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Platonian Justices’

In the contemporary debate about justice, one
outstanding landmark in the history of philoso-
phy does not seemto have received properatten-
tion, Plato.2 This is remarkable, since the ques-
tion asked by Plato in The Republic, ‘What is
justice?’, certainly is also fundamental to the
contemporary debate. Moreover, as we will see
The Republic has exercised a distinct influence,
directly and indirectly, on some ‘classical’ texts
from the seventeenth and eighteenth century that
have contributed to the definition of the contem-
porary universe of discourse. Accordingly, a
closer look at The Republic may not only reveal
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the origin of many contemporary ideas about
justice, but also shed some light in the contem-
porary debate. In this essay, I will therefore track
the origin of some modern ideas about justice
fromthe discourse of The Republic and also con-
template somewhat on Plato’s own position.
The method is intertextual. Although running
the risk of displaying a modern insensibility be-
fore an ancient context, I will nevertheless use
the spectacles of the contemporary (Western,
academic) discourse in order to understand the
(ancient, Greek) discourse of The Republic.
The reason for focusing on The Republic is not
only because it has been named ‘the principal
work of Plato’, ‘the height of platonism’, ‘the
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most important work in Greek prose’ and
‘Plato’s most brilliant dialogue’. The Republic
is written in the form of a dialogue where Plato’s
own teacher, Socrates, is assumed to present the
position of Plato, and the other participants in the
dialogue represent different philosophical posi-
tions.> The Republic therefore exhibits an an-
cient discourse onjustice, reflecting not only one
justice but several ‘justices’, which I think are
traceable down to contesting positions in the
contemporary debate.

At first glance, it may seem unlikely that an
‘archetype of totalitarianism’ like Plato could
have anything interesting to say about justice.5
Indeed, for modern democrats Plato’s ‘ideal’ re-
public in many respects looks like the incarna-
tion ef injustice. If we sum up the totalitarian ele-
ments in Plato’s philosophy, it can be claimed
that Plato desires a republic where the state has
the right to lie to its citizens and he indeed thinks
it must use that right. His ideal state secretly con-
trols the marriages and reproduction of its citi-
zens on the basis of eugenic considerations. The
state has abolished the family, at least among the
ruling ‘guardians’ and it has forbidden parentsto
take care of their own children. It has placed ‘su-
perior’ children in state reformatories, while it
has seen to that ‘inferior’ children are ‘disposed
of”. Itis a state of strict censorshipthat has exten-
sive powers to control the lives of its citizens.
The state pursues strict discipline. The leaders
live under-scarcity ‘in"radical“‘communism-and
some sort of regimentation. Presented in this
way, it indeed seems tempting to join the ‘stig-

- matization-choir*ofmany studies of Plato. Nev-.

ertheless, I will now go on with other aspects of
Plato’s political philosophy that I think will
show that there is much of interest for students of
justice in his thinking,

Four notions of justice

Now, which conceptions of justice does The Re-
public exhibit? Well, to begin with it can be es-
tablished that the idea of justice occupies a cen-
tral position in The Republic.” It is worth noting
that the (modern, English) subtitle of the book is
‘on justice’.8 The very reason why Plato deline-
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ates his vision of the ideal state is that participants
in a discussion about justice force himto make a
definition of the concept. Since the discussion of
the ideal state begins here, it seems likely that
Plato —just as Rawls today —considers justice to
be a ‘cardinal virtue of society’.

The discussion brings forth four perspectives
onjustice: (1)justiceisto give every man hisdue,
(2)justice is what is inthe interest of the strongest
party, (3) justice is a mutually beneficial agree-
ment between rational egoists, (4) justice is
minding your own business and not interfering
with other people. The last definition is delivered
by Plato himself and turns up lodging a radical
understanding of equal opportunities as well as
a conceptualization of justice as opposite to tyr-
anny.

The first définitiofi, However, is initially for-
mulated by Plato as ”... truthfulness and return-
ing anything we have borrowed”.? The defini-
tion is immediately developed by Polemarchus
into ”... to give every man his due”.!0 As a dis-
tributive principle, Polemarchus’ definition
could have inspired Aristotles’ notion of dis-
tributive justice, according to which everyone
should receive in accordance with his or her vir-
tue. However, Polemarchus’ position is quickly
left aside and does not seem to be considered
worthy of any deeper inquiry by Plato.

The second perspective on justice is developed
by the sophist Thrasymachus.!! As a harbinger
to-Nietzsche Thrasymachus ascertains-that-2..
justice or right is simply what is in the interest of
the stronger party.”12 Might becomes right! In a

- world.of contesting powers,.the powerful takes.

his own right and the strongest self-interest more
or less arbitrarily defines what is right. In fact,
Thrasymachus position seems to be the first for-
mulation of the nihilist tradition, wholly or par-
tially inspiring the thinking of Machiavelli,
Nietzsche and contemporary ‘post-modernism,
and indirectly inspiring Hobbes and contempo-
rary theories of rational choice.

Plato, however, quickly moves into opposition
of this definition. His counterargument is that
even the stronger party can sometimes be mis-
takenabout hisreal interest. In such-case it would
be wrong for the subjects to obey their rulers.
Plato thereupon defines the real interest of the
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ruler as identical with the interest of his clients or
subjects. Asa professional doctor, a truly profes-
sional ruler should not act in his own interest.

”*And therefore, my dear Thrasymachus’, [
concluded, ‘no ruler of any kind, qua ruler,
exercises his authority, whatever its sphere,
with his own interest in view, but that of the
subjects of his skill.”!3

The basis of Plato’s argument seems to be a dis-
tinction between the concrete ruler in real life,
who may act in his own interest, and an abstract
notion of a ruler, the ruler qua ruler, who obvi-
ously is conceived as an unselfish professional
and therefore acts in the interest of those subject
to his skill, the public. This argument seems to be
consistent with Platos doctrine of ideas, where
every distorted phenomenon emanates from an
ideal, a pure idea. In real life governments may
be tyrannical and act in their own interests. But
that is a distorted phenomena which should not
be confused with the pure idea of government,
which is to act in the interest of those subject to
the skill of the ruler, to act in the interest of the
citizens. Even though Plato fails to express it lit-
erally, he implicitly seems to redefine an ancient
Greek darling, the idea of the common good. The
innovation here seems to be that Plato defines its
relation to justice. A just government, goes the
argument, acts in the interest of the public, i e for
the sake of the common good.

The sign of equality between justice and the
common good implicitly or explicitly reappears
in many modern theories about justice.!* Of
course, Plato certainly does not mean the same
thing as modern theorists when he speaks about
the common good. However, the important here
is that he conceives justice as formally equiva-
lent with the public interest. This is formative to
the future discourse, it defines the parameters of
contemplation which have both enabled and
limited future thinking, If counteracting tyranny
was a preoccupation of ancient Greek thinkers,
it became an obsession for early modem liberals.
The guilt of Plato here seems to define tyranny
as the ultimate injustice. As in early liberal politi-
cal theory, tyranny in ancient Greek political vo-
cabulary meant ruling in your own interest.
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Pressed by Platos argumentation, Thrasy-
machus retreats into a new position, where he
claims that the pursuit of unrestricted self-inter-
est or injustice pays better than that of justice and
right.!> Anunjust person who steals and robs be-
comes rich and has a much more comfortable
life. By orchestrating this retreat, Plato makes
Thrasymachus abandon his first nihilist position
and implicitly accept the fact that justice exists,
whichnot surprisingly also happens to be the po-
sition pursued by Plato. Plato rejects Thrasy-
machus’ second argument with the claim that
unrestricted pursuit of self-interest and injustice
corrupts the character, while justice and pursuit
of the common good will ennoble the character.
Plato also claims that a just person will be more
happy than an unjust person, since in a just com-
munity he will be able to perform his ‘function’,
the things he’s most suited for.'6

‘Justice as mutual advantage’: Glaucon
v:s Hobbes

The third perspective on justice is developed by
Glaucon, who in real life was Plato’s brother.
Proceeding from the same radical egoistic pre-
sumptions as Thrasymachus, Glaucon questions
Plato’s ‘romantic’ view on justice. He claims
that people accept justice merely out of neces-
sity, not because of their goodness.

*This we can most easily see if we imagine
that a just man and an unjust man have each
been given liberty to do what they like, and
then follow them and see where their inclina-
tions lead them. We shall catch the just man
red-handed in exactly the same pursuits as the
unjust, led on by self-interest, the motive
which all men naturally follow if they are not
forcibly restrained by the law and made to re-
spect each other’s claims.”!?

Glaucon then tells a story about a shepherd who
accidentally finds the magic ring of Gyges. The
ring makes the bearer invisible when the bezel of
the ring is twisted to the inside of the hand. When
the shepherd realizes the power of the ring he
immediately wheedles into the royal palace, se-
duces the queen, murders the king and seizes the
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throne.!8 Glaucon’s conclusion is that at heart all
men are radical egoists. In reality, man is so radi-
cally self-interested that he/she actually thinks it
is:

»...a good thing to inflict wrong or injury, and
a bad thing to suffer it, but that the disadvan-
tages of suffering it exceed the advantages of
inflicting it; after a taste of both, therefore,
men decide that, as they can’t evade the one
and achieve the other, it will pay to make a
compact with each other by which they forgo
both. They accordingly proceed to make laws
and mutual agreements, and what the law lays
down they call lawful and right. This is the
origin and nature of justice. It lies between
what is most desirable, to do wrong and avoid
punishment, and what is most undesirable, to
suffer wrong without being able to get redress;
justice lies in between these two and is accep-
ted not as being good in itself, but as having a
relative value due to our inability to do
wrong.”19

Brian Barry makes a distinction between two
theoretical traditions on justice.2? According to
Barry, the first tradition regards justice as an
agreement between self-interested and rational
agents. Actually people would like to rob each
other, but they are detered by fear of others doing
the same. Hence, they agree to a truce, as a mo-
dus vivendi in a conflict of self-interests. This
tradition Barmry calls ‘justice as mutual advan-

tage’ and_ he primarily.associates_it with Hobz.,

bes.2! According to Barry, the other theoretical
tradition regards justice as impartiality. While
. this tradition indeed makes an assumption about
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pates Hobbes’ notion of the social contract in his
formulatien”... men decide that (...) it will pay to
make a compact with each other by which they
forgo both. They accordingly proceed to make
laws and mutual agreements”.2

‘While undeniable similarities exist between
Glaucon and Hobbes, big differences also seems
to exist. Glaucen actually can be considered a
better representative of the tradition of justice as
mutual advantage than Hobbes. Hobbes agrees
with Glaucon on the egoistic reasons for con-
cluding the social contract. A person should re-
strict his freedomto do whatever pleases him, as
Hobbes says; ‘for the sake of peace and his own
protection’. However, according to Hobbes the
restrictions must be symmetrical, so that every
member of a political community ends up with
the same freedom, or the same rights: Nobody is
obliged to a one-sided restriction of his or her
freedom, since that would be the same as expos-
ing oneself to the risk of being fleeced.2* Given
this logic, Hobbes believes that everybody
would realize that a civil seciety based on equal
rights, both ‘pays’ better and is the only reason-
able solution to the insecurity of the state of na-
ture. So just as Glaucon, Hobbes considers ra-
tionally restricted self-interest as the foundation
fora civil (=peaceful) society, where justice pre-
vails. But while Glaucon is somewhat obscure
on the distributive result of the compact (see be-
low), Hobbes thinks that the result would be
egalitarian. _

Brian Barry raises two substantial objections
against Hobbes. The first is that if radical self-in-

terest is the sole reason behind a modus vivendi, . _

moderate seiﬁshness, itends up ina quite differ- the contract can oenly be provisional. As soon as

ent position on justice. While ultimately striving
for the removal of distorting influence of asym-
metrical power in their design of the compact,
distributive justice here is conceived in more
egalitarian terms 22

The position of Glaucon obviously could be
seen as representing the first tradition of justice
as mutual advantage. Glaucon regards justice as
a mutually beneficial equilibrium between self-
interested agents, a truce where rational restric-
tions are laid down preventing people from do-
ing what they really want, to steal, plunder, rape
and kill. Glaucon in fact almost literally antici-

a change in the balance of power makes it prof-
itable for one party to violate the contract, he or
she will do it in erder to maximize his or her own
interest.25 Accordingly, justice as mutual advan-
tage becomes highly unstable. It would only sus-
tain for as long as the circumstances or power
that prevailed during the conclusion of the con-
tract sustained. Barry’s other objection is that it
isunrealistic to believe that a modus vivendi con-
tract will be based on equal rights.26 Due to in-
evitable asymmetries in resources, the stronger
self-interested party would always be able to
claim privileges, which the other participants
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would have to accept if they want peace. There-
fore, what is mutually beneficial is more likely to
turn out to be an unjust (and unstable) truce than
a just peace.

Now, from what we know so far, it indeed
seems justified to direct these ‘accusations’
against Glaucon. Glaucon excludes any other
personal motives than radical egoism for con-
cluding the compact. He also seems to mean that
the result of the compact could be unequal
shares. Glaucon says that justice merely has ..."a
relative value due to our inability to do wrong,”27
Does this mean that the distributive outcome of
the negotiation is relative, depending on ‘our in-
ability to do wrong’, onour negotiative strength?
If so, this would imply that greater ability to do
wrong, i e more power, would prove useful inthe
negotiation. The powerful party indeed would
be ina positionto demand a greater share. In that
case Barry ebviously isright both concerning the
instability of the cempact and about its inegali-
tarianresults. However, it seems like he’s attack-
ing the wrong guy.

Because, Hobbes actually could be ‘inno-
cent’! Let’s ponder somewhat over the follow-
ing passage, where Hobbes tries to justify the
absolute power of the sovereign:

”The final Cause, End, or Design of men ... is
the foresight of their own preservation, and of
amore contented life thereby; that is to say, of
getting themselves out from the miserable
conditions of Warre, which isnecessarily con-
sequent (as hath been shewn) to the natural
Passions of men, when there is no visible
Power to keep them in awe, and tye them by
feare of punishment to ... observation of (the)
Lawes of Nature ... For the Lawes of Nature
(as Justice, Equity, Modesty, Mercy, and (in
summe) doing to others as we would be done
to,) of themselves, without the terrour of some
Power, to cause them to be observed, are
contrary to our natural Passions, that carry us
to Partiality, Pride, Revenge and the like.”28

So, according to Hobbes, the natural passion of
selfishness carry manto partiality and eventually
to war, while the terror of an absolute power is
necessary if the laws of nature —justice, equity,
modesty, mercy and insumdoing to others as we
would be done to — are to be observed. Hobbes
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repeats the reference to the golden rule when he
defines the Laws of Nature in more detail. Ac-
cording to Hobbes, the first Law of Nature says
that every man ”... ought to endeavour peace”,
the second Law states:

"That a man be willing, when others are so
too, as farre forth, as for Peace, and for defen-
ce of himselfe he shall think it necessary, to lay
down his right to all things; and be contended
with so much liberty against other men, as he
would allow other men against himselfe. ...
This is the Law ofthe Gospel; Whatsoeveryou
require that others should do to you, that doye
to them. And the Law of all men, Quod tibi
fierinon vis, alteri ne feceris. (What you don’t
want others to do to you, you should not do to
them).”%?
These passages are of great importance. The ref-
erences to ‘the golden rule’ actually situates
Hobbes closer to the tradition of ‘justice as im-
partiality’ than to the tradition of ‘justice as mu-
tual advantage’. In many respects Hobbes’ posi-
tion resembles Glaucon’s. In fact, he seems to
copy most of his presumptions about radical
selfishness and even —to some extent — his un-
derstanding of the social contract. Here he is
nothing but what his friends would call a ‘bor-
rower’. However, Hobbes actually adds seme-
thing te Glaucon’s ideas. Hobbes combines the
position of Glaucon with the golden rule, and the
result is the birth of modern liberalism. This is a
small but crucial nuance that makes the differ-
ence between a thief and a genius.

This combination of theoretical elements not
only marks the modem liberal conflation of self-
interested contractualism with (judeo-christian)
golden rule impartiality. Hobbes also strength-
ens his egalitarian conclusiens by adding an-
other reason for concluding the social contract,
empathy. Hobbes indeed agrees with Glaucon
onman’s ‘true’ nature. In a memorable formula-
tion Hobbes states that there is

”...a generallinclinationofall mankind, aper-
petuall and restlesse desire of Power after
power, that ceaseth only in Death.”30

When merely considering the egoistic assump-
tions of Glaucon’s and Hobbes’ theories, Barry
obviously is right, Parties who only strive for
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maximization of their self-interest indeed makes
an egalitarian solution seem unrealistic. Why
would the powerful preferan egalitarian solution
before the state of nature? And further, wouldn’t
the powerful be strong enough to make life for
the weak so ‘solitary, poore, nasty, brutish and
short’, that they finally would come begging for
peace, under any circumnstances?

But Hobbes’ insertion of the golden rule into
the contract theory of Glaucon means that a
counterbalancing force has appeared in the ego-
istic theory. The logic of the golden rule means
you have to take other interests than your own
into consideration. If people are to understand

that they shouldn’t do to others what they don’t
" want others to do to themselves, they must step
into the shoes of the neighbour and ask: What
would [ agrée to from this position? Hence,
while still being basically self-interested, the
parties would also take the interest of others into
consideration. This is also the fundamental theo-
retical combinationofthe ‘impartiality’ strandof
liberal contract theory, developed further by
Kant and given its latest expression in Rawls’
theory of justice.

The balance between the two principles of self
interest and common interest in Hobbes’ theory
can even be seen as tiping to the favour of the
latter. Hobbes claims that the result of the con-
tract can only be equal rights, in spite of mans
‘restlesse desire of Power after power’. If not,
one-member-would-be- more-insecure-than-an-
other and that would be contrary to the logic of
the golden rule. If the two motives were equally
strong there would be anapparent risk for a-stal
mate at the negotiating table. Out of self-interest,
the powerful could block every agreement that
wouldn’t give them maximal privileges (relative
to their bargaining strength), and due to the logic
of the golden rule the powerless wouldn’t agree
to a discriminating solution. But Hobbes obvi-
ously believes that even the powerful will pri-
marily obey the more altruist rationale of the
golden rule, rather than their naked self-interest.

Accordingly, contemporary theories of ra-
tional choice ought to consider Glaucon as their
intellectual father rather than Hobbes, who
somewhat mistakenly often is given the ‘hon-
our’ of constituting their tradition.
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Totalitarian justice?

Now, back in the discussion of The Republic
Plato/Socrates avoids giving a direct reply to
Glaucon’s argument. He only states that ... you
must indeed have something divine about you, if
you can put the case for injustice so strongly”.3!
He thereupon proceeds by describing the ideal
state, because ”... if we look at a society coming
into existence, we might be able to see how jus-
tice and injustice originate in it.”32

Plato finally defines his own understanding of
justice as ... minding your own business and not
interfering with other people”, which is also the
fourth and final perspective elaborated in the dis-
cussion.3® According to one translator, the
Greek phrase is more exactly translated as ‘do-
ing your own thing’. The phrase has a positive
connotation — getting on with and doing your
own job — as well as a negative meaning — not
interfering with other people. But sometimes the
phrase is translated as ‘performing ones proper
function’ 34 Indeed, here Plato reveals a trait of
fatalistic functionalism. People are seen as natu-
rally suited for different tasks and the state is just
only when everybody sticks to what he does
best. Those suited for manual labour should
work andthose suited for ruling should rule. Ber-
trand Russel associates this functionalism witha
determinist trait in Greek philosophy. Accord-
ing to Russel, the Greeks thought that every per-
son and thing had its proper place and function,
inaccordance with a universal law of nature.3%

The functionalist interpretation of Plato’s defi-
nition of justice suits nicely into the totalitarian

€= ihteTpretation of His political philosophy. A state

that desires control over its subjects of course
will be interested in an ideology that underlines
that everybody has his proper place. However,
the previous discussion could justify a more lib-
eral interpretation. As a matter of fact, Plato im-
mediately develops his definition in a direction
that supports a less rigid reading:
”Suppose a builder and a shoemaker tried to
exchange jobs, or to take on the tools and the
prestige of each other’s trade, or suppose al-
ternatively that the same man tried to do both
jobs, would this and other exchanges of the
kind do great harm to the state?” ‘Not
MU Ch.’”36
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The strict prohibition turns out to apply only to
the change of class-based work.

”*Butif someone who belongs by nature to the

class of artisans and businessmen is puffed up

by wealth or popular support or physical
strength or any similar quality, and tries to en-
ter our military class; or if one of our military

Auxiliaries tries to get into the class of admi-

nistering Guardians for which he is unfit ...,

well, I’ll think you’ll agree sort of mutual in-
terchange and interference spells destruction

to our state. *

‘Certainly’37

So you can change your work rather freely
within your class, but you must never change
class-based work. But why would it be such a
disaster if somebody changed his class-based
job? Well, as the quoted passage displays, Plato
wants the republic to be divided into three
classes, the guardians (the ruling philosopher
kings), the auxiliaries (the warriors) and the third
estate (workers, business people, artisans etc.).
The reason forthe prohibition against the change
of class seems to be that Plato wants to ensure
that the guardian class will only embrace those
who are most suited for ruling. According to
Plato, the most suited are the most wise citizens
who consider government to be a duty. The rul-
ersshould not strive for power, ifthey dothey are
unfitting for the job. Instead they should be the
most unpretentious persons, who consider gov-
ernment to be a necessary obligation. Only vir-
tuous and dutiful altruists who will act in the in-
terest of the ruled are worthy ofthe responsibility
of government.

However, it’s not only the prohibition against
change of class-based labour that is motivated by
concern for (what Plato assumes to be) the com-
mon good. The totalitarian laws and institutions
seems to be motivated on similar grounds. The
purpose of the strict censorship in culture and
education seems to be to shape the characters of
the guardians morally. Indeed, the sceptic might
say that Plato has an exaggerated belief in edu-
cation and social engineering, but this is an opti-
mism that he shares with modern socialism.
Other institutions of the ideal state seems to have
the same purpose. One reason for the state to take
care of all the children is that it wants to select the
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best leaders on the basis of a radical under-
standing of equal opportunities (see more be-
low). Another reason is that it wants to promote
a feeling of the common good in the whole soci-
ety. When the parents don’t know who their chil-
dren are, and the children don’t know who their
parents are, Plato hopes they will both treat all
persons similarly, as their own parents, children,
grandparents or grandchildren.38

Even the strict communism and the abolishing
of the family among the guardians, seems to be
motivated by the same concemn. Plato believes
that once private property and family relations
disappears among the rulers

»... litigation (will) virtually disappear ... The-
re won't in fact be any of the quarrels which
are caused by having money, or children, or
family.”39

Plato obviously considers this environment nec-
essary for the promotion of an altruist outlook.
Popper seems to want us to believe that the
guardians will have a lot of privileges, which in-
deed would imply a tyrannical government. Ob-
viously this is not fair to Plato. The guardians are
conceived merely as tools. They protect the per-
fect society and will definitely have more obli-
gations than privileges, more duties than rights.
The guardians must fulfil a lot of remarkable ob-
ligations, at the same time as they must withdraw
entirely from distribution. They obviously will
not have any benefit from their own rule. The
only pleasure these communist idealists/phi-
losophy-junkies will gain from governing is the
unselfish satisfaction of their own infallible
righteousness and supreme knowledge. Perhaps
the reason is that even a fair share could jeopard-
ize their altruism. Plato seems to fear that evena
small taste of luxury would corrupt the guardians
and transform them from tools of the common
good, to agents of their own self-interest, which
of course would undermine the foundations of
the just society. Such communist ideas certainly
have inspired thinkers like Rousseau and Marx
theoretically, and would indeed have strength-
ened the moral case of real-socialism if realized
in practice. In contrast to Platos imagined repub-
lic, really existing socialist states have all dis-
played the same inconsistent combination of a
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communist ideology (for the subjects) and tyran-
nical rule (to the benefit of the elite).

Radical meritocracy

The ideal state is conceived by Plato as a theo-
retical alternative to democracy. Inliberal demo-
cratic theory, the aim of democracy is often en-
visaged in a similar way as Plato conceives the
aim of guardianship, as the safeguard for justice
and the common good. The ultimate aim of
guardianship certainly is to make the state iden-
tical with the ‘idea of the state’. However, the
virtues of justice and the common good obvi-
ously occupy a central positions within the ‘idea
of the state’. According to Plato, guardianship
will control the government -and safeguard the
common good even better than democracy,
which he at this particular time ofhis ‘theoretical
carreer’ considered to be a perverted govem-
ment. The institutions of the ideal state are there
to assure that the state is run by those who are
most suited for the task, the virtuous who have
the most unpretentious, wise, righteous etc.
characters. The selection of guardians in factisa
meritocratic alternative to the democratic proce-
dure. Just like the democratic process, this selec-
tion is a fair procedure. The intention is to select
the most talented children in a lengthy procedure
of education, training and various tests, running
from theirbirth and forward..Every.child, boyor-
girl, high or low, has the same chance and is seen
as a potential guardian.

Indeed, Plato considers it likely that. the off-
spring of the guardians are the most talented and
therefore most suited for becoming rulers. How-
ever, children to parents of the third estate may
also become rulers if they have the right talent,
just as children to rulers may become workers if
they turn out to-be unfitting. In a notorious ‘royal
lie’ Plato wants people to be told that if a silver
(or bronze, or iron) child is born of golden
(guardian) parents, the parents must ”... harden
their hearts and assign it its proper value, and
degrade it to the industrial and agricultural class
where it properly belongs.”0 Similarly, if a child
of bronze or silver parents has gold orsilverinits
nature, it should be promoted to become a guard-
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ian or a warrior. The reason Plato adds, is ”...
because there is a prophecy that the state will be
ruined when it has guardians of silver or
bronze.”*! The purpose obviously is to secure
the rule of the virtuous. But Plato’s pragmatic
and indeterministic understanding about who is
the fitting reveals an egalitarian trait in his phi-
losophy. The progressivity of Plato in the ques-
tion of gender and power, should be interpreted
in light of this ideology of equal opportunities.
Plato in fact rejects every type of discrimination
or privileges.*2 Today we could call him an ad-
vocate of radical (meritocratic) proceduralism.

So, just as democracy in liberal democratic
theory, a (radical) neutral procedure is con-
ceived as the safeguard for justice in Plato’s re-
public. However, Plato certainly takes the idea
of equal opportunities more seriouisly than liber-
als. It does not only imply formal liberal equality
of rights, but strict socialist equality of condi-
tions. Every child is placed in a state nursery and
treated in the same way. Hence every child gets
exactly the same social preconditions. Only his
or her talents and ability to learn will be decisive
for his or her success in the procedure. Plato’s
idea of equal opportunities certainly exceeds the
boundaries of democracy and clearly ends up in
socialist totalitarianism. But the ironic reason is
that he takes a liberal darling seriously, the idea
of equal opportunities.

Even though Plato’s radical ineritocratic pro-
cedure-may-befair, -totalitarianism- eventually
gets the upper hand in his theory. Paradoxically,
the reason is not a lapsus in the theory, but rather
that_his_theory.is_fto> consistent..Just.as many
insane features of totalitarian socialist states,
Plato’s state nurseries, official lies, censorship
and state conducted eugenics yet again mark
how easily good intentions may end up intotali-
tarian absurdity.

The reason for this unfortunate ending obvi-
ously is that although Plato in many respects em-
braced egalitarian ideas, he remained an incorri-
gible epistemological elitist. Plato not only be-
lieved that it was pessible for the elite to gain
insights about the.right, the truth, the beautiful,
the good etc, that where unattainable for ordi-
nary people.*> He also thought it was possible to
reproduce these insights systematically through
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the procedure of selection that we have just de-
scribed. It was this unfortunate combination of
assumptions that pushed his in many other re-
spects sympathetic ideas about equality between
the sexes, equal opportunities etc., intothe totali-
tarian abyss. If his thinking —on the other hand—
had developed towards the epistemological
egalitarianism that in fact peeps out in a few pas-
sages, the result would have been quite different.
Strong egalitarian assumptions could have
turned him an advocate radical democracy,
which would be consistent with his — in many
other respects — socialist ontology. However,
had he only done a few egalitarian concessions
the result could just as well have been repre-
sentative democracy, since this political order
indeed allows for meritocratic features.

Images of the contemporary discourse

To sum up, there are elements in The Republic
which can be seen as a direct origin and an indi-
tect inspirationto the contemporary discourse on
justice. The most outstanding examples are the
positions of Thrasymachus and Glaucon, which
can be seen as formative to the relativist/nihilist
tradition of Machiavelli, Nietzsche and Foucault
as well as to the selfishness-tradition of rational
choice and modus vivendi liberalism. Further-
more, Plato elaborates formal ideas about the re-
lationship between justice and the common
good, as well as about neutral proceduralism,
which have reappeared in modern theories on
democracy and justice. However, Plato’s own
contribution to the contemporary discourse on
justice is more elusive and indirect than in the
case of Thrasymachus and Glaucon. However,
modern socialist theory indeed seems to have
derived much inspiration from Plato’s radical
understanding of equal opportunities as well as
from his ideas about guardianship communism.

Jouni Reinikainen
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Notes

1. I would like to thank Gunnar Falkemark and Bo
Lindensjé for fruitful comments on earlier versions
of this paper.

2. One exception here is the opening discussion in
Brian Barry’s Theories of Justice — A Treatise on
Social Justice, Vol 1, (London: Harvester, Wheat-
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Glaucon and Thrasymachus in the thinking of Hob-
bes.
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intelligible between different contexts and — accor-
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ve. At the end of the day, one interpretation cannot
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own book). See Veyne P, Kinde grekerna till demo-
lzratin? (Stockholm: Symposion, 1991).

4. Platon, Staten, (Nora: Nya Doxa, 1993), p. 3-5.

5. These participants are persons and philosophers
that actually existed in ancient Greece. The group
included Platos own brother, Glaucon, and repre-
sentatives of other theoretical schools.

6. A highly influential work that has shaped our un-
derstanding of Plato is PopperK R, The Open Society
and Its Enemies — The Spell of Plato, 5:th rev ed.
(London: Routledge, 1977) (for a discussion of Pop-
pers critique of Plato, see Mansson T, Staten och In-
dividen— Platon v:s Karl Popper, Intemnal paper De-
partment of philosophy, Stockholm University). On
the whole, I agree with the repudiating conclusions
of Popper. However, Popper may be ‘guilty’ ofatoo
one-sided focus on the totalitarian aspects, while
overlooking more egalitarian elements in Plato’s
philosophy. A more nuanced and fair discussion can
be found in Dahl R A, Democracy and its Critics,
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989).

7. I will use the term ‘justice’ although the Greek
word, dicaiosyne, may be translated as both ‘justice’,
‘the right’ and ‘righteous(-ness)’. However, in Eng-
lish the common translation traditionally has been
‘justice’.
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8. Many translators seem to doubt this is an original
title.

9. Plato, The Republic (Harmondsworth: Penguin
books, 1974) second ed., pp. 65.

10. ibid, p. 66.

11. Sophism was a philosophical school with relati-
vist inclination. They were teachers in rhetoric and
famous for their persuasive powers, they could ‘tumn
black into white and evil into good’. Other famous
sophists were Gorgias from Leontini and Protagoras
from Abdera. Just as Thrasymachus, the thinking of
the other two is primarily known from the writing of
Plato.

12. Plato, The Republic (Harmondsworth: Penguin
books, 1974) second ed., p. 77.

13. Plato, The Republic (Harmondsworth: Penguin
books, 1974) second ed., p. 83.

14.Rawls, forinstance, inhis theory of justice, places
the participants behind a veil of ignorance. In a situ-
ation where you don’tknow who you are, Rawls sup-
poses you will act in the interest of all. Only in that
situation we are assured that the choice is truly im-
partial, free from self-interest. The choice becomes
an expression of what is in the interest of ‘those sub-
ject to his skill’. Rawls, however, seems to develop
an idea of impartiality that is already latent in the
thinking of Plato, see Rawls J, 4 Theory of Justice
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1971).

15. Plato, The Republic (Harmondsworth: Penguin
books, 1974) second ed., pp. 90.

16. ibid, pp. 98.

17. ibid, p. 105.

18..ibid, pp. 105.

19. ibid, p. 104.

20. Barry B, Justice as impartiality — 4 treatise on
social_justice, vol. II (Oxford:. Clarendon. Press,
1995).

21. A contemporary proponent of the same perspec-
tive is David Gauthier.

22. Barry B, Justice as impartiality — A treatise on
social justice, vol. II (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1995).

23. Plato, The Republic (Harmondsworth: Penguin
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1985)
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social justice, vol. II (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
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31. Plato, The Republic (Harmondsworth: Penguin
books, 1974) second ed., p. 116.

32.ibid, p. 117.

33.1bid, p. 204.

34. ibid. The English translation is made by Des-
mond Lee in 1955. In the Swedish translation by
Claes Lindskog from 1922 the phrase is translated as
‘doing your own job and not work with other things’
(swe. ‘att skéta sin egen syssla och ¢j idka méang-
syssleri’). This translation obviously stresses
functionalism, rather than the negative right to.free-
dom from interference, that is stressed in the English
translation.

35. Russell B, Visterlandets Filosofi, (Stockholm:
Natur och Kultur, 1985). p. 111.

36. Plato, The Republic (Harmondsworth: Penguin
books, 1974) second ed., pp. 205.

37.ibid, p. 206.

38. Thisobviously can be seen as a version of the veil
of ignorance, which Rawls deems necessary for the
promotion of justice and the common good in his
theory.

39. Plato, The Republic (Harmondsworth: Penguin
books, 1974) second ed., p. 250.

40. Plato, The Republic (Harmondsworth: Penguin
books, 1974) second’ed., p. 182"It'is worth"noting’
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previous page we noted that Plato wants every child
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most cases are better than women.

43.Iwould like to thank Peter Strandbrink for direc-
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