my reader of the
“seed” metaphor that I have employed to describe Plato’s writing style and also of the
description, in Books II-III, of the impressionability of young souls and the subsequent way in
which παιδεία affects the soul, with content creeping in, mostly unnoticed and in tiny
increments. The Republic works similarly, as with these two images, the puppy and star-gazer.
The first image shows the reader what spiritual-paideic work images can do, such that, even if
the reader has not quite attended to that specific message (as it is easy to pass over this aspect of
the puppy image), one is nonetheless prepared to hear more sympathetically, we might say, the
explicit exhortation to teach that follows the second image; one is drawn to it, as the young
guardians are drawn to images of beauty through their image-driven education program, and,
consequently, fall under the sway of, i.e., learn to love, the beautiful. The image of the puppy
oriented the reader toward thinking about the paideic significance of images; thus oriented, the
reader hears Socrates’ present exhortation of Adeimantus as if not for the first time, as the idea
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was there, in seed-form, in the soul, even if unnoticed. This seems to be how image-based
spiritual παιδεία works.
Finally, as mentioned above, this exchange between Socrates and Adeimantus continues
a theme introduced in the first section, namely, spiritual experience. It also reminds the reader of
the paideic-spiritual power of images, while also bringing these two ideas in contact with one
another: images “speak” of experience and “speak” to experience—of the soul, of course. Precise
language is difficult to find here, but we might say, as a sort of summary, the following: the
spiritual achievement of the philosopher has been shown to consist of an ontological soultransformation, in which the soul, itself, is changed; this change is effected not through rational,
conceptual (and therefore, epistemological) deductions but, rather, the self-evident truth of the
spiritual-aesthetic experience of images.
In ways we shall explore in the following section, these insights will help us understand
Socrates’ next image: the “great animal” of society, which, itself, continues to shed more
penetrating light on the distinction between philosophers and pseudo-philosophers that began our
present inquiry.
III. The παιδεία of the Great Animal
Having settled the issue of the cause of the philosophers’ uselessness (489d), Socrates
next takes up the charge of their depravity. He suggests that he and Adeimantus try to show that
philosophy itself is not the cause of “the inevitability of depravity in most of” those who pursue
philosophy, from whom “the biggest and strongest slur on philosophy comes” (489d-e). It is
interesting to note that, at the beginning of the defense, Socrates characterizes the majority of
people who strive to be philosophical as inevitably becoming depraved. He will offer reasons for
this corruption of the philosophical nature momentarily, but his initial defense of philosophy
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consists in “casting our memories back,” as he says, to the nature of the philosopher that he and
Glaucon had just finished describing before Adeimantus’ interjection. The “first point [to
recall],” he says, “was that truth led him [the philosopher], and he needed to follow it completely
in everything else or be a fraud who has no part in true philosophy in any way” (490a).
Recalling this premise that the philosopher is, indeed, “a friend and kinsman of truth”
(487a), Socrates refers again to this image of the philosophical soul, in a passage that brings
together the insights learned about the philosopher in Books V and VI and the conclusion of
musical education in Book III:
So won’t we be giving a defense that’s tailor-made by saying the following? That someone who’s
a lover of learning in his very being would be of such a nature as to strive toward what is, and
wouldn’t linger with the many particular things that have a seeming of being, but would keep
going and not blunt the edge of his erotic desire or let up from it until he gets holds of the nature
of what each thing itself is with the capacity of soul that’s suited to get hold of such a thing, and
is suited to it by its kinship with it, and once he’s come near by means of that and joined with
what is in its very being, and has given birth to intellectual insight and truth, he’d discern and be
truly alive and be nourished, and in that way cease from his labor pains, but not before that.
(490a-b)

Though Socrates does not admit until 503b that “it’s imperative to put philosophers in place as
guardians in the most precise sense,” the “tailor-made defense” he has just given resonates
profoundly with the spiritual process described at the culmination of guardian education (cf.
401b-403c).105 That resonance will deepen as we continue; however, the more pressing point to
see in this defense is its performative element, to which we alluded in the previous section.
Socrates defines the philosopher in terms of looking toward what is and getting a hold of what
each thing is in itself. After the definition is given, however, he reminds Adeimantus that it was
105

Specifically, we see that the philosopher is, like the aspiring guardian, characterized by an ἔρως that
draws the soul toward its “object” (there, beautiful images of the good; here, truth and being) in such a
way that the soul is nourished by that source and inspired to want to become like the source (which is
another aspect of this ἔρως). Being thus lovingly drawn, and making some sort of “contact” with the
source and drawing nourishment from it, the soul is, in both cases, transformed by the experience of, and
with, the source. The structural similarities are indeed striking, and, as we will see, even more clearly in
the next section, the philosopher’s love, like the guardian’s, is bound up with spiritual imitation and
realization.
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to defend the philosopher from the charge of depravity that they “took up again the nature of
those who are philosophers in the true sense, and defined it from necessity” (490d; my emphasis).
In this way, Socrates and the group have just practiced philosophy; the text has imaged, i.e.,
brought to presentation, the very art of philosophizing in the act of defining the philosopher—
striving to see the truth of what the philosopher is.
In this passage, then, the reader is witness to the famous Socratic “harmony of word and
deed” (to which Socrates refers shortly, at 501e). But just such a consonance between form and
content is precisely what the anonymous “many” who would charge Socrates of sophistry saw as
lacking in their experience of philosophers. This was the substance of Adeimantus’ interjection,
and Socrates has now responded not only with a revealing image (i.e., the useless star-gazer), but
also with a performance (of at least some) of the very traits he ascribes to the philosopher, and
perhaps the most important one—to strive for what truly is. In this way, Socrates refutes the
hypothetical charge—at least with respect to himself—and Plato offers the reader an image of the
philosopher philosophizing, an image that, precisely because it performs the truth of what it says,
resists the charge of sophistry.
The circle widens, however, for the image of the useless star-gazer was, of course,
introduced as a necessary response to Adeimantus’ question, and Socrates indicates that images
attempt to capture unique experiences that are difficult to address in other forms of
demonstration (such as rational argumentation). But here things get tricky, for is Socrates, in
defining the nature of the philosophical soul, creating an image and, thus, appealing to an
experience? At the level of the dialogue and with respect to Socrates’ dramatic listeners, at least,
it seems clearly not. With respect to Plato’s imaging of Socrates philosophizing, and at the level
of the reader’s experience of that image, however, it is different story. In fact, I contend that,
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from this perspective, we are witness—in this image of Socrates philosophizing—to something
like Plato’s defense of Socrates’ dramatic defense of “necessary images” (if I may put it like
that), which attempt to move the reader toward taking seriously a notion of experience that
eclipses rational demonstration. Plato’s image of Socrates philosophizing is something that the
reader’s soul experiences in a manner quite distinct from that of merely reading the description
of the philosopher’s qualities. Here, of course, the dialogical and dramatic style of Plato’s
writings surge to the fore; a philosophical treatise may offer images, of course, but a
philosophical dramatic dialogue is already an image. As such, the Republic is, itself, something
of a literary image. The image of Socrates’ philosophizing is remarkable precisely because it
performs the truth of what it says. Adeimantus’ interjection contained the admission that no one
would say anything against the preliminary definition of the philosopher; the complaint was
made against the divide that exists within most philosophers’ souls between appearance and
reality, between what is said about philosophers and what philosophers are, “in fact”—and this
divide is somehow evident and experienced by the masses who encounter these so-called
“philosophers.” If persuasion were simply a matter of rational argumentation, and if no one
would deny the description of the philosopher given, then it would follow that no one should
object to the claim that philosophers should rule. Yet, the masses do object, and even do so
violently. Thus, Plato’s literary portrait of Socrates philosophizing in such a way that his words
are in harmony with his deeds offers a genuine image of the philosopher, insofar as the image is
the self-presentation of that which is imaged, and such a genuine image works on the soul in a
manner that is, and will always be, wanting in a mere linguistic description of the philosopher. In
this way, the image of Socrates philosophizing is Plato’s genuine spiritual defense against the
charge of the anonymous “many,” and that image is offered to the reader, in order to let it work
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upon the reader’s soul, thereby reinforcing Socrates’ mere description in a manner that, because
it is a mere description, it cannot do alone. The reader, in short, is meant to have an experience of
the image of Socrates philosophizing that transcends λόγος about philosophizing and penetrates
the reader at the level of ψυχή, in which it may take root and begin to grow and nourish the soul.
After this performance, Socrates and Adeimantus look at how such a nature is
corrupted—and it usually is, since “a philosopher in the full sense springs up on few occasions
and in few human beings” (491b). It turns out, Socrates claims, that the very qualities that
constitute the philosophical soul are also responsible for “ruin[ing] the soul that has [them]”
(491b), as do “all the so-called goods” like “beauty, riches, bodily strength, family connections
with power in the city, and everything akin to these” (491c). Theses types of social, political,
genetic, and economic advantages—and their deleterious effects on the soul—are obvious, at
least superficially, to Adeimantus, but the latter wants to here more precisely what Socrates
means. Socrates responds in language that should now, given our analyses, reveal itself as quite
pregnant with meaning: “Then grasp it as a whole in the right way…and it will appear very
evident to you” (491c). With these words, Socrates is reminding Adeimantus (and the reader) to
be philosophical: look toward the whole of the matter being discussed. But what does this mean?
Adeimantus asks how Socrates might “advise” him to do this (491c), but Socrates does not seem
to respond; in fact, he seems to ignore the question altogether. Instead, he launches straightaway
into a general claim about the importance for “every seed or growing thing” to receive the
resources “suited to it in each case” in order to become what it is—for instance, rich soil,
appropriate climate or nourishment, etc. (491d). Next, he extends the image to souls: “won’t we
claim that with souls too, those with the greatest natural talents become exceptionally bad when
they get bad guidance in youth?” (491e). The conversation proceeds, then, with Adeimantus’
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seemingly crucial question left unanswered: how does one see what one is looking for as a whole
and in the right way? How could such an important question be passed over in silence? What
has happened here?
That Adeimantus is Socrates’ interlocutor here seems anything but coincidental given
that Socrates’ line of questioning is something of a mirror image of that which Adeimantus
offered in Book II. In fact, Socrates follows this with a claim that further reinforces this
consonance:
I imagine that if the nature we set down as that of the philosopher meets up with suitable learning,
it will necessarily come into every virtue as it grows, but if it’s brought up without being seeded
and planted in suitable soil, it will come instead into everything opposite, unless it happens to get
the help of one of the gods. (492a)

The discussion will move on immediately into a more subtle critique of the influences that
corrupt the philosophical soul, but this brief moment is revealing. Did Socrates’ pass over
Adeimantus’ question in silence? Perhaps not. It seems that Socrates has advised Adeimantus,
and the reader, how to “grasp it as a whole the right way,” insofar as Socrates has reoriented the
discussion away from the particular natural qualities and external factors that might influence a
young soul and toward the centrality of παιδεία —and thus, has reminded us of what is
essential, and what peripheral, within their inquiry. The love of the whole, after all, is to be
under the sway of truth and being, and this means to want to grasp what really is true. But just as
the image of παιδεία as an ever-growing circle in Book IV (see 424a; Chapter Two) suggested
an ἀρχὴ conceived as a central point or axis from which the circular growth maintains itself as
circular, it seems that philosophical inquiry, too, moves more like a circle than a vector. Indeed,
it seems to require something like a central core—i.e., that which is being investigated—around
which, as it strives toward knowledge, it must maintain some orbital “contact.” The latter is
maintained, it would seem, through the love that continuously motivates the soul toward and
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around that center. An image of this sort of motion might help us understand the famous Socratic
question: what is it? That question does not call for the culmination of a thought process (i.e., an
answer), but the inception of thinking itself; it is the ἀρχὴ of the circular orbit of thinking—both
in terms of the motivation within the soul and that which soul strives to know—which Socrates’
characteristic ignorance reminds us, is a never-ending process. This is why, as the famous scene
in the Symposium so memorably demonstrates, the search for knowledge and wisdom is
characterized in terms of love, that is, in terms of inherent lack. Wisdom is the ultimate magnetic
center, around which the philosophical soul maintains its orbit, drawn in and propelled forth by
the love of wisdom, and forever. So, by mirroring back to Adeimantus these concerns about
παιδεία —concerns that he introduced and which prompted their present inquiry—Socrates is
keeping Adeimantus, and us, focused on παιδεία, thus maintaining the orbit of their inquiry and
leading his interlocutors, and Plato his reader, to grasp things as a whole in the right way. But the
latter is nothing other than the soul’s orientation toward truth and being. In this strange and brief
passage, we are witness to another Socratic performace: Socrates has performed this
reorientation and, in so doing, has helped the reader see what it actually looks like “to be under
the sway of truth and being,” translating this words from their lofty philosophical and poetic
heights into a visible image of a lived (and living) experience.
Returning to the drama, we next hear Socrates wonder what constitutes “unsuitable soil”
for the soul disposed toward truth and being. It is not the private tutoring of the sophists that
corrupts young and tender souls, as many believe (492a-b), but society at large. Socrates does not
intend to defend the sophists—in only a few moments he will disparage them wholesale—but,
rather, to draw attention to the main culprit responsible for the would-be philosopher’s
corruption. The pernicious tutelage of an individual sophist is only a byproduct and pale
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imitation of the pernicious tutelage of the “great animal” of society (493c); “none of the private
professionals whom [people] call sophists…teaches anything other than [the] opinions held by
most people” (493a). Corruption at the hands of the masses occurs because, as Socrates will say
only moments later, “a multitude is incapable of being philosophic” (494a).
Now, he does not mean that most people, individually, cannot become philosophical
(even though the nature of the philosopher is rare); rather, he means that the seed of philosophy
cannot grow and flourish within the context of multitudes. This passage, and its descriptions of
the unphilosophical masses, reads like a premonition of later so-called “existentialist” thinkers.
One is reminded of Kierkegaard’s notion of public leveling, or of Nietzsche’s insistence on herd
mentality as the rule for social groups, or even of Heidegger’s insight into Gerede, or idle talk,
that accompanies the inauthentic das Man, or “they-self.” Listen to this passage:
Whenever a multitude of [people] sits down together in one bunch…in assemblies or law courts
or theaters or army camps or any other gathering in common of a crowd, and, with a lot of racket,
blame some of the things that are said and done and praise others, excessively, in both cases,
shouting and clapping…. In a situation like that, what do you imagine a young person, as the
saying goes, has in his heart? Or what sort of private education will hold up against it for him,
and not be inundated (κατακλυσθεῖσαν) by that sort of blame and praise to be swept off and
carried by the tide in whatever direction it takes, so that he’ll claim the same things are beautiful
and shameful as they do, and make a practice of doing the very things they do, and be like them?
(492b-c; my emphasis)

Socrates is warning of the influence of common opinions that surge to the fore within group
settings; they dash over and wash away (κατακλύζω) any private παιδεία in wihch a young
person might engage or to which one might be privy. Indeed, Socrates is describing something
more dangerous and nefarious than the common peer-pressure that comes with youthful attempts
at fellowship, or the sort of hive-mind that tends to develop within groups. He is highlighting the
paideic power of these tendencies to influence (literally, to in-fluence, to flow into) the soul and
to overpower any other, rival παιδεία that might also be working to influence the soul. So strong
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and so greedy for conformity is the sway of public opinion that “these educators and sophists
impose by deed in addition to speech” harsh punishments on those who are not persuaded:
“penalties in dishonor, money, and death” (493d).
The young soul, then, is described as having to navigate a social context in which mass
opinion reigns supreme, and in which non-conformity to mass opinion is punishable, even by
violent means. When Socrates asks Adeimantus what such a young person might have “in his
heart” in such as situation, we can, again, hear the echoes of Adeimantus’ question to Socrates in
Book II. It is no accident that, as Socrates is led to discuss the sophist, in the only episode in the
Republic in which sophistry as such is explicitly addressed, this whole set of problems from
Book II re-emerges. However, the context at this point in the dialogue is quite distinct from that
of Book II, for we have now heard a description of, and witnessed an imaged performance of
(and by), a philosopher, from which we are able to distinguish more clearly the sophist, as well
as the unmistakably sophistic character of the paideic dangers inherent to politio-rhetorical
thinking.
Naturally, then, it is within the context of παιδεία that Socrates openly disparages the
sophist, who does not “teach anything other than these opinions held by most people, the ones
they give as opinions when they’re assembled in groups” and “he [the sophist] calls that
wisdom” (493a). Of course, this “wisdom” is pretend-wisdom, since the sophist, according to
Socrates, teaches nothing but what common opinion already asserts; but it would be nearer to the
truth to say that the sophist learns to mime the desires and whims of the masses, which Socrates
compares to a “big and strong beast” (493a), and then teaches these common opinions back to
the masses, from whom they are aped. The sophist is described as someone who studies this
beast to get a sense of its moods, desires, pleasures, and pains. The sophist learns how to
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approach it, how to excite its fierceness or draw out its gentleness. The collection of these
“insights” is what the sophist calls “wisdom” (493a) and, Socrates says, “having systematized it
like an art he’d turn to teaching, knowing nothing at all about what’s in truth beautiful and
shameful among these opinions and desires, or good or bad, or just or unjust, he’d name all these
things after the opinions of the great animal, calling what delights it good and what annoys it
bad” (493b-c).
The sophistic art of παιδεία, then, is a systematic rhetorical technique based on the
commonly held, pleasure- and pain-based opinions of the masses. It is, however, wholly ignorant
of which of these opinions might hit upon, or at least orient one toward, the truth. In fact, with no
proper orientation toward the truth, sophistic παιδεία posits no value beyond the sympathies and
antipathies of the masses. Consequently, its rhetoric aims at nothing but maintaining and
perpetuating common, customary opinion; indeed, we have heard that, when it fails to persuade
rhetorically, it even resorts to violence—thus marking the degree of its commitment to
conformity of opinion (492a). The question we need to ask is: toward what end is this sophistic
παιδεία aimed? We will answer that question in a moment, but in preparation for doing so, we
must look at one more crucial, and curious, distinction that Socrates makes at the end of his
description of the sophist and the great beast.
The distinction—upon which Socrates does not elaborate—is between “the necessary”
and “the good.” By calling what the beast delights in, good, and what annoys it, bad, Socrates
claims the sophist is “calling necessary things just and beautiful; he’d have no other account to
give of them, but as for the nature of the necessary and the good, and the great extent by which
they differ in being, he’d neither have discerned it nor be able to show it to anyone else” (493c).
There is no clear reference to this distinction anywhere else in the dialogue, yet it seems to carry
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weight with Adeimantus, who agrees with Socrates when asked: “Now before Zeus, wouldn’t
someone like that seem to you to be a bizarre teacher?” (493c). The implication seems clear: the
ability to see and also to teach the distinction between the necessary and the good is of
paramount importance within the context of παιδεία; a further implication is that sophistic
παιδεία, which panders to public opinion, is completely incapable of either seeing or teaching
this distinction. Further still, it is implied that “just” and “beautiful” things are, in truth, “good,”
and not “necessary,” things. There is much here yet to untangle, of course, but the question left
unasked—as an invitation, I would suggest, for the reader to ask it and, in this way, participate
philosophically in, and with, the Republic—is the Socratic one: what is the distinction between
the good and the necessary? Furthermore, why is the sophist unable to see the distinction
between them, and what restricts the sophist to this account of calling “good” things “necessary”
(“he’d have no other account to give of them”)?
In order to understand the meaning of this image of sophistic παιδεία, then, let us pose
the following set of questions: 1) at what does sophistic παιδεία aim; 2) what is the distinction
between the good and the necessary; 3) why is the sophist unable to see and teach this
distinction, and thus, unable to give any other account of the good except in terms of the
necessary? I think the answer to the first question, and our understanding of the endgame of
sophistic παιδεία, will reveal itself through attending to the other two, interrelated questions,
i.e., by looking at the distinction between the good and the necessary, as well as at what accounts
for the sophist’s limited vision with respect to this distinction—a limitation, moreover, that
reveals itself in the sophist’s reduction of the good to the necessary. Answers to these questions
must remain grounded in the context of Socrates’ image of the great animal of society and within
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the frame of the present conversation, namely, the nature and corruption of the philosophical
soul.
We begin with Socrates’ claim that the sophist is restricted to seeing what is good as
necessary. The implication from the image is that it is the sophist’s manner of observation of the
great beast that accounts for its yielding only necessary explanations, but never good (or
beautiful or just) ones. That the sophist is imaged as a kind of animal-handler indicates this, as
Socrates seems to consider just these animalistic responses to pleasure and pain to fall under the
umbrella of “the necessary.” Why might this be so? The animal, the thinking would seem to be,
does not understand—or see—what is good or bad, or why, but only reacts to stimuli that
provoke a response of pleasure or pain. Animal life, at this level of instinctive response, is not a
life imbued with reason, freedom, or capacities for deliberation—however one might categorize
or develop these within a theory of human nature—that might explain or allow for the
recognition of value (i.e., the good) beyond the pleasure-pain response mechanism. Thus, it is a
life lived in accordance with necessity. “The good,” on the other hand, would seem to be
available only to a sort of life—i.e., human life—able to deliberate on and evaluate various
options that present themselves within the course of its life, and to choose in ways that transcend
strict necessity. That Socrates has in mind here something like “natural” necessity is supported,
too, by the fact that his original city, which was rejected by Glaucon because of its lack of
fineries, was imagined as being generated from “our need” and is called “the city that’s most
necessary” (ἀναγκαιοτάτη πόλις, 369c-d). The original city includes only those arts that supply
human beings with their natural, i.e., biological, needs. Of course, since it is impossible for
humans to consider ourselves with respect solely to our animal-nature, the image of the “natural
city” is already imbued with distinctively human elements, or what we call, generally, culture—
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like the arts of farming, weaving, and house-building (369d)—well before Glaucon objects to its
simplicity.
This impossibility is revealing, for it shows us that, when it comes to human life, the
category of the necessary (at least in terms of natural necessity) always falls short of
comprehending human being: our nature, our lives, or our actions. Indeed, what of even our
basest, most physical, least free biological functions can be explained or understood without
being mediated through the lens of human culture? The question answers itself, since to ask this
question at all is a product of human cultural mediation, for it raises these processes to the level
of conceptual and linguistic determination—and that is an instance of our inevitable human
mediation of nature. In other words, humans are, to borrow a phrase from Sartre (though
decidedly not its intention), condemned to be free; due to our freedom, we have no unmediated
access to our natural, biological life. The implication of this is striking and seemingly
paradoxical: in that we recognize ourselves as participating in animal life, we transcend it and
enter a uniquely human sphere, never able to descend naively back into animality. In fact, any
attempt—philosophical, scientific, or otherwise—to reduce humanity to its animality always
already betrays its ignorance and bad faith, as such an attempt could only ever be carried out by
an animal that has, in fact, transcended the limits of its animality, i.e., a human being.
The sort of distinction between the human and the animal to which I am appealing is selfevident, I would argue, and we need not appeal exclusively, as I do in the previous paragraph, to
our elevated levels of consciousness to reveal it. We can look to a more quotidian and
illuminating example—illuminating because of its connection to an anatomical necessity that we
share with animals (and even plants, if we use the term in its technical biological meaning):
respiration. Our uncontrolled breathing “works” by necessity (and thank goodness it does!); but I
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may choose, as in the case of meditation, or simply when I need to calm myself, to “take over”
my breath, as it were. In doing so, I am transcending strict biological necessity and, in my
freedom, choosing to do something—and here we come to the most important insight for our
analysis—for some purpose. That purpose may be good, or bad, or trivial—but there is a space
within this freedom to give explanations that transcend mere necessity, and this space moves us
into the realm of the good (or the just, or the beautiful). With the necessary, there is no such
space, and no such freedom, and, as such, all explanations are reduced to mechanical, or
efficient, causality. Within the domain of the good, however, explanations may be raised to the
level of purposes, and that means that we find ourselves in the realm of teleology, i.e., of final
causes, and thus the realm of cosmological thinking. In the case of meditation, for instance, I
breathe freely, i.e., according to an intended purpose, and I am able to give an account of this
purpose according to why it is good or beautiful or beneficial to do so.
The initial point to be noted, then, is this: the difference between the good and the
necessary within the image of the great animal of society recalls, for the reader, the difference
between mechanical and cosmological thinking.
However, examining more closely the sophist’s role in the image reveals the paideic
danger of misunderstanding the natures of the necessary and the good, as well as the danger of
being unable to see their distinction clearly. The “necessary” explanations are not those coming
from the animal itself, of course, but those yielded by the sophist’s observation of it. We miss the
force of the distinction between the good and necessary, I think, if we fail to see what follows
from this. The great beast certainly seems to the sophist to be acting mechanically, or to borrow a
Kantian term—heteronomously—which is an idea which I believe speaks directly to the matter
we are discussing; the animal is “other-governed” insofar as the source of its activity, which
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consists solely of responses to external stimuli, seems to be found entirely outside of itself. And
from the perspective of an observer, like the sophist, it cannot be otherwise. External observation
can only yield mechanical explanations, within the domain of efficient causality, for the simple
reason that, without access to any internal perspective, all that appears—or can appear—to the
external observer is a series of effects and their coordinating (efficient) causes. Even if someone
believes I go too far in separating the natural necessity that dictates animal life from the
autonomy and freedom that belongs to human life, that objection makes no difference with
respect to my point; until we are able to “hear,” as it were, from the perspective of the animal,
why it did this, and not that, we have no right to attribute to what we observe of it externally any
capacity of being governed by an independent, freely chosen purpose.
My claim is not quite the conclusion that Kant draws in the third Critique, namely, that
we cannot attribute purpose to nature but only to the nature of the judgments we make about
nature, and thus, to our own minds. I want to argue, rather, that the sophist’s inability to see the
difference between the necessary and the good is cast within the framework of this particular
image because the image makes present to us something of this difference itself: when we view
things as separate from one another, and we consider things only with respect to their externality,
our explanations can only ever be mechanical; to ask a teleological “why” of the great animal’s
activity would take the sophist beyond the interpretive reach of its external, observational
perspective. Thus, the sophist is inevitably limited to necessary explanations when attempting to
give an account of the great animal’s behavior.
To gain clarity on this matter, we may look to what occurs in the process of this type of
wholly external observation. Simply stated, one reasons from observed effects to presumed, but
unverifiable, causes (thus, yielding only hypothetical causes). The sophist sees an effect, in the
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form of a responsive action to some external stimulant (e.g., the animal is drawn to “x”), and
from that information reasons toward the responsive action’s cause (e.g., “x” is pleasurable to the
animal). Any observation of “higher” animal life shows that, for many actions they perform, one
can reason casually in this way with relative assurance—as long as one remembers that the true
purpose of the animal’s particular response remains hypothetical and beyond interpretive reach.
However, for many other actions performed by animals, and perhaps the vast majority of those
actions, one is not even able to rise to the level of a hypothesis. Why did my cat jump up on this
windowsill and not that other one? Unless we see a tasty-looking bird (or some other external
stimulant that we imagine the cat was drawn to) in the first window and not the other—in other
words, if there is nothing outside that we might surmise prompted the cat’s “decision”—we
remain completely in the dark as how to answer why the cat “chose” that particular windowsill
and not another. The fact that we casually, and often, use agential language to describe animal
life (especially of the animals we love and with whom we intimately dwell) is due to sloppy
and/or anthropomorphizing tendencies found in language (and found in such intimate loving and
dwelling), not due to any characteristic of independent agency that we might legitimately
attribute to the animal itself.
Sophistic παιδεία is limited, then, in the way that any external observation is limited: to
mechanical thinking of purely external relationships. This point is reinforced by the image’s
attention to the animal’s hedonism, for what the animal delights in and enjoys is deemed good.
All the sophist can see is a kind of Humean coordination of interrelated events, and, therefore,
the causality the sophist assigns to society is a best-guess based on the only means available:
external observation of stimulus and response. Within the domain of animality, as we have noted
above, there is no legitimate manner in which to consider this stimulant-response mechanism as
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anything other than that—a mechanism—and one that circulates exclusively within the domain
of sense-pleasure-and-pain. Society’s summum bonum, then, cannot help but be reduced to, and
identified exclusively with, sense-pleasure. Sophistic παιδεία is thus limited to the espousal of a
sort of hedonism. However, its opinions are not wisdom, precisely because it does not know what
is good or bad, beautiful or shameful in truth, and neither can it articulate why.
Barred as it is from cosmological thinking, and bound as it is to mechanical thinking, this
conception of sophistic παιδεία allows the significance of the distinction between philosopher
and pseudo-philosopher to re-emerge. The philosopher strives toward what is—in this case, what
is good or beautiful in truth. The pseudo-philosopher, who accepts the seeming, gobbles up
whatever seems good or seems beautiful; and there is little need for discrimination here on the
part of the pseudo-philosopher, because one so disposed to the seeming does not believe there
even exists a goodness or beauty that is completely, and so, does not need to determine whether
this good or that good is truly good. The philosopher, by contrast, loves being, or what is
completely, for only what is complete—and whole—reveals itself as a constant good. Such
constancy is, of course, prohibited from sophistic παιδεία because the latter derives its teachings
from the observation of a beast whose “good” and “bad” opinions wander around, just like the
opinions of the pseudo-philosopher. The sophist, then, is a kind of pseudo-philosopher precisely
because the sophist lacks the capacity to say why this opinion of the animal, in particular, is
good, or beautiful, or just, and why that opinion, in particular, is bad, ugly, or unjust.
Socrates clearly intends to keep Adeimantus, and the readers, focused on the distinction
between the philosopher and the pseudo-philosopher. In fact, he explicitly asks Adeimantus to
recall the previous discussion and to apply its conclusions to their present image: “keeping all
these things in mind [about the sophist and the great animal], let that former point be brought
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back to mind: with respect to the beautiful itself, as distinct from the many beautiful things…is
there any way a multitude is going to stand for that or believe there is such a thing?” (493e494a). “No way in the least,” Adeimantus rejoins. Since sophistic παιδεία consists of teaching
“these opinions held by most people” (493a), and those opinions are—well, opinions—sophistic
teachings wander around, changing constantly, according to the whims of pleasures and pains,
sympathies and antipathies, of the multitude. Society, then, is imaged as a great morass of
opinion; it is the context in which opinion, as opinion, circulates, in ceaseless wandering.
Sophistic παιδεία, consequently, because it only teaches these opinions back to a society from
which it derived them, amounts to nothing more than a kind of public pandering.
It is here that we begin to see that the aim of sophistic παιδεία has nothing to do with an
orientation of the soul toward the good (i.e., an ethical-spiritual purpose) but, rather, to an
appeasement of, and pandering to, public sentiment (i.e., a politico-rhetorical purpose). This is
its endgame. Socrates extends his critique of the sophistic appeasement of the great animal to
“painting or music or politics,” whose purveyors are prone to “turn out what they [the multitude]
applaud” (493d). The inclusion of politics in Socrates’ list reinforces the point about the need for
philosophers to rule; in such a state, which is influenced by sophistic παιδεία, the politician
panders to the masses and to common opinion. It is for this reason that, in a few moments,
Socrates will remind Adeimantus that, as concerns their “city in speech,” there “would be a need
for someone always to be in the city who has a rational understanding of the polity, the very
same understanding that you, the lawgiver, had in setting down the laws” (497d-e). Such a
rational understanding would presumably allow those in charge to preserve or guard the ideal
that the city embodies, because they would be capable of understanding why those laws, and not
others, are the best laws. But this is nothing other than the kind of discerning or seeing that
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distinguishes the philosopher from the sophist, since the philosopher 1) has an understanding of
what is and 2) sees the difference between the necessary and the good. In this way, the
philosopher is fit to rule, for, not pandering to the whims of common opinion, the philosopher
sees what is good (or just or wise, etc.) for the city, and why, and is thus most fit to be in charge
of the city’s safekeeping.
Before we move on, I remind the reader that, since “the beginning is the most important
thing in every work” (377a-b), it would seem the education program that set the city going on its
course, so that it “goes on growing like a circle” (424a), would be the most important “law”
whose “rational understanding” would need to be preserved. We have been saying that the
advantage of the good over the necessary has to do with understanding something from a
teleological and cosmological perspective, and thus, understanding why something is good (or
bad). The guardian of the laws, then, understands why the education program is good (and why
said guardian does not admit of any innovation to the ideal program [424b]). The passage
presently under consideration helps reinforce the vital necessity of the philosopher-ruler, as the
guardian and preserver of παιδεία, for the image of the “great animal” shows that the παιδεία of
the masses is inherently and essentially spiritually dangerous.
We might even say this more forcefully: the structure of any society ruled by nonphilosophers is necessarily deadly with regard to spiritual life. Since spiritual life consists of “the
best nature in relation to the best pursuit” (495b), and since there “is no rest from evils…for the
human race” (473d) unless philosophers become rulers and preservers of the ideal laws of the
best city, it has become even clearer why Socrates was reluctant to speak about all of this. His
proposal amounts to nothing short of calling for the wholesale restructuring of society, beginning
with a spiritual education program aimed at generating—and nourishing—the ideal human
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posture of soul, i.e., the philosopher, who, because philosophical, is also the ideal of political
guardianship (and uniquely so). How, from the perspective of common opinion, and from
politico-rhetorical thinking, more generally, could this proposal seem to be anything but a
prayer? Or perhaps, it also seems like something more threatening, since, as we have been told
multiple times, these ideas are likely provoke violent responses. And no wonder, since such a
proposal could only anger the great beast of society, forcing it to bare its teeth—as any mighty
beast would—at the sight of something that threatens to destroy it.106
The situation seems dire and perhaps futile, as Socrates clearly suggests the inevitability
of this corrupting social influence: “A state of character related to virtue in a different way, that
runs counter to the education its gotten from these people, doesn’t happen, hasn’t happened, and
won’t happen” (492e). Socrates quickly adds a stipulation: he is talking only about a “human”
education, leaving room for a soul naturally suited to philosophy to “become what it ought to be
in such a state of political life” by being “saved by divine dispensation” (493a). This is yet
another reference to the life of the soul devoted to virtue and philosophy as being intimately
associated with the divine. But what is more pressing, at this moment in the discussion, is that
“in such a state of political life,” there is no possibility for the philosopher to grow up and
flourish (save the intervention of something godlike), and this is due to the pernicious form of
sophistic παιδεία that persists in every human political constitution; Socrates will unequivocally
say, in a few moments, that this is “in fact the accusation I’m making, that among the cities there
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The passage from 495c-497b offers some of the clearest articulations of the priority of philosophical
life over the political life, as well as their seemingly eternal struggle (which is beautifully dramatized in
the Apology and Crito). Interestingly, in this passage, Socrates refers to his “divine sign,” though notes
that this is an unreliable tool to keep philosophers out of the dangers of politics, as “it [the divine sign]
might have happened with one other person, or none” (496c). The uniqueness of Socrates’ divine inner
sanctum, in Plato’s rendering, is of a piece with his being the ideal literary image of the spiritual
philosopher—and resonates with the principal doctrine of mysticism, namely, that divinity is transcendent
and simultaneously immanent, and as such, accessible to the human soul directly (intellectual intuition).
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are now there’s none constituted in a way that’s worthy of a philosophical nature, and that’s why
it gets twisted and altered” (497b). Socrates here makes a similar stipulation as above, namely,
that if the philosophical soul were to “catch on the to best polity, best in just the way it too is,
then it will make it plain that the rest of the natures and pursuits are merely human but his one
was godlike all along in its very being” (497b-c, my emphasis). The ideal soul and the ideal city
imply one another, but neither seem able to sprout in a soil tended to by sophistic παιδεία.
IV. Philosophical παιδεία and the Orientation toward the Good
The interlocutors’ next step is to discuss the means by which “a city will avoid being
destroyed by taking philosophy in hand” (497d). The conversation that follows is set within a
paideic framework and offers, as it were, a philosophical-paideic response to the sophisticpaideic threat to civilization just elaborated. This discussion will lead us up to the moment that
Socrates is imaged as making images of the good. Through the conversation, the reader is
prepared to experience spiritually those images and that image of Socrates, who, in those
moments, plays the part of one of the poets and craftsmen of the ideal city whose role it is to
nurture the souls of fledgling philosophers on beautiful images of the good. We will examine that
image in greater depth in the Conclusion. Presently, we will track closely the movement of this
conversation in order to see how Socrates subtly turns the image of the godlike soul philosopher
into that of a spiritual teacher. In short, the following allows the identity of the love of wisdom
and the love of learning to take on a new aspect, namely, the love of teaching, which will turn
out, of course, to be the task of orienting souls toward the good. The true philosopher, in other
words, is a spiritual teacher.
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1. Philosophical παιδεία
Socrates’ begins by advocating that a city take up philosophy “in just the opposite way it
does now” (497e), and elaborates what this entails: children and adolescents should be offered an
age-appropriate philosophical παιδεία (παιδείαν καὶ φιλοσοφίαν), along with gymnastic
training for their bodies, “to secure an assistant for philosophy” as they mature; after this, as “the
soul begins to be full-grown,” they should intensify their philosophical-soul training (though we
are not told how), until, finally, after “they get out of politics and armed services,” they should be
“put out to pasture to range unfettered and do nothing else, except as recreation”; Socrates’
description ends by inscribing this παιδεία within a soteriological framework: a life oriented by
this philosophical approach to παιδεία, dedicated to progressively more intense philosophical
practice as life advances (thus signaling a steadfast dedication to παιδεία itself, since philosophy
is the love of learning), and whose twilight is reserved for philosophical rumination, will
inevitably cultivate souls “who are going to live happily and, at death, round out the life they’ve
with a fitting destiny in that other place” (498b-c).
This is as far as the conversation proceeds, however, before Adeimantus once again
appeals to the unsympathetic response Socrates’ claims are likely to generate from common
opinion. Indeed, this interjection brings Socrates’ current trajectory to an abrupt halt, and causes
Socrates to return, at least implicitly, to Adeimantus’ previous objection (at 487b-d), made on
behalf of the anonymous “many,” that there exists a slippage between the philosopher in words
and the philosopher in deed. This moment signals the beginning of a relatively brief, seemingly
tangential discussion of how the masses might be more easily persuaded toward accepting
Socrates’ claims. This discussion, however, is not a tangent at all but, rather, reveals that the cure
for the masses—a cure to wake them up, as it were, from the soul-soporific that is sophistic
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παιδεία —is a sort of cultivation in philosophical discernment or recognition. That the panacea
for the pathology that grips societies is philosophical παιδεία should not surprise us: it is
implied in both the musical education of the guardians and the assertion of the philosopher-ruler.
In this way, what follows reveals itself to be a fascinating episode in which the reader is given to
witness a philosophical—in contradistinction to a sophistic—treatment of the masses. It serves,
then, as something of a response to the description of παιδεία that emerges from the great
animal image; the philosopher does not pander to common opinion by regurgitating it back to the
people but, rather, attempts to guide common opinion—and the mass of opinion-bearers—
toward truth and being.
Socrates begins by telling Adeimantus that “it’s no wonder most people aren’t persuaded
by these arguments. Because they’ve never seen in existence what we now insist is” (οὐ γὰρ
πώποτε εἶδον γενόμενον τὸ νῦν λεγόμενον, 498d). Socrates elaborates:
A man completely measuring up to and matching up with virtue in word and deed to the limit of
what’s possible, holding power in a city that’s another of his kind, that they’ve never seen, not
even one, much less more than one. (498e-499a)

With this, Socrates begins to elucidate a number of ways in which the masses might come to be
persuaded about the philosopher’s nature and usefulness (as a ruler) to the city. The first point is
to remind Adeimantus, and the reader, that the masses have never experienced a true
philosopher; if they had, they might be more amenable to Socrates’ exaltation of the philosopherruler. Of course, the reader of the dialogue has experienced the true philosopher—Socrates—in
the image of the philosopher philosophizing, i.e., in Socrates’ performance of looking toward
what is when attempting to define the philosopher (and of delineating between what a
philosopher is and what the philosopher seems like to common opinion), which we discussed
above. If the masses, too, could see this distinction—perhaps by reading the Republic—they
would be less likely to remain hostile to philosophy.
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The next shortcoming of the masses is that “they certainly haven’t come to listen enough
to beautiful, liberating discussions either…discussions of the sort that strain by every means to
seek the truth for the sake of knowing” (499a). The masses are not prone to hear discussions that
seek the truth—discussions that are beautiful and liberating, moreover. That Socrates would
describe dialogue that strives toward truth and knowledge as beautiful is certainly unsurprising.
However, the significance of describing them as “liberating” is less obvious. The question,
naturally, is: liberating from what? The rest of Socrates’ present speech tells us. The masses, he
says, should “keep their distance from the cute and contentious arguments that strain toward
nothing other than outward show and competition in lawsuits as well as in private gatherings”
(499a). Given that the masses are taught by the sophists, to whose “cute and contentious
arguments” Socrates here refers, the implication seems clear: philosophical discussion seeks to
liberate one from the morass of opinion that generally constitutes society. To strive toward truth
and being is to be free from the wandering of opinion and, thus, the wandering of the soul—free
form what we called above the sway of seeming. Just as the dreamer is imprisoned in the world
of one’s dream, the pseudo-philosopher and sophist (and the masses, subsequently) are
imprisoned in a realm of ever-changing opinions, in which the most one can hope for is, as we
have seen, politico-rhetorical achievement: “outward show and competition in lawsuits as well as
in private gatherings.” Given that politico-rhetorical discourse jettisons the life of the soul from
moral or political significance and, along with it, any concern for the destiny of one’s soul, we
can regard Socrates’ soteriological allusion above as a reminder of what is at stake when one
chooses between philosophical παιδεία and sophistic παιδεία. Socrates’ emphasis on “beautiful
liberating discussions,” moreover, is also clearly meant to remind us of the beautiful images of
the good that served as the vehicle for the παιδεία of the guardians. Philosophical παιδεία
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begins, then, by offering the masses an image of the true philosopher and an image of the
philosophical and spiritual striving toward truth and being. Since the true philosopher is in some
sense this very striving, these images, are, really, the one selfsame image of the godlike soul. The
image of the godlike soul, imaged in its being godlike (or imitating the divine, in the sense of
Gadamer’s religious image) would serve to orient the masses toward this ideal pattern-image,
which they may then feel compelled to realize in their souls and lives. Indeed, philosophical
παιδεία seems to include the very sorts of discussions—those which “seek the truth for the sake
of knowing”—that have been both imaged and provocatively left un-imaged by Plato (e.g., the
two “longer” roads, at 435c-d and 504a-b). In this way, again, the Republic reveals itself in its
self-performative—and spiritually paideic—aspect. The experience one has reading and
dwelling with the dialogue, consequently, is the social, cultural, and spiritual therapy that it
describes and performs.107
In a final moment within this passage that interests us, Socrates appeals explicitly and
directly to this philosophical-paideic art of imaging as the key to educating the masses. He
begins by offering a couple of reminders: first, that it was for “these reasons”—specifically,
common opinion’s hostility toward philosophy—that he was reluctant to speak about the
philosopher-ruler (499b), and, second, that the charge of his proposals being “mere prayers” has
been dispelled (499c). That “this Muse,” philosophy, might come to power in a city, even though
no one has ever seen it, means that “we’re not talking impossibilities,” he and Adeimantus agree
(499d). Here, however, Socrates, in a moment that reminds us of his mirroring of Adeimantus at
492a, takes up the role of asking about common opinion: “But would you also say that it doesn’t
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The actual political-philosophical community that emerges out of the Republic is the segment of
humanity (no doubt, at any historical moment, extraordinarily small) who, influenced by it and by
Socrates, devote themselves, above all, to truth and being, i.e., those who want to join in the life devoted
to philosophical-spiritual growth toward the good. See Brann, The Music of the Republic.
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seem that way to most people?” (499d). When Adeimantus replies, “Probably,” Socrates
admonishes him for making a “blanket accusation against the masses” (499d-e). Given the frame
of their present discussion, and the exigence to which the whole project of the “city in speech”
was launched in Book II, this moment cannot but strike the attentive reader as bizarre, and
Socrates’ question, furthermore, as disingenuous. Adeimantus has shown himself concerned
throughout, and primarily, with the perspective of common opinion, and the preceding
conversation has been a response to the fact, agreed upon by the group, that common opinion
will not comprehend the necessity or truth of the philosopher-ruler. How is Socrates’ question
not simply restating the exigence of their project? How does it enhance, or deepen, or propel
forward their present discussion?
It may be that Socrates is rebuking Adeimantus for his very tendency to make blanket
assertions about the masses, though my sense is that this is not the main thrust of the passage.
For one, Socrates does not, generally, seem any more sympathetic to mass opinion than
Adeimantus. Socrates’ emphasis, rather, seems to be focused on the distinction between
philosophical and sophistic παιδεία. We can see this, I think, if we attend to Socrates next
words:
They’d certainly have an opinion of a different sort if, by being encouraging (παραμυθούμενος)
instead of contentious (μὴ φιλονικῶν), you dispelled the slander from the love of learning by
displaying (ἐνδεικνύῃ) who the philosophers you’re talking about are, and differentiated their
nature and pursuit the way we just did (καὶ διορίζῃ ὥσπερ ἄρτι τήν τε φύσιν αὐτῶν καὶ τὴν
ἐπιτήδευσιν) so they won’t take you to be talking about the people they supposed. And if they
look that way, you’ll certainly admit that they’ll take on an opinion of a different sort and vie a
different answer. (499e-500a; my emphasis)

The exhortation to Adeimantus is not to argue contentiously—φιλονικῶν means to “love
victory,” a trait that belongs to the realm of sophistry, never to that of philosophy—but to
display, to show, to the people the difference between philosophers and non-philosophers, just as
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(ὥσπερ ἄρτι) they have done (i.e., just as Plato has done in offering to his reader the modelimage of the philosopher philosophizing). The exhortation to Adeimantus is to help guide the
masses toward seeing the distinction between being and seeming with respect to philosophers
and pseudo-philosophers. Given that Adeimantus was recently exhorted in a similar manner only
moments earlier—i.e., to teach the useless star-gazer image—it seems safe to assume that
Socrates (and Plato) means for us to call that scene to mind.
The emphatic point throughout these moments, then, is that Adeimantus is called on to
teach the masses, and this means to orient their souls toward truth and being. This orientation,
furthermore, is initiated by offering image of the genuine philosopher, which might serve as an
orienting model-image for their souls to look to as an ideal to realize themselves.
Socrates next presses the point that the philosopher must not be contentious but
encouraging (παραμυθούμενος); if philosophers are gentle and encouraging, “ungrudging and
civilized” (500a), with the masses—in other words, if philosophers genuinely attempt to teach
them—the latter will not be harsh or resentful towards them, in turn, except in rare cases: “a
harsh nature turns up in some few people but not in a multitude” (500a). The masses’ suspicion
and aversion to philosophy does not, then, stem from some inherent inability on their part, as
individuals, to become philosophical—they are not irredeemable or incorrigible. Rather, first,
they are ignorant about the distinction between being and seeming (specifically, in this context,
with respect to the distinction between the philosopher and pseudo-philosopher). Second, “the
fact that most people are harshly disposed toward philosophy” derives from their experience of
“those outsiders,” who “barge in where they don’t belong like a bunch of drunks…always
making arguments directed at persons, doing what’s least appropriate to philosophy” (500b). In
other words, in their ignorance (which is really more of a misorientation than a lack of specific
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knowledge) they have only their experience of pseudo-philosophers and sophists to guide them.
Socrates has in mind, I think, more than simply the preponderance of ad hominem arguments
made among those who practice philosophy inappropriately. Philosophy looks to truth and being;
it necessarily rises above individuality and toward the universal. Therefore, any philosophical
practice that focuses on the personal—whether in terms of attacking people, rather than their
ideas, or in terms of philosophizing from out of “the narrow chinks of [one’s] cavern,” to borrow
Blake’s phrase from The Marriage of Heaven and Hell108—is not genuine philosophical practice.
Why? Because one who philosophizes in this way is similar to the pseudo-philosopher, who sees
many particular instances but cannot see (or refuses to acknowledge) the universal. Moreover, as
we have seen (and which will be explicitly re-emphasized presently in the dialogue), one’s soul
grows in the direction of that toward which the soul is oriented. If one is oriented toward
wandering opinions, or toward one’s personal proclivities, one’s soul will come to reflect that
and, on the one hand, will yield the wandering soul of the pseudo-philosopher and, on the other,
the narcissistic soul prone to reduce reality to one’s perspective, thereby inviting only limited
understanding. In each case, one is bound by opinion and, thus cut off from knowledge and truth,
are drawn more to contentious debate than to the striving for goodness or truth.
Socrates can now explain how this philosophical orientation is truly liberating for the
soul: “there’s no leisure for anyone who has his thinking truly directed toward the things that are
to gaze down at the concerns of human beings and filled with resentment and malice over
battling with them” (500c). His next words clarify that it is not simply the time spent pondering
truth and being that maintains the philosopher’s distance from the concerns of human beings—it
108

If the doors of perception were cleansed everything
would appear to man as it is: Infinite.
For man has closed himself up, till he sees all things
through narrow chinks of his cavern.
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is also the paideic effect that such pondering has on their souls: “by gazing on and contemplating
things in a regular arrangement and always in the same condition, that neither do not suffer
injustice among themselves, all disposed in accord with reason, they imitate these things and take
on their likeness as much as possible,” since it is impossible “for anyone not to imitate whatever
he dwells with and admires” (500c; my emphasis). The final clause of this last claim is the
implicit premise at work in Adeimantus’ original question in Book II, in the musical education of
the guardians, and in the spiritual constitution of the soul, as we saw in the previous chapter. The
following sentence, in fact, speaks to the nature of the philosophical soul and hearkens to the
very beginning of the musical education program, whose τέλος was stated at the outset to
generate godlike human beings (383c): “So the philosopher who dwells with what’s divine and
orderly becomes orderly and divine to the extent possible for human beings” (500d). The mass’
liberation form the morass of opinion that constitutes society, then, is a function of spiritual
παιδεία, and more specifically, of the spiritual παιδεία that the dialogue describes and
performs, namely, nourishing souls on beautiful images of the good, so that they may become as
good, and godlike, as possible.
We might notice here, too, that Socrates has subtly shifted his terms, using “the divine” to
name “truth and being.” This is consonant with the description of the gods at the end of Book II,
characterized by truth (never dissembling) and being (never changing). But we have also seen
many textual moments in which one of the interlocutors (often but not exclusively Socrates)
gestures toward the pursuit of the good as divine, holy, or pious, and we have noted the
dialogue’s many soteriological allusions. I think the catch-all term, “the divine,” is fitting to
capture the ontological, aesthetic, and particularly cosmological aspects of spirituality that have
emerged throughout our analysis. If the highest principle is conceived as divine, it transcends a
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purely rational order (e.g., “knowledge” in the strictly epistemological sense; Gadamer’s
aesthetics of measure; a purely mechanical model of the universe) and indicates, rather, a
cosmological order. If the universe is ordered, it has meaning and structure; it is a cosmos. But if
it is divinely ordered, then it is impossible to imagine that meaning and structure except as being
bound up with something like providence. As we continue to see, and as Socrates’ claims here
make perfectly lucid, the divine meaning of the world is found, for the soul, in loving and
imitating the divine cosmos, in becoming an image of the divine cosmos oneself, i.e., an image of
unity, harmony, and wholeness—and goodness. The purpose and truth and being of the soul—
the soul’s divine vocation and destiny—is embedded within the very structure of the divinely
ordered cosmos. At the end of this section, we will see that the good is the spiritual τέλος of all
souls, or of the soul as such, and, as such, bears the meaning of the cosmos.
Let us return to the dialogue. Socrates continues along this trajectory, marrying the notion
of 1) the divinely inspired philosopher to 2) his exhortations to Adeimantus to teach the masses
philosophically, as well as circling back explicitly to 3) the question of the founding of the ideal
city by philosopher-rulers. “So if the masses were to perceive that what we’re saying about [the
philosopher] is true,” he states, “would they be harsh against the philosophers and distrust us
when we say that a city could never become happy unless artists using the divine model draft its
outline” (500d-e). Adeimantus asks about this divinely inspired outline.
First, Socrates says, the philosopher would take the city and character of its people, “like
a tablet,” and “wipe it clean” (501a). This cleansing is necessary, Socrates continues, since
philosophers are “unwilling to put their hands either to a private citizen or a city,” and,
furthermore, unwilling to “draft laws, before they receive them clean or make them that way
themselves” (501a). The point is important; Socrates is not calling for anything like a political
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revolution (throughout the Republic, the threat of violence always and only emanates from those
who would resort to any end to preserve the sanctity and authority of the status quo: politicorhetorical thinking109). In fact, the present conversation shows the extent to which Socrates’
philosophical παιδεία is characterized gentle reorientation toward the truth, not that sort of
contentious argumentation aimed at victory or the public pandering to gaining political status
that constitutes sophistry. Recall the imagery that Socrates employs to describe those for whom
giving philosophy a bad name are responsible: they are like drunks, barging in and hurling abuse,
fond of squabbling and making ad hominem attacks—“doing what’s least appropriate to
philosophy” (500b).110 This is a reminder that that philosopher remains oriented prayerfully, i.e.,
toward imagining the ideal city—just as has been imaged throughout the Republic—and not
oriented toward any sort of real-world political cleansing. Furthermore, Socrates’ description of
needing to find or discover “clean laws,” seems to reinforces the philosopher’s task of striving
toward the truth and being of “the law”—not, we might say, what laws are presently but, rather,
what they ought to be. In the light of divinity, the model to which the philosopher-founder looks,
of course, tells of the values that ought to govern human life in an ideal situation.
The next step taken by the philosophers is to “sketch in the shape of the polity”; Socrates
says, “imagine they’d look in both directions, toward what’s just by nature, and beautiful and
moderate and everything of the sort, and also toward that which they’re to introduce into human
beings, mixing together and blending a manlike image (ἀνδρείκελον) out of the various
pursuits, judging it by what even Homer called godlike (θεοειδές) or bearing a god’s image
109

That mechanistic thinking is tied to violence should not surprise us. Rather, violence is its logical and
inevitable outcome. Traditional spirituality—in the East and West—have long recognized this. In fact,
true spiritual freedom is often conceived (in Buddhism, for example) as the overcoming of the inherently
reactive, machine-like nature of mind, from which all suffering and ignorance of reality proceed. The
cave image is relevant here.
110
One cannot help but think of Alcibiades barging into Agathon’s drinking party at the end of the
Symposium.
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(θεοείκελον), when it arises in human beings (ἐν τοῖς ἀνθρώποις)” (501a-b). So doing, the
philosophers, “as much as they could,” would have “fashioned human states of character favored
by the gods to the greatest possible degree (μάλιστα ἀνθρώπεια ἤθη εἰς ὅσον ἐνδέχεται
θεοφιλῆ ποιήσειαν). Adeimantus’ immediate response is to declare this “drawing” or “sketch”
(ἡ γραφὴ) as “the most beautiful” (503c). As we have learned, the most beautiful is also the
most beneficial, i.e., the best; the highest good. This sketch of philosophical παιδεία is, thus, a
beautiful image of the ideal.
Finally, Socrates reviews the main points of the argument, noting each time that the
masses have been assuaged and made less angry: they will not deny that philosophers are lovers
of truth; nor that the nature of the philosophical soul in not at home with what is best; nor that,
with the appropriate παιδεία, this nature would be “completely good and philosophic” (501d);
nor, finally, that without the coming into being of a philosopher-ruler, “there will be no rest from
evils for a city or its citizens, and the polity we’re telling a story about in speech won’t reach
fulfillment in deed” (501e). The masses, Socrates and Adeimantus conclude, have “calmed down
and been persuaded in every last detail, so that they’ll consent, if for no other reason than from
being ashamed” (502a).111
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Note that their shame is related not to being persuaded (the philosopher does not shame one into
agreement as a form of persuasion) but to consenting to the claim, generally speaking, of the necessity of
the philosopher-ruler. But why might one feel ashamed not to consent to an argument or idea after having
been persuaded of its truth? The sly allusion to shame, slipped in to the end of this discussion, seems to be
directing the reader back to the dangers of sophistic παιδεία and politico-rhetorical thinking. If one is
oriented philosophically to the truth, and accepts (is persuaded by) what one finds there, it follows
necessarily that one would consent to or agree with it. That is, it follows so long as one is being
philosophical and virtuous, genuinely oriented toward truth and goodness. To be so oriented is to love
wisdom and be directed by the light of truth and, thus, to transcend the rhetorical game of political life—
recall, “there’s no leisure” for the philosopher “to gaze down the concerns of human beings and get filled
up with resentment and malice over battling with them” (500b-c). To see the truth is to love it. That is the
credo of the genuine philosopher. To see the truth—and reject it—is a cause for shame and reveals a
specific fragmentation within the soul in the form of a hierarchy of desires antithetical to love, wisdom,
238

This discussion of philosophical παιδεία has amplified the conception of the
philosophical soul hitherto put forward, specifically, by imagining the philosopher as educator.
Thus, when we come to see Socrates making images of the good, we understand that such
paideic image-making constitutes the highest and most spiritually profound task of philosophical
life. The spiritual philosopher is rather less like the hermit-sage or monastic recluse, and much
more like Socrates in the agora, or, even more, Plato writing (and imaging Socrates in) the
Republic.
2. The Look of the Good
Now that the group has reached what they call “our conclusion about lawgiving,”
including having established that Socrates’ proposals in Book V (his three “waves”) are ideally
necessary and the most beneficial to the city, and not totally impossible, the conversation can
move on the next question: the education of the philosophers, “the saviors of the polity” (502d).
Socrates begins by admitting that it was unwise to omit from their previous conversation on
παιδεία the “objectionable matter of possessing women, the propagation of children, and the
instituting of rulers” (502d). Though the first two topics “are finished,” Socrates says, “it’s
necessary to go into the ones about the rulers as if from the beginning” (502e, my emphasis).
Here Socrates finally asserts what has been, at least to the attentive reader, on the horizon for
some time: the guardians of the “city in speech,” “in the most precise sense,” ought to be
philosophers (503b). Socrates admits his reluctance—presumably of a piece with his reluctance
to speak of the philosopher-ruler generally—to announce this imperative, which “has now been
daringly exposed” (503b). In addition to finding the appropriate (and quite rare) philosophical
nature to rule, Socrates insists on the need “to give it exercise in many kinds of studies to
truth, and beauty, i.e., the good. The motivation of such a disoriented soul can only be, by definition,
false, ugly, or even evil, since it is not truth, beauty, or the good that has guided one along its path.
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examine whether it will be capable of holding up under the greatest studies, or whether it will
shy away like people who show cowardice in other areas” (503e-504a). However, when
Adeimantus pushes Socrates to specify and elaborate these “greatest studies,” Socrates reminds
him of the “preface” to their discussion of the virtues of the soul in Book IV: the appeal to a
“longer road” by which they might get a more precise look at the soul (504a-b; see 435c-d). Just
as before, Socrates and his interlocutors do not take this longer road, but there is a key difference
between this episode and that “preface.”
After Socrates reiterates what they said previously about the “longer way round” to get
“the most beautiful possible look at these things,” Adeimantus responds that this seemed to him,
and to the others, at the time to be pursuing these topics “in a measured way” (503b). Recall that
Socrates acquiesced rather quickly to the will of the group, in order to move the discussion
along. The first mention of the “longer road” was, as argued above, a subtle prodding on the part
of Socrates to get his interlocutors (and Plato, his readers) to see the mechanical—and, therefore,
inherently limited and even spiritually dangerous—image of the soul emerging within their
discussion. But this was a moment along the way, as it were, toward cosmological thinking.
Here, however, Socrates’ response is offered after the long trek through Books V and VI, and
this is the key difference. He says, “measuredness in such matters that stops short in any respect
whatever of what is turns out not to measure anything at all, because nothing incomplete is a
measure of anything” (503c). This second mention of the “longer road” allows Socrates to
respond now as a philosopher, that is, as one who is oriented toward the whole of truth and
being. Our seed metaphor is relevant here, as the first indication of the “longer road” certainly
primes the reader for this mention of it. It is telling, furthermore, that Socrates invokes the
necessity of the “longer road” with respect, precisely, to “the greatest and most relevant study”
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(503d), for, as the discussion of the philosophical, godlike soul has shown, the lover of learning
loves the whole of wisdom, and the enigmatic study alluded to is characterized as the most
relevant and greatest of learnable things. Therefore, a philosophical soul—to be philosophical—
must, of necessity, travel this longer, more arduous path.
The great need for this reminder, at this precise moment of the dialogue, is reinforced by
Adeimantus’ response; he asks, “but there’s something still greater than justice and the things
we’ve gone over?” (504d). Indeed, “greater” to an extent, it will turn out, that Adeimantus and
his interlocutors (and perhaps the readers) could not have anticipated, since the good will be said,
in a few moments, to be “more beautiful” than knowledge and truth (508e), and will be
described, ultimately, as “not being, but something over and above being, beyond it in seniority
and surpassing it in power” (ἀλλ᾽ ἔτι ἐπέκεινα τῆς οὐσίας πρεσβείᾳ καὶ δυνάμει
ὑπερέχοντος, 509b). Adeimantus’ surprise is telling because it signals to the reader that the road
upon which they have been travelling with Socrates and the brothers, up until this point, was a
preliminary, provisional quest. This textual moment ought to serve as a reminder for those who
too easily classify the Republic as a dialogue about “justice,” or as a “political treatise” more
generally.112 In fact, Socrates’ initial description of this “greatest and most relevant study” makes
this point explicitly. He reminds Adeimantus, “you’ve often heard that the greatest learnable
112

This tendency goes well beyond philosophical interpretation and has been legitimated, as it were, by
the disciplinary codification of the academy. The Republic is classified under both the Library of
Congress and Dewey Decimal systems of library classification (which are delineated according to
academic discipline) as belonging to “Political Science,” not “Philosophy.” Does this not speak, urgently,
to the need for more attention to the dialogue, as it was written, so that we might begin to understand
what it says? Does this not speak to the need for a new orientation to the dialogue? How is it that the
(arguably) greatest and most influential text in the western tradition is misclassified within the very
institutions that are meant to maintain and transmit just these types of foundational texts? Of course, it is
not philosophers (in the Socratic sense) who make such classificatory decisions—but it would seem to be
found in the spirit of the Republic to call upon philosophers to reject these classifications as what they
are—shadows on the cave (i.e., academy) walls. We do this by teaching and writing about Plato’s
dialogues from out of their full dramatic, literary, and, most importantly, participatory framework. In
other words, to repeat a favorite formula: we need to attend the dialogues as they were written.
241

thing is the look of the good, which just things and everything else need in order to become
useful and beneficial.” “[I]f we don’t know it,” he continues, “and we do know everything else
as much as possible without it, you can be sure that nothing is any benefit to us” (505a-b, my
emphasis). We have not yet heard, of course, what the good is, but the implication from
Socrates’ claims is that it is the greatest and most relevant study precisely because it is that
which allows us to make sense of the meanings that constitute the world, to see how and why
things are as they are—or to decide how they ought to be instead. In other words, the good bears
the meaning of the cosmos and the spiritual vocation of the soul; it is the cosmological principle
and that which we need to understand, as Socrates will claim in a moment, in order to come to
see “the way in which just and beautiful things are good” (506a). This is so precisely because
seeing things in terms of their “being good,” or to speak less awkwardly, in terms of goodness,
beauty, and truth is to be oriented toward the world cosmologically. Indeed, one may
immediately recognize the weighty truth of Socrates’ point by recalling the very question that
animated this entire conversation, which we may formulate thusly: why and in what way is
justice, and the just life, good? This is, essentially, Glaucon’s challenge to Socrates at the
beginning of Book II. In this way, the reader as been immersed —without perhaps knowing or
even suspecting it—within a discussion that has always already been oriented toward, and by, the
good.
Socrates’ language here also reminds us of the previous passage concerning sophistic
παιδεία, specifically, the distinction between the necessary and the good. It was this distinction
that limited the sophist’s paideic abilities, but here it is clear that, for the philosopher, the most
important subject matter—or, that which should govern the orientation the soul—is the
recognition of how and why things are good. In this way, the philosophical soul continues its
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divine ascent but also—and more importantly for our present purposes—advances toward the
knowledge that grounds παιδεία, namely, the ability to recognize the difference between the
good and the necessary; unlike the sophist, the philosopher does have the ability to offer an
account based on the good. The philosopher, by learning to see the good, learns the art of
discernment of values; the philosopher oriented toward the good knows what is better or worse
in a given situation, and why. Let us recall, too, that the sophist’s limitation in this respect made
the sophist a “bizarre teacher” (493c). As we learned in the previous sections, the philosopher
does not merely love learning but also teaching. The philosopher is a suitable educator (and
ruler) because the philosopher is able to see and articulate the good. To be oriented toward the
good (as opposed to the necessary) is already to be oriented cosmologically, and, thus, genuine
spiritual παιδεία is constituted by the task of moving souls toward cosmological thinking.
In a moment, Glaucon will replace Adeimantus as Socrates’ interlocutor, and Socrates
will begin his imaging of the good (through the the sun, line, and cave). There is passage of great
significance for us, however, just before Glaucon enters the scene. Almost immediately after
announcing the good as the subject he has been intending, he offers to Adeimantus two examples
of what the good seems like to common opinion: “to most people, the good seems to be pleasure,
and to the more sophisticated ones, intelligence” (505b). Both opinions are severely limited. The
latter can only beg the question by asserting that the good is intelligence about…the good, and
the former are “full of inconsistency” because, since they will admit that there are “bad”
pleasures, they will find themselves asserting “that the same things that are good are also bad”
(505c). It is the former that concern us, for this description matches that of the pseudophilosopher, who is unable to discern the form from among its many appearances, thus falling
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into this same trap of inconsistency that befalls the hedonist here. But what Socrates says next is
amazing and draws us back to the distinction between being and seeming:
Isn’t it clear that many people would choose the things that seem to be just and beautiful, and
even when they aren’t, would still do them, possess them, and have the seeming, though no one is
content to possess what seems good, but people seek the things that are good, and in that case
everyone has contempt for the seeming? …. So this is exactly what every soul pursues, for the
sake of which it does everything.” (505d)

The last claim confirms what we said earlier, namely, that the good is the cosmological and
teleological principle: the good is that for the sake of which the human soul—as such—does
anything at all. In other words, the good is the soul’s natural τέλος. The implications of this
claim are striking. First, it implies that all human beings are potential philosophers; second, that
the philosophical-spiritual tendency is connatural with humanity; third, it is ignorance of the
good, as well as of the soul’s spiritual destiny that keeps the vast majority of people blinded from
recognizing what constitutes the good; fourth, the philosopher’s paideic task of reorienting souls
(beginning with one’s own) toward the good is the highest, most noble, and most beautiful life
for a human being—its spiritual vocation and the meaning of its existence.113
Finally, Socrates leads the discussion back to the relevance of seeing the good within the
framework of their enterprise of imagining the “city in speech,” since the latter is grounded in
the notion of the philosopher-ruler/guardian. Socrates says, “when there’s ignorance of the way
in which just and beautiful things are good, [the city] won’t have gotten a guardian…that’s worth
much of anything” (506a). The ideal and whole city that would have the best constitution is the
113

It is important to note that the idea of ignorance here is not invoked as the inverse of knowledge about
something but rather, as with the Hindu notion of avidya (literally, “not seeing”), which implies a
wholesale ignorance of the nature of reality. Julián Marías, student of José Ortega y Gasset, captures this
succinctly: “Philosophical ignorance is not merely lack of knowledge, but not knowing what to be guided
by” (Philosophy as Dramatic Theory, 42; original emphasis). In a sense quite close to what we have been
discussing, Marías declares: philosophy is responsible vision (80; original emphasis).
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“perfectly ordered” city. “Then won’t our polity be perfectly ordered (ἡ πολιτεία τελέως
κεκοσμήσεται),” Socrates asks Adeimantus, “if that sort of guardian does watch over it, one
who knows these things?” (ἐὰν ὁ τοιοῦτος αὐτὴν ἐπισκοπῇ φύλαξ, ὁ τούτων ἐπιστήμων,
506b, my emphasis). It is ἡ πολιτεία τελέως κεκοσμήσεται, the city imagined in accord with
teleological and cosmological thinking, that has served as the pattern or “divine outline”
throughout the dialogue; and it is the perfectly ordered godlike soul of the philosopher, oriented
prayerfully toward truth and being—and most importantly, the good—that guarantees the perfect
order of the polity over which it rules and guards and educates.
In this chapter, we have traced the movement of what amounts to Socrates’ defense of the
philosophical soul, called for by his bold assertions about the necessity of the philosopher-ruler
as a savior of cities (and humanity as such). Within the conversation, we have seen that the true
nature of spiritual truth and knowledge as an ontological soul-event, prompted by the spiritual
experience of images—more precisely, of their self-evident truth. If spiritual ascension is a
matter of experience, the vehicle for promoting and drawing out that experience is not
argumentation and logic, but the radiant self-evidence of images that orient the soul
cosmologically toward the good, which is the ideal. The ideal for human life, moreover, is the
posture of the godlike soul, which is oriented toward the good (and truth and being), of course,
but also oriented toward orienting other souls toward the good. The godlike soul is, like
Schiller’s posture of nobility described in his incomparable Aesthetic Letters, or of the figure of
the bodhisattva in Mahayana Buddhism: a soul not content simply to be free oneself but devoted
to freeing all others. In the Conclusion, we will look more closely at this ideal in Plato’s image of
Socrates as a maker of images of the good.
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CONCLUSION: The Spiritual Ideal of Socrates
When Socrates takes up the task of making images of the good, the attentive reader
cannot fail to miss the isomorphism between Plato’s image of Socrates making such images and
the image of the poets and craftsmen of the city making beautiful images, upon which the souls
of the young guardians will be nurtured and, in this way, oriented toward goodness. The initial
question that this isomorphism provokes is: are Socrates’ images of the good also beautiful? In
order to answer that question, we might look at the images themselves to see if they are beautiful
images in the robust sense that we have discussed. Do they contain elements, for instance, that
prompt one toward cosmological thinking, toward thinking in terms of wholeness and of the
ideal? In and through them, does the good come to self-presentation in its radiant, self-evident
truth? Can they be looked to as a model and pattern to realize in oneself? Do they draw the soul
inexorably toward them, lovingly, and reflect back to the soul the image of its own spiritual
destiny?
It seems to me that evidence could be found in a careful analysis of the images to answer
these questions affirmatively. At the same time, let us recall that these images are meant to be
experienced spiritually and that the reader has been spiritually prepared for them since the
beginning of Book II. Thus, the answer to any of these questions is found, truly, in the soul of the
reader who has read the Republic and in the spiritual experience one has of these images. This is
not to say that analysis should give way, completely, to experience, or that analysis of the sort we
have engaged in is not without great benefit toward prompting the possible spiritual experience
of these images. However, if the Republic is a spiritual text with a spiritual purpose, namely, to
turn the soul toward its own its spiritual realization, then the final word, as it were, is only found
in the soul. Here I might recall the claim Eva Brann makes, quoted in the Introduction, that
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Socrates does found an ideal city, but its members are those who have taken up the spiritual task
of self-constitution that the Republic advocates and images as the highest human possibility. In
this way, it is the posture of soul found in the reader, after a deep encounter of the Republic, that
reveals the truth of that encounter. If one takes away from these famous images a richer sense of
the soul’s meaningful participation in a cosmos, then they have proven to be, at least in a certain
way, beautiful. Recall that the beautiful is a phenomenal reminder of the goodness of the whole;
in this way, the beautiful indicates the cosmological. The beautiful image, as the selfpresentation of the good, reveals the world and the soul as belonging to the whole purposefully.
But these reminders seem to make it more difficult to imagine these images, especially
the sun and line (despite certain specific elements that point more or less directly to a
participatory universe), as prompting this cosmologically orienting experience. The cave,
because of its narrative structure, i.e., the fact that it is a story, is more naturally suited to
prompting it. And here, I think, we come back to the image of Socrates. The image of the highest
good, which is the image of the godlike soul, is the more beautiful and love-inspiring image than
the others precisely because the image is that of a human life. The cave has a protagonist who we
can see achieve transcendence. Stories, dramas, myth—action—let us see the soul at work.
Remember, musical education begins by Socrates saying, “Come then, and just as if they were in
a story and we were telling the story (ὥσπερ ἐν μύθῳ μυθολογοῦντές) and remaining at
leisure, let’s educate the men in our speech” (376d), and the souls of the guardians are nourished
on “beautiful storytelling” (κάλλιστα μεμυθολογημένα, 378e) about virtue. The spiritual life
has been shown to be something other than the vita contemplativa of the hermit-philosopher; it is
a life devoted to learning and to spiritual growth toward a goal, whose essence is the embodiment
of the good. But the good is not embodied in a concept or a dictum. It is embodied in a life.
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Spiritual wisdom traditions have long understood this, and it is for this reason that images of
Christ and stories about Buddha, for instance, captivate the human imagination. Homer’s great
title as “educator of Greece” implies this, as the Iliad and Odyssey (along with the great
tragedies), showed the Greeks how to live. This is what beautiful images of good souls do: they
teach us how to live, how to order and constitute our souls. And since the knowledge required of
life is ontological and ethical—are we not talking, ultimately, about that elusive virtue,
wisdom?—it is not something to be known but, rather, to be lived and experienced. The way to
teach this wisdom, as we have learned, is through images. The highest image is the image of that
wisdom in action, i.e., the image of the wisely lived life, or the image of the godlike soul
practicing the highest work there is for the soul to do, which is to offer spiritual instruction to
others, through beautiful images of the good.
Let us look more closely at the role of image-maker/spiritual teacher that Socrates takes
on in this image. First, recall that spiritual wisdom is an ontological event. Spiritual truth is a
function of being, not knowing. This means that the paideic role of the spiritual teacher is not
that of transmitting knowledge but, rather, of orienting the soul of the student toward a wisdom
that the student must, oneself, realize in one’s own soul. Keeping this in mind, it is clear why the
vehicle of transmission for spiritual παιδεία must necessarily take the form of images, and on
both sides of the student-teacher relationship. Thinking of the famous image of Socrates as a
midwife (Theaetetus, 149a ff.), Walter Brogan echoes this paideic role when he calls Socrates, in
a quite literal sense, a metaphor: “Socrates is depicted as one through whom a meta-phora, a
transporting, occurs that brings something forth in others in a way that what is brought forth
belongs ontologically to them” (“Figuring and Disfiguring Socrates” 147). Unfortunately,
Brogan is still thinking about the nature of what is “brought forth” in terms of knowledge, albeit
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a knowledge that one has to earn for oneself, so to speak, like ethical knowledge, e.g., a
principled perspective on a particular moral dilemma, which one must “come to” on one’s own
and for oneself (i.e., it belongs ontologically to oneself). But spiritual knowledge is not simply a
matter of thinking through a matter on one’s own; it is a matter of one having an experience in
which one’s soul is transformed. The former belongs to philosophical thinking, the latter to
spiritual παιδεία.
With this in mind, let us return to Plato’s image of Socrates as the godlike soul,
performing spiritual παιδεία. In Chapter Five, we looked at a number of images of Socrates
philosophizing, i.e., performing philosophy. But, in fact, if the philosopher is defined as being
lovingly oriented toward the whole of truth and being, and this means not only being able to
recognize and differentiate being and seeming, as well as the good and the necessary, but also
being able to imitate (and preserve, save, safeguard, love, etc.) truth and being, and thus become
the realized embodiment of goodness, then it is clear that the whole definition of the philosopher,
we might say, includes a soul oriented cosmologically toward its own self-understanding, and
that takes the realization of spiritual wisdom as life’s highest purpose. Thus, a fuller and more
precise image of the philosopher would need show not just the philosopher philosophizing (as in
the image of Socrates defining the what a philosopher is according to necessity and in contrast to
the pseudo-philosopher), but the good philosopher being good. I am not necessarily invoking
Socrates as the image of a paragon of virtue, exactly, for it is difficult to see how, in making
images of the good, Socrates is acting according to or embodying any specific moral trait, or set
of traits. The image of Socrates is not necessarily that of a moral paradigm, like certain images
of Jesus, for instance, but an image of a spiritual paradigm. So, when I claim that the image of
Socrates making images of the good is an image of the “good philosopher being good,” I am
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talking about what it means to be good in a spiritual-paideic sense. In that sense, being good
means being oriented toward a life in which the soul’s vocation and destiny is recognized as
being-one with that of the cosmos, both in the sense that the soul belongs, cosmologically, to the
whole, and in the sense that the soul’s purpose is to become one, like the cosmos, and therefore,
one with the cosmos. Thus, being good names an orientation of the soul, toward the soul (and the
cosmos), not a set of virtues or a list of actions that would constitute the “good” person. It is here
that the image of Socrates making images of the good resonates as a paradigmatic of spiritual
life, for, in the image, one sees a character who has, throughout the dialogue, been portrayed as
oriented cosmologically, even in the midst of crushing “waves” that would lead to potential
ridicule and violence.
Here, too, we can think about the superlatives that Socrates attached to the image of the
godlike soul, namely its being the most beautiful and most love-inspiring sight. As we saw at the
end of Chapter Three, paraphrasing Iris Murdoch, the beautiful draws us to spiritual values
immediately, and we know why, namely, because in the beautiful the self-evident goodness of
the cosmos radiates from out of its source. And the soul is drawn, lovingly, to such an image, and
this means, drawn by the desire to become and embody goodness oneself. The soul that has
realized spiritual truth becomes an image of the good itself, and its life becomes a model, a
paradigm, and a pattern that draws other souls in and orients them towards their own spiritual
vocation.
When Plato gives us the image of the cosmologically oriented soul now orienting our
own souls through these images of the good, we certainly receive images of the good (the sun,
line, and cave), but also an image of the imaging of the good, or the performance of spiritual
παιδεία. But if Socrates is the image of the spiritual teacher teaching, that image is, at the same
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time, an image of Plato, the spiritual teacher, making an image of the good (i.e., the Republic). In
this moment, then, Plato images himself, insofar as the image of Socrates’ performance of
spiritual παιδεία brings to self-presentation Plato’s spiritual παιδεία. In a sense then, at least in
this moment, Socrates does “represent” Plato—not as a mouthpiece asserting theories and
doctrines, as Platonism would have it, but as the image of the spiritual teacher trying to turn
souls toward taking up a life devoted to becoming good, i.e., to becoming a radiant image of the
good, from whose soul emanates a visible harmony, whose beautiful visage carries with it, to all
who might see, the stamp of its self-evident truth.
In this way, Plato’s spiritual philosophy is ultimately a practical philosophy, insofar as its
chief concern is with teaching others how to live. But as Krishna reminds Arjuna (and the reader)
in the Bhagavad Gita: “The immature think that knowledge and action are different, but the wise
see them as the same” (5:4). Indeed, spirituality transcends the duality of theory and practice, or
renders them into the unified whole that they have always been. The significance of seeing that
the truest image of the good is that of a soul-orientation, embodied in Socrates, is that the look of
the good is captured in people and in how people act in the world, and most importantly, why. As
we have seen, the Republic offers two competing choices for the life of the soul, but only one
gives the soul a purpose beyond itself and, therefore, meaning to human existence. The struggle
between the cosmologically oriented and the politico-rhetorically oriented soul is the eternal
struggle of what Murdoch calls the “fat relentless ego” and what the Upanishads call “the Self,”
which is the immanent-transcendent ground of reality that dwells within the heart of every
creature. All of the spiritual traditions with which I am familiar make clear that, as with
Aristotle, the life devoted to wisdom, goodness, and truth is a προαίρεσις τοῦ βίου, which is
less of a specific choice made at some specific time in one’s life, and more of an orientation
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toward an ideal. This is what the Republic teaches. Socrates sets us on this path as soon as he
offers the image of the “city in speech” and description of guardian education, and it culminates
for the reader, just as spiritual παιδεία culminated for the young guardian, with the image of the
godlike soul, the most beautiful and love-inspiring image of the spiritually realized soul. This is
the image of the philosophical-spiritual ideal, enshrined in the Republic for us to return whenever
we need a reminder of what is at stake in the lives we lead.
Though it may be true that the historical Socrates, and the various other images of
Socrates that populate Plato’s dialogues, emphasize his characteristic ignorance,114 the image of
Socrates in the Republic is that of a spiritual guide and model; he does not lead the brothers, or
the readers, into an encounter with their own aporia, in which they realize their ignorance, as
much as he leads them toward the good. In fact, the multiple textual moments in which Socrates
wants to go further than his interlocutors (e.g., the two “longer” roads, at 435c-d and 504a-b)
seems to point to the fact that Socrates knows in what direction he wants to lead them (and Plato,
us). That is to say, he is imaged, by Plato, as being oriented prayerfully, as we said in Chapter
Four, and that means, toward the ideal and toward thinking cosmologically about the soul.
This Socrates is an image of the godlike soul, who is, simultaneously, the images of the
realized spiritual teacher, guiding others toward their own self-realization. The philosophical
soul is a suitable educator (and ruler), we recall, because the philosopher is able to see and
articulate the good (unlike that bizarre teacher, the sophist). To be oriented toward the good (as
opposed to the necessary) is already to be oriented cosmologically, and, thus, genuine spiritual
παιδεία is constituted by the task of moving souls toward cosmological thinking.

114

Indeed, one of the most salient and enduring characteristics of Socrates has always been his humility
and devotion to a life-long process of unending learning. However, the image that we have traced seems
to suggest little, if anything, in that direction.
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Because it is Plato’s image, furthermore, it acts as a sort of mutual mimetic mirror, in
which we see, in the beautiful image of Socrates, something like the self-presentation of Plato
shine through. Since Socrates is performing spiritual παιδεία in the image, by making images,
furthermore, it mirrors Plato making this image of Socrates—and, consequently, making the
image that is the Republic. In this image of Socrates, then, we have something of an infinite loop,
a mise en abyme, in which image and imaged merge into one, selfsame, image of the spiritually
oriented soul spiritually orienting other souls. But is this not simply an image of the whole of
spiritual παιδεία? If we recall Pierre Hadot’s claim, quoted in the Introduction and confirmed by
multiple spiritual traditions, that spirituality is founded on the process of creating a “relationship
of the self to the self,” then it is clear that spiritual παιδεία, aimed as it is toward self-realization
and self-constitution, already confuses the student-teacher relationship that pertains in, say, an
epistemological context. I am not saying that, in spirituality, one teaches oneself. That is clearly
not the case. Rather, in spiritual παιδεία, because spiritual wisdom is a function of being, and
because the goal is wholeness (a universal goal for all souls, embodied in the ideal of the godlike
soul), the teacher and learner are, in an ultimate sense, always the same: the soul. The image of
Socrates offering images of the good is, in this way, a comprehensive image of spiritual life at
work, and it thus serves as an ideal to be realized by the reader, or in other words, to quote
Socrates, “it’s a pattern (παράδειγμα) laid up in heaven for anyone who wants to see it and for
the one who’s seen to establish in himself” (592b). Perhaps it is for the sake of this pattern that
the Republic was written.
And here we can return to the question of writing. If our discussion, in the Introduction,
of Plato’s self-awareness as a writer is correct, then we might see this abyssal image of Socrates
along those lines. Perhaps it is Plato’s attempt to disrupt the authority of the text he wrote by
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necessarily confusing the “messenger.” Who is the spiritual teacher in the Republic? Is it Plato?
Is it Socrates? Is it Plato, the student of Socrates, teaching through an image of a Socrates
“become beautiful and new,” which Plato contrived? Is Socrates an image of Plato, or Plato an
imitation of Socrates? All of these questions, and more, seem to be entangled within this mimetic
mirroring, but maybe that is the point. In the end, from the cosmological and spiritual
perspective, it does not matter who leads one to spiritual truth, since that truth is the embodiment
of the ideal that needs to be realized in the soul. In other words, spiritual truth is always your
realization, and an event that no one—neither Plato nor Socrates nor anyone else—can achieve
for another. Perhaps Plato understood that what he was writing, when he was writing the
Republic, was not an expression of the truth, or even of his own interpretation of the truth,
because the spiritual truth he cares about is not something uttered or written, but lived. Spiritual
truth is ensouled; it is living truth that cannot be limited to dead theories about reality, nor
cordoned off as the intellectual property of some individual thinker. Spiritual truth, then, is found
nowhere within the text of the Republic. It is only ever genuinely found in a living soul. The only
function that the Republic, or perhaps any spiritual text, can play, then, is to guide the soul
toward founding, and becoming, that living truth oneself.
A philosopher who is oriented toward spirituality, then, might take pains to write in a
manner that resists the interpretive reduction of that writing to the expression of the author’s
doctrine. If Plato has a “doctrine,” we might say, in terms of the Republic at least, that it is the
one universal and perennial spiritual teaching, and therefore no one’s doctrine at all, and
certainly not expressed “in” the Republic, but only through that which the Republic may help the
soul experience, feel, and recognize of the truth of its own being and destiny. Moved by the
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dialogue to see the truth (of the soul, not of the dialogue), the soul desires to become the living
image of that truth in one’s life.
This culminating spiritual image of Socrates turning toward the reader, and becoming, as
it were, our spiritual philosopher-poet-educator, is Plato’s prayer: the truest and most beautiful
image of the ideal. It is up to us, the readers, to experience the image spiritually, and in
experiencing, orient our lives toward that “Socratic founding” in our souls—which means: to
become like and imitate the image, to embody the life devoted to spiritual παιδεία, and to
become, oneself, a radiant and inspiring image of the good oneself. The Bhagavad Gita ends by
Krishna telling Arjuna that those who, in striving to realize the truth, engage in teaching it to
others, “perform the greatest act of love” (18:68). To teach is, in a spiritual context, the highest
form of love precisely because to teach is not to transmit knowledge but to orient others toward
their own true purpose and salvation. When we say, casually, “God is love,” we ought to take
that literally—God, or the divine, or “the Good,” is the performance, or the event, of love in the
act of loving. That is to say, it is in loving one another, spiritually, that the divine (as in
Gadamer’s religious image) comes to presentation. Human love, as the spiritual orientation
toward guiding others to their own salvation, is, then, the beautiful image of divine love,
nowhere more fully made present in the world than in the living embodiment of soul devoted to
spiritual παιδεία.

255

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Allen, Danielle S. Why Plato Wrote. West Sussex, UK: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010.
Arendt, Hannah. “Thinking and Moral Considerations.” Social Research 38, no. 3 (1971): 417446.
Arieti, James. Interpreting Plato: The Dialogues as Drama. Savage, MD: Rowman and
Littlefield, 1991.
Aristotle. Nicomachean Ethics. Translated by Joe Sachs. Newburyport, MA: Focus Publishing,
2002.
______. On the Soul/On Memory and Recollection. Translated by Joe Sachs. Santa Fe, NM:
Green Lion Press, 2001.
______. Poetics. Translated by Joe Sachs. Newburyport, MA: Focus Publishing, 2006.
______. Politics. Translated by Joe Sachs. Newburyport, MA: Focus Publishing, 2012.
Ballard, Edward G. Socratic Ignorance: An Essay on Platonic Self-Knowledge. The Hague:
Martinus Nijhoff, 1965.
Baracchi, Claudia. Of Myth, Life, and War in Plato’s Republic. Bloomington, IN: Indiana
University Press, 2001.
Barbone, Steven. “Plato on the Beautiful.” Lyceum 5, no. 2 (1993): 67-80.
Barfield, Owen. Poetic Diction: A Study in Meaning. Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University
Press, 1973.
Barney, Rachel. “Notes on Plato on the Kalon and the Good.” Classical Philology 105, no. 4
(2010): 363-377.
Benardete, Seth. “The Right, the True, and the Beautiful.” Glotta 41, no. 1/2 (1963): 54-62.

256

______. The Being of the Beautiful: Plato’s Theaetetus, Sophist, and Statesman. Chicago, Ill.:
University of Chicago Press, 2007.
Bergson, Henri. Creative Evolution. Translated by Arthur Mitchell. Mineola, NY: Dover
Publications, 1998.
______. The Two Sources of Morality and Religion. Translated by R. Ashley Audra and
Cloudesley Brereton. Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2006.
Blondell, Ruby. The Play of Character in Plato’s Dialogues. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge
University Press, 2002.
Brann, Eva. The Music of the Republic: Essays on Socrates’ Conversations and Plato’s Writings.
Philadelphia, PA: Paul Dry Books, 2004.
Brisson, Luc. Plato the Myth Maker. Translated by Gerard Naddaf. Chicago, IL: University of
Chicago Press, 1998.
Brogan, Walter A. “Figuring and Disfiguring Socrates: A Gadamerian Reflection on the
Relationship of Text and Image in Plato’s Philosophy.” Philosophy Today 52, (2008):
144-150.
Bortoft, Henri. The Wholeness of Nature: Goethe’s Way Toward a Science of Conscious
Participation in Nature. Hudson, NY: Lindisfarne Press, 1996.
Bottici, Chiara. “Mythos and Logos: A Genealogical Approach.” Epoche 13, no. 1 (2008): 1-24.
Bowra, C.M. Landmarks in Greek Literature. Cleveland, OH: World Publishing Company, 1969.
Burger, Ronna. Plato’s Phaedrus: A Defense of a Philosophic Art of Writing. Tuscaloosa, AL:
University of Alabama Press, 1980.
Burkert, Walter. Greek Religion. Translated by John Raffan. Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing,
1985.

257

Burnyeat, M.F. “Culture and Society in Plato’s Republic.” Tanner Lectures on Human Values
20, (1999): 215-324.
Carter, Robert Edgar. “Plato and Mysticism.” Idealistic Studies 5, no. 3 (1975): 255-68.
Cheng, François. The Way of Beauty: Five Meditations for Spiritual Transformation. Translated
by Jody Gladding. Rochester, VT: Inner Traditions, 2009.
Chesterton, G.K. The Everlasting Man. Mineola, NY: Dover Publications, 2007.
Clay, Diskin. Platonic Questions: Dialogues with the Silent Philosopher. University Park, PA:
The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2000.
Collobert, Catherine, Pierre Destrée, and Francisco J. Gonzalez, eds. Plato and Myth: Studies on
the Use and Status of Platonic Myths. Leiden, The Netherlands: Brill, 2012.
Derrida, Jacques. “Plato’s Pharmacy.” Disseminations. Translated by Barabara Johnson.
Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1981.
Dorter, Kenneth. The Transformation of Plato’s Republic. Lanham, MD: Lexington Books,
2006.
Dufrenne, Mikel. The Phenomenology of Aesthetic Experience. Translated by Edward Casey.
Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1989.
Elias, Julius A. Plato’s Defense of Poetry. Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1984.
Ferber, Rafael. “Plato’s Side Suns: Beauty, Symmetry and Truth.” Elenchos: Rivista di studi sul
pensiero antico 31, no. 1 (2010): 51-76
Ferrari, G.R.F. Listening to the Cicadas: A Study in Plato’s Phaedrus. Cambridge, UK:
Cambridge University Press, 1987.
______. “Plato and the Poetry.” The Cambridge History of Literary Criticism, vol. 1, edited by
George Kennedy, 92-148. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1989.

258

______. City and Soul in Plato’s Republic. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2003.
______. “Plato the Writer.” Epoché 19, no. 2 (2015): 191-203.
Figal, Günter. “Das Bild und die Wahrheit: Zu Platons Symposion.” Prolegomena: Casopis za
filozofiju 2, no. 2 (2003): 157-166.
Foucault, Michel. The Hermeneutics of the Subject: Lectures at the Collège de France, 19811982. Edited by Frédéric Gros. Translated by Graham Burchell. New York, NY:
Picador, 2005.
Friedländer, Paul. Plato: An Introduction. Translated by Hans Meyerhoff. Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1970.
Fuyarchuk, Andrew. Gadamer’s Path to Plato. Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2010.
Gadamer, Hans-Georg. Dialogue and Dialectic: Eight Hermeneutical Studies on Plato.
Translated by P. Christopher

Smith. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press,

1980.
______. Philosophical Hermeneutics. Translated by David Edward Linge. Berkeley, CA;
London: University of California Press, 2008.
______. Plato’s Dialectical Ethics: Phenomenological Interpretations Relating to the Philebus.
Translated by Robert M. Wallace. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1991.
______. The Gadamer Reader: A Bouquet of the Later Writings. Edited by Richard E Palmer.
Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 2007.
______. The Idea of the Good in Platonic-Aristotelian Philosophy. Translated by P. Christopher
Smith. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1986.
______. The Relevance of the Beautiful and Other Essays. Edited by Robert Bernasconi.
Translated by Nicholas Walker. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 1986.

259

______. Truth and Method. Translated by Joel Weinsheimer and Donald G Marshall. New York,
NY: Continuum, 2002.
Gerson, Lloyd P. “Beauty, Commensurability, and Truth in Plato’s Philebus.” Plato’s Philebus:
Selected Papers from the Eighth Symposium Platonicum, Dillon, John (ed), 272-278.
Academia Verlag, 2010.
Grassi, Ernesto. Rhetoric as Philosophy: The Humanist Tradition. Translated by John Michael
Krois and Azizeh Azodi. Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois University Press, 2001.
Griswold, Charles. “Style and Philosophy: The Case of Plato’s Dialogues.” The Monist 63, no. 4
(1980): 530-546.
______. Self-knowledge in Plato’s Phaedrus. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1986.
______, ed. Platonic Writings/Platonic Readings. New York, NY: Routledge, 1998.
Gonzalez, Francisco, ed. The Third Way: New Directions in Platonic Studies. Lanham, MD:
Rowman and Littlefield, 1995.
______. Dialectic and Dialogue: Plato’s Practice of Philosophical Inquiry. Evanston, IL:
Northwestern University Press, 1998.
Goethe, Johann Wolfgang von. Scientific Studies. Edited and translated by Douglas Miller.
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1994.
Gordon, Jill. Turning Toward Philosophy: Literary Device and Dramatic Structure in Plato’s
Dialogues. University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1999.
Grube, G.M.A. “Plato’s Theory of Beauty.” The Monist, no. 37 (1927): 269-289.
Hadot, Pierre. Philosophy as a Way of Life: Spiritual Exercises from Socrates to Foucault.
Translated by Michael Chase. Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 1995.

260

Halliwell, Stephen. The Aesthetics of Mimesis: Ancient Texts and Modern Problems. Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press, 2002.
Halfwassen, Jens. “Die Idee der Schönheit im Platonismus.” Méthexis: Revista Internacional de
Filosofia Antigua (International Journal for Ancient Philosophy) 16, (2003): 83-97.
Havelock, Eric. Preface to Plato. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1963.
Heidegger, Martin. Being and Time. Translated by Joan Stambaugh. Albany, NY: SUNY Press,
1996.
______. Nietzsche: Volumes One and Two. Translated by David Farrell Krell. San Francisco,
CA: Harper, 1991.
Homer. The Iliad: Volume 1, Books 1-12. Translated by A.T. Murray and Willam F. Wyatt. Vol.
170. Revised. Loeb Classical Library. Cambridge, MA: Loeb Classical Library Harvard
University Press, 1924.
______. The Iliad: Volume II, Books 13-24. Translated by A.T. Murray and William Wyatt. Vol.
171. Loeb Classical Library. Cambridge, MA: Loeb Classical Library Harvard
University Press, 1925.
______. The Odyssey: Books 1-12. Translated by A.T. Murray and George E. Dimock. Vol. 104.
2nd ed. Loeb Classical Library. Cambridge, MA: Loeb Classical Library Harvard
University Press, 1995.
______. The Odyssey: Books 13-24. Translated by A.T. Murray and George E. Dimock. Vol.
105. 2nd ed. Loeb Classical Library. Cambridge, MA: Loeb Classical Library Harvard
University Press, 1919.
______. The Iliad. Translated by Robert Fagles. New York, NY: Penguin Books, 1990.
______. The Odyssey. Translated by Robert Fagles. New York, NY: Penguin Books, 1996.

261

Howland, Jacob. The Republic: The Odyssey of Philosophy. Philadelphia, PA: Paul Dry Books,
2004.
Huxley, Aldous. The Perennial Philosophy. New York, NY: Harper & Row, 1945.
______. The Divine Within: Selected Writings on Enlightenment. Edited by Jaqueline Hazard
Bridgeman. New York, NY: HarperCollins, 1992.
Hyland, Drew A. “Why Plato Wrote Dialogues.” Philosophy and Rhetoric 1 (1968): 38-50.
______. Finitude and Transcendence in the Platonic Dialogues. Albany, NY: SUNY Press,
1995.
______. Plato and the Question of Beauty. Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2008.
Irwin, T. H. “The Sense and Reference of Kalon in Aristotle.” Classical Philology 105, no. 4
(2010): 381-396.
Jaeger, Werner. Paideia: The Ideals of Greek Culture. 3 vols. Translated by Gilbert Highet.
Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 1973.
James, William. The Varieties of Religious Experience. New York, NY: Modern Library, 1999.
Kant, Immanual. Critique of Judgment. Translated by Werner S. Pluhar. Indianapolis, IN:
Hackett Publishing, 1987.
Kahn, Charles. Plato and the Socratic Dialogue: The Philosophical Use of a Literary Form.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996.
Klein, Jacob. A Commentary on Plato’s Meno. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1965.
Kohan, Walter Omar. “Plato and Socrates: From an Educator of Childhood to a Childlike
Educator?” Studies in Philosophy and Education 32, no. 3 (2013): 313-325.
Kosman, Aryeh. “Beauty and the Good: Situating the Kalon.” Classical Philology 105, no. 4
(2010): 341-357.

262

______. Virtues of Thought: Essays on Plato and Aristotle. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 2014.
Longinus. On Great Writing (On the Sublime). Translated by G.M.A. Grube. Indianapolis, IN:
Hackett, 1991.
Lee, Edward. “On the Metaphysics of the Image in Plato’s Timaeus.” The Monist 50 (1966):
341-368.
Maguire, Joseph P. “Beauty and the Fine Arts in Plato: Some Aporia.” Harvard Studies in
Classical Philology 70, (1965): 171-193.
Marías, Julían. Philosophy as Dramatic Theory. Translated by James Parsons. University Park,
PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1971.
McGinn, Bernard. The Presence of God: A History of Western Christian Mysticism. 4 vols. New
York, NY: Crossroad Publishing, 2001.
McNeill, David N. An Image of the Soul in Speech: Plato and the Problem of Socrates.
University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2010.
Merrell-Wolff, Franklin. “General Discourse on the Subject of My Philosophy.” February 1972,
Lone Pine, CA. Audio recording.
______. Experience and Philosophy: A Personal Record of Transformation and a Discussion of
Transcendental Consciousness. Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1994.
Miller, Mitchell. “Platonic Provocations: Reflections on the Soul and the Good in the Republic.”
Platonic Investigations, edited by Dominic J. O’Meara, 163-193. Washington DC: The
Catholic University of America Press, 1985.

263

______. “Platonic Mimesis.” Contextualizing Classics: Ideology, Performance, Dialogue, edited
by Thomas Falkner, Nancy Felson, and David Konstan, 253-266. Lanham, MD:
Rowman and Littlefield, 1999.
Mitscherling, Jeff. The Image of a Second Sun: Plato on Poetry, Rhetoric, and the Techne of
Mimesis. Amherst, NY: Humanity Books, 2009.
Moore, Christopher. Socrates and Self-Knowledge. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press,
2015.
Moravscsik, Julius and Philip Temko, eds. Plato on Beauty, Wisdom, and the Arts. Totowa, NJ:
Rowman and Littlefield, 1982.
Murdoch, Iris. The Fire and the Sun: Why Plato Banished the Artists. Oxford, England: Oxford
University Press, 1977.
______. Existentialists and Mystics: Writings on Philosophy and Literature. New York, NY:
Penguin Books, 1997.
Nehamas, Alexander. “Plato and the Mass Media.” The Monist 71, no. 2 (1988): 214-234
______. The Art of Living: Socratic Reflections from Plato to Foucault. Berkeley, CA:
University of California Press, 1998.
______. “‘Only in the Contemplation of Beauty is Human Life Worth Living’ Plato, Symposium
211d.” European Journal of Philosophy 15, no. 1 (2007): 1-18.
Nietzsche, Friedrich. The Gay Science. Translated by Walter Kaufmann. New York, NY:
Vintage Books, 1974.
Nussbaum, Martha C. The Fragility of Goodness. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press,
2001.

264

Obdrazalek, Suzanne. “Moral Transformation and the Love of Beauty in Plato’s Symposium.”
Journal of the History of Philosophy 48, no. 4 (2010): 415-444.
Patterson, Richard. “The Ascent in Plato’s Symposium.” Proceedings of the Boston Area
Colloquium in Ancient Philosophy 7, (1991): 193-214.
Pettersson, Edvard. “The Kalon and the Agathon in Plato’s Socratic Dialogues.” Doctoral
Dissertation, University of California, 1996.
Plato. Phaedrus. Translated by Stephen Scully. Newburyport, MA: Focus Publishing, 2003.
______. Symposium. Translated by Avi Sharon. Newburyport, MA: Focus Publishing, 1998.
______. Republic. Translated by Joe Sachs. Newburyport, MA: Focus Publishing, 2007.
______. Euthyphro; Apology; Crito; Phaedo; Phaedrus. Translated by Harold North Fowler.
Loeb Classical Library. Cambridge, MA: Loeb Classical Library Harvard University
Press, 1926.
______. Lysis; Symposium; Gorgias. Translated by W. R. M. Lamb. Vol. 166. Loeb Classical
Library. Cambridge, MA: Loeb Classical Library Harvard University Press, 1925.
______. Statesman; Philebus; Ion. Translated by Harold North Fowler and W. R. M. Lamb. Vol.
164. Cambridge, MA: Loeb Classical Library Harvard University Press, 1925.
______. The Republic, Books 1-5. Translated by Paul Shorey. Vol. 237. Revised. Loeb Classical
Library. Cambridge, MA.: Loeb Classical Library Harvard University Press, 1930.
______. The Republic, Books 6-10. Translated by Paul Shorey. Vol. 276. Loeb Classical Library.
Cambridge, MA: Loeb Classical Library Harvard University Press, 1935.
Popper, Karl. The Open Society and Its Enemies. 2 vols. Abingdon, UK: Routledge, 2012.
Poulakos, John. Sophistical Rhetoric in Classical Greece. Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois
University Press, 1995.

265

Randall, John Hermann. Plato: Dramatist of the Life of Reason. New York, NY: Columbia
University Press, 1970.
Richardson Lear, Gabriel. “Permanent Beauty and Becoming Happy in Plato’s Symposium.” In
Plato’s Symposium: Issues in Interpretation and Reception, edited by James H. Lesher.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2006.
______. “Plato on Learning to Love Beauty.” The Blackwell Guide to Plato’s Republic, edited
by Gerasimos Santas, 104-124. Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2006.
______. “Response to Kosman.” Classical Philology 105, no 4 (2010): 357-362.
Riegel, Nicholas P. “Beauty, To Kalon, and its Relation to the Good in the Works of Plato.”
Doctoral Dissertation, University of Toronto, 2011.
Roochnik, David. Of Art and Wisdom: Plato’s Understanding of Techne. University Park, PA:
The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1996.
Rosen, Stanley. “Platonic Hermeneutics: On the Interpretation of a Platonic Dialogue.”
Proceedings of the Boston Area Colloquium in Ancient Philosophy 1 (1985): 271-288.
______. Plato’s Symposium. 2nd ed. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1987.
______. Plato’s Republic: A Study. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2005.
Rousseua, Mary F. “Recollection as Realization: Remythologizing Plato.” The Review of
Metaphysics 35, no. 2 (1981): 337-348.
Rutherford, R.B. The Art of Plato: Ten Essays in Platonic Interpretation. Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1995.
Sallis, John. Being and Logos: Reading the Platonic Dialogues. Bloomington, IN: Indiana
University Press, 1996.

266

______. “Plato’s Other Beginning.” Heidegger and the Greeks: Interpretive Essays, edited by
Drew Hyland, 177-190. Indiana, IN: Indiana University Press, 2006.
Santas, Gerasimos. “Plato on Love, Beauty and the Good.” Greeks and the Good Life, edited by
David Depew, 33-68. Fullerton, CA: California State University Press, 1980.
______. “The Form of the Good in Plato’s Republic.” Essays in Ancient Greek Philosophy, vol.
2, edited by John P. Anton and Antony Preus, 232-263. Albany, NY: SUNY Press,
1983.
Sayre, Kenneth. Plato’s Literary Garden: How to Read a Platonic Dialogue. Notre Dame, IN:
Notre Dame University Press, 1995.
Scarry, Elaine. On Beauty and Being Just. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2001.
Schiller, Friedrich. On the Aesthetic Education of Man: In a Series of Letters. Edited by
Elizabeth M Wilkinson. Translated by L. A Willoughby. Oxford, England; New York:
Clarendon Press; Oxford University Press, 1982.
Schmidt, Dennis J. The Ubiquity of the Finite: Hegel, Heidegger, and the Entitlements of
Philosophy. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1988.
Schumacher, E.F. A Guide for the Perplexed. New York, NY: Harper & Row, 1977.
Segal, Charles. “‘The Myth Was Saved’: Reflections on Homer and the Mythology of Plato’s
Republic.” Hermes 106, Bd. H. 2 (1978): 315-336.
Smith, Janet E. “Platonic Myth and Platonic Writing.” New Scholasticism 56, no. 3 (1982): 39092.
______. “Plato’s Myths as ‘Likely Accounts’, Worthy of Belief.” Apeiron 19, no. 1 (1985): 2442.

267

______. “Plato’s Use of Myth in the Education of Philosophic Man.” Phoenix 40, no. 1 (1986):
20-34.
Stace, Walter T. Mysticism and Philosophy. New York, NY: J.B. Lippincott Company, 1960.
______. The Teachings of the Mystics. New York, NY: New American Library, 1960.
Steiner, Rudolf. Goethe’s World View. Translated by William Lindeman. Spring Valley, NY:
Mercury Press, 1985.
______. Goethe’s Theory of Knowledge. Translated by Peter Clemm. Great Barrington, MA:
Steiner Books, 2008.
Stewart, J.A. The Myths of Plato. Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois University Press, 1960.
______. Plato’s Doctrine of Ideas. New York, NY: Russell & Russell, 1964.
Strauss, Leo. The City and Man. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1978.
Underhill, Evelyn. Mysticism: A Study in the Nature and Development of Spiritual
Consciousness. 12th ed. Mineola, NY: Dover Publications, 2002.
Verdenius, Willem J. Homer, the Educator of the Greeks. Amsterdam: North-Holland Publishing
Co., 1970.
Wachterhauser, Brice R. Beyond Being: Gadamer’s Post-Platonic Hermeneutical Ontology.
Evanston, IL: Northwestern University. Press, 1999.
Warnek, Peter. Descent of Socrates: Self-Knowledge and Cryptic Nature in the Platonic
Dialogues. Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2005.
Weaver, Richard M. The Ethics of Rhetoric. Davis, CA: Hermagoras Press, 1985
Werner, Daniel S. Myth and Philosophy in Plato’s Phaedrus. New York, NY: Cambridge
University Press, 2014.

268

White, F. C. “Love and Beauty in Plato’s Symposium.” Journal of Hellenic Studies 109, (1989):
149-157.

269

VITA
Aaron Noah Krempa
Education
Ph.D., Philosophy, The Pennsylvania State University, University Park, PA, 2017
M.A., Philosophy & Art, Stony Brook University, Stony Brook, NY, 2008
M.A., Liberal Arts, St. John’s College, Annapolis, MD, 2003
A.B., Philosophy (cum laude); Ancient Greek, Vassar College, Poughkeepsie, NY, 2001
Academic Appointments
The Pennsylvania State University
Lecturer, Philosophy

July 2015-present

The Pennsylvania State University
Lecturer, English

July 2014-June 2015

The Pennsylvania State University
Graduate Instructor, Philosophy

August 2010-May 2014

St. Joseph’s University
Adjunct Professor, Philosophy

August 2007-May 2008

La Salle University
Adjunct Professor, Philosophy

August 2007-May 2008

Widener University
Adjunct Professor, Philosophy

August 2007-May 2008

Anne Arundel Community College (MD)
Adjunct Professor, English & Philosophy

August 2003-May 2005

Areas of Specialization
Ancient Philosophies (Eastern and Western traditions); Spirituality; Mysticism
Areas of Competency
Ethics; Aesthetics; 19th & 20th Century Continental Philosophy; Anthroposophy

