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A HISTORY OF WESTERN POLITICAL THOUGHT

A History of Western Political Thought is an energetic, engaged and lucid account of the
most important political thinkers and the enduring themes of the last two and a half
millennia. J.S.McClelland traces the development and consolidation of a tradition of
Western political thought from Ancient Greece through to the development of the modern
state, the American Enlightenment, the rise of liberalism and the very different reactions
it engendered. He discusses how a tradition beginning before Socrates might be said to
have played itself out in the second half of the twentieth century.

McClelland’s aim is to tell a complete story: his definition of politics encompasses
both power wielded from above and power threatened from below, and the sustained
pursuit of this theme leads him to present an original and often controversial view of the
theorists of the received canon and to add to that canon some writers he feels have been
neglected unjustly.

A History of Western Political Thought will inform, challenge, provoke and entertain
any reader interested in what people have had to say about politics in the last two and half
thousand years, and why it matters.

J.S.McClelland is Senior Lecturer in Politics at the University of Nottingham. He has
held visiting posts at the University of Indiana at Bloomington and Sacramento State
University, California. His previous publications include The French Right: From De
Maistre to Maurras and The Crowd: From Plato to Canetti.
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FOREWORD

This is an old-fashioned history of political thought. It gives an account of great texts.
These texts are chosen either because they are great in themselves or because they have
influenced other texts or the world. | have no particular story-line. | did try to keep one
going, but it refused to work except intermittently. | began to try to write a history of
political thought from the bottom up, so to speak, concentrating on the ruled as well as
upon rulers. It has always struck me that there has never been enough attention paid to
the nature of the people—sometimes the crowd, sometimes the mob—who are to be
ruled. A particular thinker’s view of the raw material of government is bound to affect
what that thinker thinks rule can and should be like. However, | found that line of
approach difficult to sustain, because the views of particular thinkers about the human
raw material of political communities are often so deeply buried in their texts that those
texts would have to be put on the rack to yield up their secrets. And, as everybody knows,
secrets revealed on the rack are notoriously unreliable.

This book is the product of many years as a teacher of what used to be called ‘political
theory’, and | have many debts. Richard King, Dennis Kavanagh and David Regan kindly
read chapters and offered good advice. Robert Markus was, as ever, the soul of
generosity, and the range of Peter Morris’s wit and wisdom is a constant surprise and
delight to me. Mrs April Gibbon displayed her usual intelligence and patience with the
typescript. |1 would like to thank two of my former students. Mr Lee Steptoe invented in a
seminar the idea of a ‘bourgeois tank’, and this made me wonder whether there are any
genuinely socialist means towards socialist ends, and Ms Elizabeth Walters turned my
flank in a tutorial by showing that a rather complex argument of mine (and one of which |
was rather proud) about the Guardians in Plato’s Republic was completely unnecessary.

Finally, 1 would like to acknowledge the debt | owe to Tom Paulin. This book would
never have been written if he had not encouraged and consoled me on Monday evenings
over several years.

John McClelland,
Nottingham
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1
ANCIENT GREEK POLITICAL THOUGHT

THE CONTEXT

The ancient Greeks are said to have invented political theorising, but the sense in which
they invented it is frequently misunderstood. Systematic reflection about politics certainly
did not begin with Plato, and Plato himself certainly did not wake up one day, find that he
had nothing much on his hands, and begin to write the Republic. Equally, it appears to be
the case that politics were not the first thing that the ancients reflected systematically
about; nor was it the case that when they did begin to think about politics they had
nothing else in their heads. Speculation about the gods, about how a properly conducted
household should be run, about what moral instruction the Homeric poems contained,
about the nature of the natural world, about the duties and limits of hospitality, and about
many other things was already far advanced before anything like political theorising
began. That list of things could no doubt be extended almost indefinitely, and perhaps we
should extend it, even if we would have to extend it by guesswork, because what we do
in fact know about what the ancients did think about is largely the result of the accidents
of the historical survival of manuscripts, and it is perfectly possible that what has come
down to us is a distorting fragment which gives us a very misleading picture of what was
going on inside the heads of ancient Greeks. And which ancient Greeks? Some ancient
Greeks were very ancient indeed (the Homeric poems were probably already being
recited around 800 BC), and some lived very far from the borders of the modern state of
Greece, in southern France and Italy, for instance, or in Asia Minor, or Egypt. Those
calling themselves Greeks did not even agree about what it was that made them Greek.
The Greek world had its great centres: Delphi for its oracle; Olympia and Corinth for
their games; Athens for its wealth, its empire and its learning; and Sparta for the
longevity of its peculiar institutions, but myriads of people thinking of themselves as
Greek had never been near any of those places, though they would have heard of them
and might have felt their influence. Nobody knows now what all of these people thought,
just as nobody did then.

If the business of trying to empty a typical Greek mind of its contents is a fruitless
exercise, we can still ask the important question of how the mind was organised. The list
of things which the Greeks had thought about before they began to think systematically
about politics gives us a clue to how their minds worked. That list could be extended but
we would have no reason for ordering it in any particular way. The ancients were
pragmatic; they always asked: How? before they asked: Why?, and in the pre-classical
period they do not appear to have distinguished between different kinds of ‘how?’ -
questions. How a stranger should be treated, how a sacrifice to the gods should be
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conducted, how war should be waged, or how the work of a farm should be organised did
not seem to them to be different kinds of questions. We are so accustomed to thinking
that questions which involve morality are different from technical questions about the
best way to do things, that it is very easy to slip into the error of supposing that the
ancient Greeks must have been very simple folk because they could not see the
difference. There can be little doubt that they did not see the difference, or if they did, the
difference did not seem very remarkable to them, but the reason they did not was far from
simple. The pragmatism of the ancients originally stemmed from so close a connection
between thought and action that thinking about anything was thinking about the proper or
the best way of doing it. It is almost as if they thought that thinking without a view to
action was not worth the trouble, and no ancient Greek thinker ever thought that in some
sense thinking was worth it for thinking’s sake any more than any Greek artist did art for
art’s sake. Questions about how to do something always implicitly contained the
question: How ought we to do something?, and the question: How ought we to do
something? always contained the implicit assumption that anything which was worth
doing was worth doing well.

Thinking about how things can be done well, how they ought to be done, has to start
somewhere, and the ancients were fortunate to have at their disposal the Homeric poems,
the Iliad and the Odyssey, which, if properly read, could answer almost any conceivable
question about how a man should act towards his fellow men and towards the gods. The
poems also contain a good deal about how the gods act towards men. The anger of the
gods with men, or with each other, frequently results in what we would call “natural’
disasters, plagues, thunderstorms, storms or contrary winds at sea, for Zeus rules the land
and Poseidon the ocean, so that the Homeric poems contain a good deal about how the
natural world works as well. These three worlds, the world of nature, the world of men
and the world of the gods, exist in the poems in very close harmony, so that it would not
be stretching the term ‘system’ too far to say that there is a Homeric system which
explains and justifies almost everything that goes on in the world and which answers
almost any questions that someone living in the world would care to ask. It was this
Homeric world-picture which in classical times was becoming less and less satisfactory
as a universal explanation of what went on in the world, at least to philosophers, but it
was also a world-picture which never lost its appeal entirely as the source of a code of
conduct, and some classical philosophy can best be understood as an attempt to resurrect
the certainties of the Homeric world on the basis of rational argument, so that these
certainties could still retain the loyalty of rational men. In particular, what attracted
political philosophers to the enterprise of restating Homeric truths was the sense of order
and symmetry which pervades the poems, an order which was never complete but which
seemed to survive all the vicissitudes to which it was subjected. A world which was
always threatened by disorder but out of which order always eventually came was bound
to be attractive to political thinkers as a mirror and image of their own world of politics,
where the alternation of order and disorder could easily lead to a sense of despair unless
an order could be discerned prior to and beyond the everyday messiness of the affairs of
cities.

The order of the Homeric world was a hierarchical order, and it was an order with an
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ancestry. The great gods who ruled the world and the underworld were not the first. In the
beginning Chaos reigned, a void, or shapeless matter. Chaos begot five children: Erebus,
the dark; Nyx, the night; Tartarus, a prison as far under Earth or Hades as Heaven was
above; Eros, and Ge, Mother Earth. Ge married Uranus, the god of the Sky. Uranus
imprisoned most of their children in the bowels of the earth except Chronos and the
Titans, who rebelled against Uranus and castrated him with a sickle. Chronos then ruled
the world on the condition that he had no son. He therefore ate his male children, but his
wife Rhea preserved Zeus, and perhaps others, by substituting a dressed-up stone which
Chronos swallowed and eventually spewed up. Zeus led a revolt of the other surviving
sons against Chronos (who ruled from Mount Ida in Crete), took Mount Olympus, and
blinded Chronos at the moment of victory because a god, being immortal, could not be
killed. The victorious brothers then took to quarrelling, as brothers will, and to prevent
the fruits of the victory going sour they divided what they had conquered into three, Zeus
taking the land to rule, Poseidon the Sea and Hades the underworld. These events are
supposed to have happened a long time before the Trojan War began, and the gods we
hear about in the poems are Zeus and his companions who get into the story because they
are interested in the fates of the Achaeans and the Trojans, and in the fates of individual
heroes. To be a hero, which means to be mentioned by name and to have your hero’s
death recorded, means that you have an Olympian patron who looks after you in the war,
but it must never be forgotten that these godly patrons are as unequal as the heroes whom
they strive to protect. A hero’s chances of survival increase the higher up the Olympian
hierarchy his patron is, or the more in favour his patron is with one of the gods who really
matters. Gods, like the men embattled against each other and engaged in internecine
quarrels on the plain before Troy, sometimes fall out with each other. Zeus reigns over
all, but he has favourites, and these favourites have rivals. Being immortal, there is a limit
to the harm gods can do to each other, but a god could always deal death by proxy to
another god by contriving the death of a hero in whom his rival took a particular interest.
The gods took their own politics seriously, and that politics was deadly serious for the
heroes whom the gods made their battleground.

This tale of the gods is not altogether a happy one. Cannibalism, incest and parricide
are the most horrific of crimes, but they are to be regarded as incidents, not regular
occurrences, and we are given to understand that they are crimes. The fact that the gods
are immortal does not put them above some kind of law, even though what that law is and
where it came from are questions beyond human understanding. All is certainly not
sweetness and light in heaven, but heaven’s disorders always seem to dissolve themselves
into a new order which keeps the hierarchy of the gods substantially intact.

In the Homeric poems, the hierarchy of the gods is mirrored in the hierarchy of men.
Every man, kin, hero or ordinary warrior, has some tutelary deity who watches over him.
The names of the Olympians do not exhaust the roll-call of the gods but, living on the
sacred mountain, the Olympians can see further and can oversee the affairs of important
men wherever they are, at home or at Troy. Every man has somewhere he calls home,
where he calls on his own local gods in troubled times and to whom he pays back what is
due when times are good. These local spirits inhabit a wood, keep a spring running, or
guard the fertility of a particular field and must have seemed very far away to the
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unnamed warriors at Troy. There was nothing to stop them calling on the great gods who
see everything, but the Olympians, like earthly kings, are accustomed to being pestered
by the petitions of the many, and, like earthly kings, have become used to listening only
to the great ones. So what kept the warriors at Troy for ten years with only the very
occasional murmur of discontent? The Iliad makes it clear that the fall of Troy is by no
means a foregone conclusion, and it is also clear that the lion’s share of any booty is
going to go to the heroes, who alone are entitled to wrangle over who gets what. We are
not even told what the obligations and loyalties were that made the assembly of the
Achaean force possible in the first place, though it is plainly a temporary alliance for the
duration only, and it is equally plain that there is some kind of pecking order among the
great ones. What is clear is that a complicated grading of esteem orders the relations
between the warriors, and because esteem comes from rank and from prowess, it can
cause trouble, as it does right at the beginning of the poem where Agamemnon claims the
girl by right of kingship and Achilles claims her by right of his achievements in the war.
There is no scale on which these incommensurate rival claims can be measured.
Agamemnon claims what is due to a king and Achilles claims what is due to the best of
the heroes; each acts out the role in which he is cast. Achilles loses out, sulks famously,
and the Achaeans have to suffer at the hands of man-slaying Hector, and Patroclus has to
fight and die in the armour of Achilles, before the matter is set to rights and Achilles
rejoins the battle. What is remarkable is that while everyone can see that the quarrel
threatens to bring disaster on the Achaeans, there is so little murmuring in the ranks.

So why do they put up with it? If we assume that the poet wants us to see the affairs of
the heroes through the eyes of the warriors, that we see what they saw, then we can make
sense of what might otherwise seem to be a rather childish quarrel. Agamemnon acts his
part as he does because he has no option. There is no man behind the mask. Agamemnon
does what any king would do in the circumstances, and Achilles does what any hero
would do in the circumstances, and the warriors are there to see that each plays his part
properly. There is a notion of legitimacy buried in there. The fact that the more important
gods are interested in the fates of the more important heroes creates a sense of dramatic
distance between heroes and ordinary warriors, so that it is not supposed to occur to the
ordinary warriors to be jealous of the heroes, let alone that they should try to usurp their
place. That sense of distance reconciles each man’s obedience to his self-respect. The
heroes are a different order of men, and to compete with them would be a kind of hubris,
unfitting and absurd when the fate of heroes is not in their own hands but in the lap of the
gods. There is implicit agreement about this between gods, heroes and men; each is there
to make sure that the others act out roles which they have not chosen and with which
everyone is familiar. The story is known in advance, so to speak, and the drama of the
poem lies in the possibility, which is only a possibility, that one of the actors will fail to
live up to his own part in the story. Achilles must kill Hector, and the warrior-audience
enjoys watching Hector squirm a little.

These predetermined roles allow very little room for manoeuvre, though there is more
room in the Odyssey than in the Iliad. That is why there is so little condemnation of the
actions of heroes, and why they can seem so childish to us, Agamemnon and Achilles as
brats in the playground, both saying ‘I want’ without ever considering what effect their
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quarrel might have on the outcome of the Trojan War. They never question their desires,
and the warrior-audience does not condemn them for it. What would be condemned
would be a failure to pursue the paths to a collision in an attempt to avoid the
consequences. The heroes are god-like, but to try to prevent what the gods have in store
would be to attempt to be gods, and that must not be. The heroes are touched by the
divine, but there still must be a dividing line between them and the Olympians, the more
so because the gods moved so easily in the company of men. Religion could hardly be
separate from everyday life when the gods took such a detailed interest in, and played so
important a part in, human affairs. Religion was everyday life before the divine was
alienated from the human, and the life of this world could not be so bad if the immortals
themselves consented to share it.

The Homeric gods controlled the natural world on the same hierarchical principle.
Zeus the thunderer naturally had the most frightening natural phenomenon in his power; a
less important but still influential god like Apollo could send plagues, while a local deity
could cause a stream to dry up; lesser gods could cause storms in tea-cups, but only
Poseidon could make the whole sea rage. The greater gods could encompass the ruin of a
great man, or a great number of men, while a malignant spirit could only ruin a man of no
importance at all. Every god, every man, and every natural event had its place in the
scheme of things, and that scheme of things explained everything that had to be
explained. What finally distinguished the gods from men was death, and a good human
life consisted of giving every man his due by treating him in the way demanded by your
status and his, honouring the gods, putting up with misfortune, and meeting your own
death in the way appropriate to a warrior or a hero. This was not necessarily a recipe for
human happiness but neither was it a recipe for despair. Given reasonable luck, and a fair
wind, the Homeric world contained within itself everything that a man could possibly
want. It was a world fit to live in.

Heroic values survive in more complex societies because they are values of order; the
less plausible they become, the more attractive they are. The world of the classical Greek
polis was as different from the world of heroic kingship as the world of modern
democracy is from the medieval kingdom. Even in Homer’s day the Greek world was
divided into a large number of different political communities (‘Across the wine-dark sea
lies Crete, an island populous beyond compute with ninety cities’), and if you had asked a
Greek of classical times how many different polises there were, he would probably have
said a thousand, meaning a very large number indeed. Some were very large, like Athens
in her heyday with about 400,000 inhabitants, while others could count their numbers in
hundreds, and they lived under a bewildering variety of political systems. Aristotle
thought it worthwhile to have descriptions made of 158 different political constitutions,
and, while only the Constitution of Athens has survived, it is a safe guess that those 158
constitutions were worth describing because they were all different. Just to go on a
journey in ancient Greece was to provide yourself with the opportunity to do comparative
government. Superimposed on the variety of political regimes was the tendency of those
regimes to change. The ancients tried to impose some kind of intellectual order on this
puzzling political world by dividing types of regime into three broad classes, depending
on whether rule was by the One, the Few, or the Many, but the width and the slipperiness
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of the categories tell us that they are being stretched very far indeed to cover all the
different cases. Aristotle sensibly settles in the end for the continuum Few/Many to
classify states, a rough enough guide to contemporary political practice and pointing to
the age-old division in Greek cities between the oligarchs and the democrats.

The ancients were frank about the class nature of politics. Oligarchy was a conspiracy
of the rich to rob the poor and democracy a conspiracy of the poor to rob the rich. Along
with this frankness about class went an equal frankness about power. Power was there to
be used to further one’s own interests or the interests of the group to which one belonged.
The Greeks expected to get something out of politics; power was not there just to be
occupied in the way some modern governments seem content to hold office without
doing anything very much. The divisions within cities made them hard to govern, and
there was never any certainty that the future was going to be like the past. Part of the
cause of the unruliness of the polis stemmed from the fact that there was nothing much to
rule it with. Whatever economic prosperity there was was extremely modest, which
meant that cities could not afford to spend much of a hard-won agricultural and trading
surplus on government. There was never much in the way of professionalisation of the
functions of war and government, which makes the politics of the Greek cities seem
makeshift and amateurish when compared to the civilised despotisms of the East or to the
succeeding empires in the West. For cities to be largely self-running and self-policed,
legitimacy was essential. Citizens had to be able to feel that on the whole they ought to
obey the law, do what their rulers told them, and defend their city in time of war.
Legitimate power is power on the cheap, power which does not have to be backed up by
the expensive threat of official force. (Herodotus contrasts the voluntary military service
of the Greeks with the soldiers of the Great King driven to battle by whips.)

Legitimate power is not the same as force. Force has only natural limits, while
legitimate power is subject to the formal limitations of law. From very ancient times, the
Greeks had an idea of law (nomos) which they contrasted with the arrogance of power
(hubris). Hubris was the cause of chronic uncertainty and instability (stasis) in cities
because, being the ally of the instability of character which the possession of power is
likely to bring out or even to cause, hubristic behaviour was unpredictable. In the
Homeric world, men were as accustomed to the unsettling effects of the anger of kings as
they were to the effects of the anger of the gods. The law which can be inferred from the
Homeric poems is unwritten law, where unwritten law means both a moral law (perhaps
emanating from the gods), a set of ancestral customs, and a set of expectations about how
particular kinds of men should behave. The unwritten law sets limits to the conduct of the
great ones, but it is clear that the great ones are in fact expected to flout these
expectations, and it is also clear that not all of the parts of the unwritten law mesh well
with each other. Agamemnon persists in his disruptive course of action at the beginning
of the lliad despite the fact that the Achaeans showed by acclamation that they thought he
should return the girl to her father, and Apollo also wants him to give her up. Such action
is hubristic, but we have already noted the sense in which it is not surprising that
Agamemnon acts as he does; kings can be expected to act like that. Agamemnon’s
actions are still well within the framework of expected, if not exactly acceptable,
behaviour, and the Achaeans do accept it, some less willingly than others, as part of the
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world and its problems in which they have to live. It is also clear that the unwritten law
expects very different things from different orders of men, and a select few have a licence
to cause stasis. What is missing is any idea of a law before which troublemakers can be
brought to book, or of a law which can be applied to everyone (isonomia).

Law made the polis possible by enabling large numbers of people to live cheek by jowl
without having to look over their shoulders the whole time for dangers attendant on mere
force. The early heroes of the polis were all law-givers who mapped out what the
relations between men should be. Part of that law was what we would call constitutional
law because it dealt with what the arrangements for holding public office should be, part
of that law dealt with religious observations, and part of that law was what we would call
the ordinary law of the land. There was still no idea of ‘equality before the law’ because
the laws of most cities spelled out different political rights and duties according to
gradations of wealth, and if there was to be equality it was equality among equals; rather,
what was aimed at was that everyone (even in some cases slaves) had access to law and
that everyone was accessible by law. No Greek city had a system of public prosecution.
All prosecutions were brought by individuals against individuals, and the nearest the
Greeks got to equality before the law was to stipulate that nobody was immune from
prosecution and that nobody was so low on a scale of public esteem that he could not
have the law on a fellow citizen. (Solon said that in the best city an individual citizen
would bring a lawsuit against those who harmed others when he himself had not been
harmed.) Of course, ‘fellow citizens’ was the key term. Many cities contained large
numbers of residents, in some cases the majority, who were not citizens at all. Slaves,
foreigners (metics) and women were typically excluded from the exercise of political
rights, which made citizenship a privilege worth defending.

The law of the polis was a facility rather than a system of regulation. Even where it
could appear repressive to an outsider, as at Sparta, the law was always for something
beyond the timid acquiescence required by an eastern despot. The polis was supposed to
provide its citizens with the opportunity to live a good life, and keeping out of trouble in
the lawcourts no more made a man a good citizen than avoiding courts-martial makes a
good soldier. Citizens were expected to oversee each other’s conduct and to have enough
civic virtue to go to law about it if it became overweening and unlawful, but the good life
did not just consist of avoiding the censure of one’s neighbours. Rather, the good life
meant to practise those virtues which were held in high esteem in the scale of public
values in your city, and to be held in high esteem for doing so. For the Greeks, free
competition within the law was not a market but a moral principle. The law, except in
special cases like Sparta, was essentially negative. The law ruled out some of the ways to
steal a march on one’s fellows, murder, for instance, or wife-theft, or cheating in business
deals; and law was usually strict about religious observance because failing to give the
gods their due was always a sign that worse was to follow. But beyond that, men were
expected to compete for those things which men called good: wealth, physical strength,
wisdom, courage, self-control, justice, and fame.

The problem of the polis was the difficulty of reconciling the agonistic striving of self-
assertive men with the universally recognised need for moderation if they were to live
comfortably together. The calls for moderation from all the sources of moral authority
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from the Delphic Oracle downwards testify to the existence of men who were disinclined
to do anything by halves, and this accounts for a certain distaste that we have for the
Greeks if we judge their characters through the Sermon on the Mount. Brought up as we
are in a moral tradition which invites us to see virtue in poverty, modesty, and simplicity
of soul, it is easy to see ancient Greeks as loud and boastful when they tell us about the
nobility of their birth, their wealth, and the extent of their achievements in the service of
their country, but we have to set against that their lack of all hypocrisy. They did not
pretend to admire poverty while secretly admiring wealth, or publicly commend the
virtues of an obscure private station while privately longing for fame. What men called
good was good, and it was the job of philosophers to show how these goods could be
pursued without stasis in the polis, and not to try to show that their goodness was
illusory. Plato will try to show that most of the things men call good are not what they
seem, and so will the Stoics, the Cynics and the Christians, but by then the polis had had
its day.

Moderation had to come from the characters of individual men because, no matter how
hard they pretended otherwise, the Greeks knew that polis law was man-made, and being
man-made it could be altered. Law was always the law of a regime, regimes change
overnight and a disgruntled oligarch or democrat could always find a regime that suited
him by walking up the road to a more congenial polis. The use of exile as a punishment
meant sending a political opponent to another city where his political opinions would
mean no trouble for you and less trouble for him: oligarchs to Thebes, democrats to
Athens. Any set of political arrangements is vulnerable to questions about who made
them, especially when they have become old, and old can mean only a generation or two
in societies where history is the writing of contemporary history or the heroic tittle-tattle
of poets now becoming quaint. Any constitution which is the product of the mind of one
man, or a group of men, who can be identified by name is open to charges of class bias,
and charges of class bias lead naturally to an undermining of the idea of the antiquity of a
constitution as a reason for still living with it. A man might say that what my ancestors
made is good enough for me, but the idea that what someone else’s ancestors made for
me is good enough for me is ridiculous, and to say that a constitution made in the past, by
a group which has nothing to do with me, should command my loyalty now, when that
group of constitution-makers’ descendants might be my political enemies, is laughable.
The Greeks did understand that one of the ways of getting round the problem of the
vulnerability of a constitution on account of its age and its political bias was to pretend
that it was very ancient indeed. That meant mystifying the origins of a constitution to the
point where it had no origins at all. The way to do that was to make the constitution
immortal by the simple expedient of making it the product of an immortal mind, and the
only immortal minds were possessed by gods, or, as a second-best, by supremely god-like
men. Cities with constitutions which lasted tended to have legendary founders, and when
they planted colonies, as many of them did, it was always convenient for the colonists to
take the constitution of their mother-city with them to provide continuity with legendary
origins and avoid the asking of awkward questions about why the constitution of the new
city should be a copy of the old. Cities did get new and reconstructed constitutions, and
the philosophers were attracted to the business of constructing ideal constitutions because
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it was god-like.

The constraints which a properly constituted polis based upon law were supposed to
put on the more outlandish tendencies of human greed and ambition are easily confused
with ideas of constitutional constraint and limitation which since the eighteenth century
inform the Western European and American traditions of liberal constitutionalism, and
the ease of that confusion is compounded by the fact that modern constitutional theory is
in part based on a particular reading of ancient constitutional thought and practice.
Montesquieu and the Founding Fathers who wrote the American Constitution found
constitutional checks and balances, separation of powers, and a limited sovereignty in the
ancient world because they went looking for them in the first place. What did they get
wrong? They certainly found political institutions and practices which appeared to put
limits on sovereignty, but the mistake they made was in thinking that the ancients had any
clear idea of sovereignty at all. Montesquieu and the Founding Fathers came from
political cultures and from states where it was difficult to think of the state at all without
assuming that the state’s chief characteristic was sovereignty. Modern states all claim to
be sovereign, and it is in the name of their sovereignty that they make law and engage in
relations with other sovereign states. When eighteenth-century constitutionalists looked
back to the independent cities of the Greek world, it was natural that they should see in
them the exercise of that free and independent sovereignty which seemed to be the
hallmark of states in their own day. What eighteenth-century liberals forgot when they
looked at the ancient world was that to think about sovereignty in any very precise way at
all was to begin to think about the limitations of sovereignty. No modern state, not even
the France of Louis XIV or the Russia of Stalin, has ever claimed an absolutely unlimited
sovereignty over the bodies and souls of its members, though liberals think that in both
these cases too great a sovereignty was claimed in fact. The basis of the liberal claim that
the sovereignty of the state is limited in principle is that the state is only one sovereign
body among many. Individuals and groups also have an equally legitimate claim to be
sovereign, so that the state’s sovereignty has to negotiate a modus vivendi with the
equally legitimate sovereignty of the individuals and groups who go to make up its
citizen body. The articles of the treaty agreed to by the contending parties, individuals,
groups and the state, go to make up a constitution which wisely limits the power of each
party, and one of the ways the liberal constitution does this is by putting limits on
sovereignty, both of a procedural kind, making the business of legislation complex, and
of a kind which we have come to think of as being ‘typically’ constitutional, reserving
certain kinds and areas of conduct for the exercise of the individual, sovereign right of
free choice. Of course, behind all the negotiations lies a fear of sovereign power;
individuals and groups fear the state’s sovereignty and the state fears unlimited personal
sovereignty or the unlimited sovereignty of groups. Hence the distinction between private
and public, each wary of the other; a theory of limited sovereignty, and a constitution in
which sovereignty is limited, is the connecting link and the compromise between the two.

The ancient Greeks did not think about sovereignty in that way because a distinction
between public and private in our sense was not available to them. The polis based on
law was above all other things designed to judge and control the characters of its
members in the widest sense. The polis was always concerned about what kinds of men
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its citizens were. In the polis it was very difficult to hide, and the Greeks had not the
faintest notion of a decent, law-abiding man, who keeps himself to himself, and is a
model for others. Quite the reverse. Greek, and especially Athenian, political experience
stressed the idea of the polis as collective action; the polis was ours or it was nothing, and
an ancient law attributed to Solon even made it illegal to remain neutral in a civil war.
There was to be no staying at home while they decided the fate of the regime; no
trimming; you were either with the regime or against it, and there was no in-between. The
polis gave its members the opportunity to see what they could make of themselves, so
that what a man became could hardly be a matter of public indifference.

The opportunity to perform on the public stage required leisure away from the business
of getting a living, and this always caused problems because on the face of it only the rich
could be citizens because only they had the time to spare. The virtues could only be
practised publicly, so hard luck on the cobbler who had to stick to his last and to the
moneymaker who made money into an obsession. When Aristotle summarised ancient
wisdom about the good life, he decided that a man would do best to be a soldier when
young, a man of affairs in middle age, and a priest when old. That was the standard
oligarchic view. The presumption was always bound to be in favour of inherited landed
wealth because it had only to be well-managed, not made; wealth for use, not capital for
accumulation. Aristotle must have known when he said this in the middle of the fourth
century in Athens that he was already being old-fashioned. Athens was an industrial and
commercial city by ancient standards whose empire, by then nearly over, had relied on
forced tribute from nominal allies. Under the leadership of Pericles, Athens had become
the richest and most famous city in Hellas, but she was defeated by Sparta in the
Peloponnesian War (ended in 404 BC). Thoughtful men like Thucydides, who wrote a
history of the war, wondered why, and the conclusion they came to was that Athens had
overreached herself. Ever since the mainly Athenian army had beaten the hosts of the
Persian king at Marathon, the Athenians had come to think that there was nothing they
could not do. The Athenians had lost all sense of the proper limits to human action; its
democracy had almost casually decided to invade Sicily, failed disastrously to take
Syracuse, and the long road to defeat ended with a Spartan garrison on the acropolis at
Athens.

In the part of Thucydides’ history of the Peloponnesian War which we call the Melian
Dialogue, the Athenian envoys point out to the Melians, who are trying to get out of their
alliance with Athens in the middle of the war. that the choice before them is either to give
way to superior force or to be crushed by it. That is the way things are in the world.
Nothing could be more natural than that the strong should inherit the earth, and the weak
had better get out of the way. There is something Homeric about that sense of power, yet
the polis was supposed to be tempered by the restraints of nhomos; law was supposed to
map out the acceptable boundaries of conduct.

So what was it about the polis which threatened to leave the promise of nomos
unfulfilled? In one sense the idea of the polis based on law was a victim of its own
success. There was no doubt a time when nomos was considered a liberating force
because it freed men from brute force’s more extravagant caprices. A law that was fixed,
knowable and known, or which at worst changed only slowly, and after proper public
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deliberation, as the decision of the polis itself, must at one time have seemed to be the
way to impose order and justice on men’s conflicting wills, or at the very least law would
have appeared to be the basis upon which a just and orderly community could be built.
During the centuries of the polis’s existence, there was to be huge disagreement about
what the law should contain and about who should in fact make it, but law there had to
be. Towards the end of the fifth century, there was enough polis experience in the past,
and enough variety of polis experience in the present, for thinkers to begin to wonder
what all the fuss about law had once been about when it seemed so obvious that law was
just another of the things that men made. Like other human artifacts, laws were subject to
the vicissitudes of fashion and taste; constitutions came and went (except at Sparta); men
in one polis called good what men in others called wicked; and there were other
civilisations which the Greeks knew which called good things of which the Greeks had
never previously heard. Laws, constitutions, types of regime, sets of public values, beliefs
about the gods (and even their names) must therefore be matters of conventional
agreement among men. Law, therefore, cannot be part of the nature of things (physis), but
is more or less arbitrarily invented out of people’s heads. The rules of proper social living
could even be seen as being against nature. In Socrates’ day, the Sophists were saying
that law was irksome, intolerable to strong natures, setting undue limits to what those
strong natures could achieve if they were allowed their natural sway. In the rest of nature,
the strong preyed on the weak, so why should this not also be the rule in the world of
men?

The Sophists” argument was made stronger by the facts which they drew from the
world of politics to support it. The laws of different cities were plainly the inventions of
those cities, and, while it was true that a great variety of types of law existed, there was
none the less some kind of perceptible order. If you looked at the types of law which did
in fact exist, and at the types of regime which those laws supported, then it was very
obvious that the laws of each city were made by that city’s strongest party. Philosophers
debated the question of whether the One, the Few or the Many ought to rule, and that was
an interesting enough question, but it tended to obscure the important truth that the One,
the Few or the Many did in fact rule where each was strongest, and the laws of each city
and its system of public values proclaimed it loudly to the world. Nature was bound to
win out against nomos in the end, and only a fool could fail to see it. The Sophists were
sceptical about the claims made for laws, but they were not anarchists. They did not think
that, because law was convention, it was any the less law. Their argument was not meant
to encourage crime; nor was it an invitation to ordinary human wickedness. Rather it was
an incitement to very grand larceny indeed: you and your friends could try to take over a
whole polis if you felt your strength was up to it; otherwise, you had better stick to the
rules of the polis in which you happened to live because those rules had been made and
were administered by the strong.

A refutation of that doctrine of power is the starting point of Plato’s Republic, which is
a search for a kind of order different from the hard-nosed worldly wisdom of the
Sophists. The Sophists’ case amounted to no less than the denial that there were any
political values worth standing up for. How could there be when, according to the power
doctrine, everything was up for grabs? It has to be remembered that when the Sophists
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said that justice was the interest of the stronger, they meant something very broad by
justice. It would include legal justice, how the law courts should behave, and it would
include ideas about morality, the right thing to do, but it would also include what we have
come to call a lifestyle and the values and attitudes which go with it. The polis was
supposed to produce particular kinds of men leading a particular kind of life. The whole
feel of an oligarchic polis was supposed to be oligarchic; a disgruntled Theban we call the
Old Oligarch once complained that Athens was no place for a gentleman because it was
dangerous there to lash out at a slave in the street in case you hit a free citizen by mistake.
Athenian democratic manners made the citizens dress so scruffily that it was hard for a
stranger to tell the difference between slaves and free men. Contrast Sparta, where the
citizens lived in a state of perpetual war with the subject helots whom they plundered, so
that to Kill a helot who got above himself was no crime. The problem with the Sophist
argument was that it offered no grounds for thinking which was the better way of life.

Plato often seems to link the Sophists with democracy, which might seem odd when
we consider that the Sophist argument could be used equally well as a justification for
monarchy or oligarchy. Besides, Plato’s teacher, Socrates, was widely considered to be
just another Sophist (otherwise why would Plato deny that he was?), and Socrates himself
was tried and executed on a charge of impiety by the restored Athenian democracy in
399. Plato probably thought that democracy was the ideal culture for the Sophist bacillus.
The Sophists taught their wisdom for pay, and as always when wisdom is on sale, people
had to know that they were getting value for their money, and this the Sophists provided
in the form of rhetoric, something half way between what we would call the art of public
speaking and the forensic art. The Sophists taught their pupils how to be persuasive, how
to speak on both sides of a question, sometimes to a time limit and always with
indifference about which side was right. The obvious place in which these skills would be
marketable would be a democratic polis where there would be large popular juries and
popular assemblies worth persuading. Mob oratory would be useless in a monarchy and
out of place in an aristocracy; you do not harangue kings, and the appropriate mode
among aristocrats is conversation. The Sophists® skills would be useful only to agitators
of the people in cities where there was a people allowed to assemble in order to be
agitated. (It is no coincidence that the Spartans were laconic.) Fear of the people as a mob
is at the back of Plato’s distaste for Sophism. He never doubts that mob oratory can be
taught. It is a very inferior science, but it is based on a psychology of the common man
which is in all respects essentially true. The common man cannot think things out for
himself and is therefore incapable of judging whether others have thought anything out
properly; he does believe he can understand public affairs and will only listen to those
who tell him that he can; he likes things put to him simply, and he likes simple answers to
complex questions because he is really bewildered underneath his own self-confidence.
En masse the common man is a great beast who needs to be stroked, fed, flattered and led
by the nose.

The common man’s lack of a sense of his own limitations, and the demagogue’s ability
to exploit it, means that a democratic polis is always likely to get out of control. The
demagogue and the demos corrupt each other because the demagogue knows that he can
only propose what the people are already predisposed to believe is right, and the people
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will only listen to those who tell them that they are right to want what they already want.
Men such as these are the first in the world’s history to have nothing between their this-I-
want and their this-I1-will-do. The Homeric heroes were at least constrained by their roles
and by the expectations of the multitude, aristocrats were subject to noblesse oblige and
even tyrants had to watch their step; only demos, by universalising itself, found that it
could do anything, provided only that it had a will to do it.

NOTES ON SOURCES

As you might expect, there is a vast literature on Ancient Greece, and that literature keeps
on increasing at an alarming rate. Perhaps surprisingly, there is not that much on the
Homeric poems as they make their presence felt in the formal Greek political theory that
has survived. Easily the most accessible account, aimed mainly at Aristotle, is Ch. 1. of
J.B.Morrall, Aristotle (1977). All recent discussion of the world of the Homeric poems
begins from M.Finley, The World of Odysseus (1977). Finley has written a series of
sparkling books on Ancient Greece. His Democracy: Ancient and Modern (1985),
Ancient Slavery and Modern Ideology (1987), and The Ancient Greeks (1991), are
especially recommended. A.H.M.Jones, Athenian Democracy (1957), is a classic, as is
V.Ehrenberg, The Greek State (2nd edn, 1969). The Homeric poems are available in
decent prose translation in the Penguin Classics series, though I have a lingering fondness
for some of the cod couplets in Chapman.



2
SOCRATES AND PLATO

PLATO

Plato was born in 427 BC into an Athens which had already been engaged in
the Peloponnesian War (430-404) with Sparta for three years. Pericles, the
great aristocratic leader of the Athenian democracy, had died the previous
year. Plato therefore grew up in interesting times, and he came of age while
the war was ending disastrously for Athens with the humiliation of a Spartan
garrison on the Acropolis and some vicious political infighting between the
oligarchic and democratic factions for control of the city’s politics. Plato had
family connections with both the oligarchic and democratic parties, and, as a
well-born youth with a foot in both camps, it was natural for him to consider a
political career. The politics of a city at war was no doubt the staple of
conversation in his youth. Contemporary witness suggests that the Athenian
democracy changed its nature as the war went on. Pericles took Athens and
her allies into the war because he thought Athens had no option, and his
control of the popular assembly meant that he could confine Athenian strategy
and expenditure within the bounds of the possible. After Pericles, the
Athenian assembly began to listen to ill-bred demagogues who were willing
to tell the assembly only what it wanted to hear. Athens became less cautious
in its policy towards its own allies, whom it began to treat as part of an
Athenian empire, and much less cautious in strategy, which eventually led to
the débécle of the expedition to take Syracuse. The rich saw themselves as
being bled white to pay for a badly conducted democratic war, while their
democratic enemies began to suspect that the oligarchs might be moving
towards defeatism because victory against aristocratic Sparta would be a
victory for the Athenian demos and its leaders.

The last years of the Peloponnesian War were years of bitter party strife in
Athens, oligarchy alternating with democracy, but the problem was virtually
impossible to solve while the Athenian army consisted of the better-off
hoplites and the equally important navy relied on the poor for its manpower
as rowers. Athens lost the war, and an oligarchic government of the Thirty
came to power partly with the help of Spartan arms. The government of the
Thirty was vicious to its democratic enemies but it did not last long,
democracy being quickly restored. In 399 it executed Plato’s mentor,
Socrates, on a charge of impiety and corrupting the young, and this despite a
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famous pronouncement by the Delphic Oracle that he was the wisest man in
Greece.

The political experience of the Athens of his youth and early manhood
appears to have sickened Plato. As he says in the (possibly spurious)
autobiographical Seventh Letter, ‘I was forced, in fact, to the belief that the
only hope of finding justice for society or for the individual lay in true
philosophy, and that mankind will have no respite from trouble until either
real philosophers gain political power or politicians become by some miracle
true philosophers.” Plato travelled widely after the death of Socrates (there are
rumours that he dabbled in the olive oil business in Egypt), made an
unsuccessful attempt to convert a tyrant of Syracuse into a philosopher-ruler,
and eventually founded the Academy in Athens in 386 where he taught for
the rest of his life. He died in 347.

Besides the Republic Plato wrote two other books on politics, The
Statesman and The Laws (this latter is often taken to be an account of Plato’s
‘second best state’, and is said to contain the first account of the doctrine of
mixed government). His famous account of a drinking party, The Symposium,
celebrates homosexual love in a way once thought to be mildly scandalous.

Plato says in the Republic that there are people living in his own day who still believe
that all aspects of life should be regulated according to precepts derivable from the
Homeric poems. This tells us that there are also people living in Plato’s day who thought
nothing of the kind. The world view of Homer still commands the loyalty of some men
but not of others. Men cannot live without a value system which orders their lives, so it
follows that Plato’s own world is one in which a number of different value systems
compete for the attention of thinking men. That plurality of possible value systems easily
led to the Sophist position that value systems are matters of convention only in a world
where it was strength which really counted. Of course, none of this might be very
obvious to ordinary men, who would try to continue to live according to the values which
they had always lived by, though they might be discomfited by whispers that what they
had always thought of as values no longer counted for much in advanced circles.

This plurality of value systems caused Plato trouble from the beginning. If there were a
number of value systems on offer, they obviously could not all be right. Therefore most
of them would have to be dissolved in moral scepticism in order to see what survived, but
the sceptical temper was ill-suited to the construction of the kind of absolute value-
system which Plato thought was the only antidote to the moral, and therefore political,
instability which surrounded him. Plato solved his problem by inventing a double
Socrates, a sceptical Socrates and a Platonic Socrates. The historical Socrates
undoubtedly existed, but he did not write anything, so that what we know about his
opinions comes to us at second-hand and largely through admiring friends, the chief
among whom is Plato. What was it that led Plato to write so much of his philosophy
through the mouth of Socrates? Socrates was an extraordinary man, capable of arousing
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fierce loyalty and irritated enmity. According to his friends he was wise, courageous,
self-controlled and just, the best man of his time, exactly the kind of man least likely to
survive in a society in which injustice was getting the upper hand. Perhaps there is
something too mannered in this description of Socrates: wisdom, courage, temperence
and justice are the conventional catalogue of the ancient virtues, but, on the other hand,
perhaps Socrates did possess them all. What seems beyond dispute is that Socrates had an
extraordinary presence, almost a stage presence in our sense. He was one of those people
whom, once you have met them, you never forget. Socrates earned his own living, though
he never took a penny-piece for his teaching, but he seemed to exercise a kind of
fascination over well-born youths like Plato and Alcibiades. Socrates played the game of
philosophy in a way so new that we call his predecessors pre-Socratic.

Those predecessors had left knowledge in a mess. The certainties of the Homeric world
of natural hierarchies were undermined from any number of different directions, but
because those three interlocking hierarchies stand or fall together, a sustained and
successful attack from any direction would have been fatal to all three. The hierarchy of
the gods, the hierarchy of men and the hierarchy of nature paid a high price for their card-
castle elegance; all three would tumble down at the removal of a single card. Among the
first to remove a card was Democritus with his brilliant guess at atomic theory. In
essence, what Democritus had to say about atoms was simple, but it had very far-reaching
consequences. Democritus said that the whole of nature could be explained as the
behaviour of very small particles acting in ways which were in principle predictable but
which men were in fact incapable of predicting. Everything was made of the same stuff,
and every happening was simply the result of that stuff moving around. The implication
for the Homeric view of nature was obvious. How could nature be hierarchical if
everything was made up of everything else? Some events are bigger than others, a storm
at sea bigger than a storm in a tea cup, but that was just the way things turned out; a
sliding-scale of events of infinitely graded magnitude made much more sense than
different classes of events clearly differentiated from each other. And it was hardly
reassuring for a king to be told that he was made of the same clay as the meanest of his
subjects, or his slaves, or even his domestic animals. If the events which concerned kings
and nobles were not qualitatively different from the events which concerned ordinary
men, then there was no need to introduce into the world a special class of gods important
enough to account for the greatness of great men’s deeds. Now only their scale is greater,
not their nature.

The world posited by Democritus was a world of constant change. It was Heraclitus
who most famously characterised that inconstant world as a world in flux. Democritus
and Heraclitus between them fashioned a world about which it was very difficult to say
anything very positive at all, beyond saying that it was like what they said it was like. For
knowledge to be true, it had to be true always, so perhaps, as Parmenides was to say, it
was not worth the trouble to try to find knowledge in the world at all because what would
be true of the world today was bound to be untrue tomorrow. For those who took
Parmenides at his word, the only honest conclusion to be drawn was that the business of
trying to find knowledge should be wound up almost before it had begun. That was the
intellectual world in which Socrates lived and died, and, Plato wrote, a world in which all
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dogma—moral, political and religious—had had its day. No doubt there was a good deal
of dogma still around; dogma does not die the day it is shown to be baseless (any more
than all the machines constructed on the basis of Newtonian physics stopped working on
the day that Einstein discovered the principle of Special Relativity). Plato had his work
cut out as a philosopher because he believed that it was still possible to find true
knowledge, so he had to face the preliminary task of uncluttering men’s minds of the
baseless opinion which still passed for knowledge in the world after Parmenides. By
Plato’s account, Socrates was the past master in the art of showing that what men thought
of as knowledge was nothing of the kind. The most pleasing image we have is of Socrates
stopping people in the Athenian agora (the public square)—a famous Sophist, a
politician, a noted humbug—and asking them about their beliefs about how men should
live, dominating them by his questions, and cornering them in self-confessed absurdity.
What made the whole business maddening, and may have led to his trial and execution, is
that Socrates always claimed that he himself knew nothing. We can only guess that the
historical Socrates was really like that, but we can easily see why, if the invention of
Socrates the gadfly is an invention of Plato’s, it is a necessary invention. He stands for
the instrument needed to clear away all outmoded doctrine before the true job of
philosophy could begin.

Socrates made his living as a stonemason, and he is reputed to have said that the only
men who knew anything at Athens were the craftsmen. For Socrates, there was always
more than an analogy between knowing something and a technical skill (techne). What a
craftsman knows is the reverse of dogmatic; a craft is not a set of principles to be put into
operation; that is not what a craftsman does when he practises his craft, and the learning
of a craft certainly does not consist of learning a set of principles and then putting them
into practice. It is not even clear that a set of principles could usefully be extrapolated
from a craft, and most craftsmen, when asked what they are doing, would be hard put to it
to explain beyond saying: ‘Any fool can see I’m doing carpentry.” The questions which
can sensibly be asked of someone practising a skill are not about what the skill is like but
about how the skill was acquired. Someone practising a skill would be able to propose a
training programme for skill-learning much more easily than he would be able to describe
the end-product of that training. The relationship between master and pupil would be
central to the enterprise. A craft does not exist apart from its exercise, so a pupil has to
see the master practise the craft before he can begin to learn, and the whole purpose of
the training is to produce a master. That is not to say that all of the training would be on-
the-job training. A certain amount of ‘theoretical” work might be useful, in mathematics,
say, and there might be room for physical exercise to cultivate desirable physical
attributes, like strength and dexterity, but these too would be learned from a master.
Being a master also requires its own forms of in-service training, because a master is only
a master in so far as he actually practises his craft. Skills can become rusty; fitness for
anything means keeping fit; practice does not always make perfect, but lack of practice
always leads to degeneration.

Socrates may have thought that goodness was a kind of skill, being good at doing
good. Goodness always had an active quality about it for the ancient Greeks. Goodness
was not a passive condition of the soul, like innocence; nor was it simply to be well-
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intentioned. To be good was to do good things, and to be considered good was to be seen
to be doing them. Men would be known by their works. The question was how to train a
man to do good. If goodness was a skill, being good at doing good, then a moral training
would have to go far beyond posting up a list of things to do and things to avoid: tell the
truth, help friends, harm enemies, pay debts, husband inheritances, avoid self-indulgence,
and so on. These might well be the things that good men would do, and the list could no
doubt be extended almost indefinitely, but there is nothing in that list which guarantees
that they will in fact be done. Doing them requires practice so that they become second
nature, and no amount of diligent study of the list will produce men like that. And, as
with all lists of rules, there will always be exceptions because on occasions rules will
conflict. Plato deals with one such conflict in the Republic, Book I. The old man
Cephalus suggests that two of the rules of justice are helping friends and paying debts.
Socrates points out that it could not be justice to return a knife borrowed from a friend if
the friend had gone mad in the meantime. That would be paying the debt, but it could
hardly be called helping a friend. Cephalus confesses that he is stumped by that objection.
He could have said that justice is helping friends and paying debts, but not in that case.
Plato does not allow him to say that for the obvious reason that a list of exceptions to the
rules of justice would make for a very long list indeed. Not only would the list have to
contain all the rules which a just man would follow, but it would also have to contain a
complete list of the exceptions. This list of the exceptions would almost certainly have to
be much longer than the list of rules because the exceptions would always depend on
circumstances, and there is in principle no limit to the number of possible circumstances
that could arise in which the rules of justice could come into conflict. And even if the list
of rules and exceptions could be made exhaustive, there is still nothing in the list which
would guarantee that a particular man would order his life and his conduct in strict
accordance with it.

Much better, then, to approach the problem from another direction. Why not devise a
training programme to produce just men? Here the idea of justice as a skill really helps. If
there is a man somewhere who is just, then he is the master and the rest are naturally his
pupils. The pupils will themselves become just men by going through the same training
programme as he did and by attending to his example. It does not much matter if the
master cannot tell the uninstructed what the end-product of the training will be like
beyond saying: “You will end up by being like me and doing what I do.” Plato may have
thought about Socrates like that and Socrates may have meant that he could not produce a
set of rules of justice when he said that he knew nothing. His questioning of those who
said they knew what justice was may have been meant to demonstrate that justice could
not be a set of rules for conduct which only had to be memorised for justice to follow.
What Socrates obviously had was a disposition to be just, and Plato thought that the cause
of justice could best be served by devising ways in which the Socratic disposition could
be cultivated in others. Of course, this can only be a guess because we know practically
nothing about the young Socrates, and we certainly do not know enough to know how
Socrates came to be just.

Plato knows that there is still one difficulty to be overcome. Just as there is nothing in a
list of rules for just conduct which would necessarily compel anyone to follow them (why
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should 1?), so there is no very compelling reason why | should want to be just like
Socrates. | might want to be like Socrates, but I might not. Plato has to find a readily
intelligible motive for wanting to be like Socrates, and for being prepared to go through a
course of training to become like Socrates. Training implies sacrifice of present
inclination for future benefit, so what would make it worth it? Plato has to compete in a
market in which the Sophists are the market leaders offering success in public life as the
bait to potential customers. Plato never denies that the Sophists can deliver the goods on
their prospectus, and, being Greek, he knows that nobody does anything for nothing, so
he undertakes to show that the just man is always happier than the unjust man. Plato takes
it as axiomatic that most successful men in corrupt societies cannot be all good. This
applies particularly to men who have had to make their own way—exactly the market
that the Sophists aimed at. Plato is straightforward about what he means by the happiness
of the just man; he means what everybody means by happiness. The lucky or the
successful man in a corrupt society may have everything he wants, and his
contemporaries may envy him as the happiest of men, but he really is unhappy. Likewise,
the just man in an unjust society may appear to be the most miserable of men, always
doing good and always suffering calumny and worse from his contemporaries, but he
really is happier even if he is hounded to death. Happiness is the motive for justice:
happiness now, not happiness in some state of future bliss after death, and not happiness
defined out of existence as something else.

That is a tall order. Plato has to convince his audience that justice really is what he says
it is and then he has to show that audience that we have good reasons for wanting justice.
Justice is obviously a very odd virtue, different in kind from wisdom, courage and self-
control, which, with justice, go up to make the catalogue of the virtues. The difference
between justice and the other virtues is that the other virtues are worth practising even
though others do not practise them. It is to my advantage to be wise if others are foolish,
brave (though not foolhardy) if others are poltroons, and temperate if others are
profligates. At the very least, these virtues do not make me vulnerable and they might
also enable me to protect myself from others; at best, they might help me to a position of
dominance on the principle that in the kingdom of the blind the one-eyed man is king.
Justice holds out no such promise. The good fare badly among the wicked, and the worst
position of all would be to be the only just man left. The conclusion might be drawn that
wisdom, courage and temperence are obviously political virtues in a sense that justice is
not. These virtues are directly and positively related to the power relations between men,
while justice can hardly be recommended as a course of life and as a prescription for
happiness. In the Republic Plato argues the reverse. He argues that justice is a political
virtue in a sense in which the others are not. The other virtues are certainly worth having,
and Plato will end up by showing that the just man will in fact possess all the other
virtues, but he wants us to believe that justice is the central political virtue, useful in
politics in a way the others are not.

Justice is necessarily a political virtue because it has to be widely practised for the just
to survive. The just have an interest in the spread of justice, in making others in the image
of themselves. Wise men may want others to be wise, but a selfish man who was also
wise might well want to restrict wisdom to himself and a few friends for the advantages it
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brings. A just man in an unjust society would always be at risk unless he could persuade
others to share his justice, but problems immediately begin to arise when one begins to
ask whether or not all men are capable of being just. If the answer is that all men are
capable of being just, then the additional question has to be asked: If that is so, why is it
the case that so few are just in fact? If justice is so generally accessible, why is it so rare?
Wisdom, courage and temperance, if not exactly common, are spread fairly wide, so why
is the same not true of justice? (Lots of people think they know what justice is, profess it
themselves, and affect to admire it in others, but that is not the same thing.) Partly, no
doubt, the rarity of justice is to be explained by the fact that it is usually inexpedient to be
just, but it might also be that being just is in itself harder than practising any of the other
virtues (and it will be even harder after Plato has made justice include all the other virtues
as well). Justice is the most difficult of all the virtues because justice is practised by the
whole man. In Plato’s view of it, justice is the whole man.

An inferior virtue like courage, while admirable in itself, fails to engage the whole
personality. Plato divides the human personality (psyche) into three faculties (reason,
passion and appetite), and he thinks that there are virtues appropriate to each. Courage is
a passionate virtue, and has as its object military honour, and the passionate virtues in
general are directed towards everything which concerns a good reputation. The pursuit of
a good reputation is admirable because it requires the sacrifice of inclination; honourable
men do not break the line by running away from the battle, and they are prepared to
forego self-indulgence to maintain the state of physical fitness required by the military
life. Base appetite is therefore controlled for some higher good. Plato believes that
courage is a limited virtue because the man of honour has a limited understanding of his
own virtue. The courageous man is not always very clear about why he pursues honour,
and the proof of this is that he is kept to the path of honour by the opinion of others with
whom he competes for honour’s prize. This leads to a certain moral emptiness, especially
when the courageous man is away from the censuring gaze of his peers. He is likely to be
self-indulgent in secret, and to be jealous of others’ fame and so he hides this jealousy.
He is also prone to admiration of the other things which men do in fact admire, like
wealth, but he also conceals this admiration because the soldierly character is supposed to
care only for honour. The secret life of the man of honour means that he is never really at
peace with himself. There is always something puzzling to him about his life which he
does not wish to examine too closely. This can make the man of honour appear to be
unreflecting, and it explains the attractions of the battlefield; there the call of duty is pure
and simple: at war with his enemies, he finds that he is at peace with himself.

There is also a subordinate virtue associated with the appetites. By appetites Plato
means desires directed towards things which are neither true nor good in themselves.
That definition is negative but it is not meant to be evasive. Plato deliberately refuses to
give a list of the appetites beyond the most obvious—food, drink and sex—because he
thinks that the desires multiply, and the more they multiply the more difficult they are to
satisfy and the worse they become. A taste for this leads to a taste for that, until the man
dominated by his appetites finds himself in a state of siege, surrounded by clamouring
desires each yelling out to be satisfied. He cannot satisfy them all, and he might not even
know which to satisfy first. (The only way out of the dilemma is to become a tyrant. He
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would then have all the resources of his state to satisfy his desires.) If a man can only live
a life of appetite then the best thing he can do is to subordinate as many different
appetites as possible to a single appetite—say the love of money. Miserliness is about the
best that the appetites can offer. The miser denies himself other indulgences so he can
indulge his love of money to the full. He does not care who knows that he is a miser; in
fact he might take a perverse pride in it; unlike the honourable man, he does not need the
good opinion of others, and he could easily spend his life in lonely contemplation of his
hoard. It never occurs to him to ask himself why he wants more money; he simply does,
and finds it odd that not everybody else does too.

Reason in Plato’s sense is not involved in the lesser virtues of courage and self-control.
This is not to say that the lesser virtues can be practised without some kind of knowledge.
A courageous man has to be good at being a soldier, which involves training in a skill and
in the kind of knowledge which comes from knowing the dangers to be faced in war.
Likewise, the moneymaker must know something, otherwise we could not distinguish
between those who make money and those who try to but don’t. In Plato’s view, reason is
directed towards true knowledge. By reason he sometimes means what we mean by
reasoning, or judgement, or contemplation, but reason is to be thought of as unitary
because it is directed towards a single object. Of course, not everything we call
knowledge is true knowledge in Plato’s special sense, and not all knowing is done by
those who possess true knowledge. There is a rough, everyday knowledge, which Plato
does not always despise in the way he despises moneymaking—a craftsman’s knowledge
for instance—but that is not the true knowledge which reason seeks. That everyday
knowledge, while not despicable, can easily get in the way of the acquisition of true
knowledge and can even be mistaken for it. Much more insidious are the bastard claims
to true knowledge peddled by Sophists. The mind’s search for true knowledge is made
that much easier by emptying the mind of these other kinds of knowledge at the start. Part
of this mistaken knowledge is about justice; at Sparta, courage was reckoned the supreme
good, and at Carthage, wealth. Part of true knowledge is the recognition of the limitations
of other views of justice. The practice of the virtues is supposed to bring happiness, but
the happiness which courage and self-control bring is always incomplete. The courageous
man has his self-doubt and the miser always wants more. Only reason can complete the
happiness of the other virtues, and reason does this partly through its relationship with the
other faculties and partly through the pursuit of the true knowledge which is its own.
Reason supplies a kind of control to the other faculties which they cannot provide for
themselves. The self-control exercised by the lower faculties, while useful, only tells a
man how to control himself, and never why. Only reason can tell us why control of the
other faculties is good. Reason’s first job is therefore self-knowledge, an awareness of the
right ordering of the soul.

Like the other faculties, reason is active. It works out what the soul’s order should be
and it is also the guarantor of that order. Reason’s knowledge is its title to rule the rest of
the self, and that knowledge, together with the rule which it justifies, makes up the kingly
science. What is true for each man within himself is also true for the relations between
men. The man who is himself properly self-controlled is fit to command others unlike
himself. His relations with others like himself will be friendly and co-operative, but his
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relations with others unlike himself will be relations of rulership. Plato sees a very close
connection between instability of character and political instability. An unstable character
is one where the naturally ruling part is not in control, and an unstable state is one where
men who are not naturally in control of themselves control public affairs. In both cases,
an inherent instability will cause unhappiness sooner or later; much better to get things
properly organised at the outset. The Republic is largely an attempt to show how just men
can be produced and how advantageous it would be if they were to rule a polis.

THE REPUBLIC: SETTING THE SCENE

The Republic is written in the form of a long conversation between Socrates and others.
The tone becomes less conversational as the work goes on, and by the end it has virtually
become a Socratic monologue. Some commentators have concluded that the Republic as
we have it must be a composite of two works because the first at least of its ten books is
so unlike the rest; but no-one denies that there is a single connecting argument which
goes right through it. Perhaps the best way of looking at the relationship between the
beginning of the Republic and the rest of it is to see the first and second books as setting
the scene for the arguments which follow. ‘Setting the scene’ is meant in a
straightforwardly dramatic sense. The Republic opens with Socrates walking back from
the Piraeus to Athens after a religious festival when he is persuaded by Polemarchus, the
son of Cephalus, to come home with him and meet a gathering of friends. Socrates is
greeted by Cephalus, who seems to have aged since Socrates saw him last, and the talk
quickly turns to the question of what it is like to be old. In the course of that discussion
Plato allows us to find out a good deal about Cephalus and about the way he looks back
on his own life. Cephalus has lived a good life according to his lights. He has told the
truth and paid his debts; unlike the other old men of his acquaintance he does not regret
the passing of youth and its pleasures, and he does not take a jaundiced view of the
young. He has been a businessman (there is a historical Cephalus who was a shield
manufacturer). He inherited a diminished family capital and increased it, which enables
him to look forward to leaving his sons more than his father left him, though less than his
grandfather left his father. He has been able to make money without having to struggle;
he has never been tempted to lie and cheat for it, and he has not become over-fond of
money. He has heard tales about the punishments which might be visited upon the
wicked after death, but when he looks back on his life he sees no cause for alarm.
Socrates finds his serenity in the face of death admirable.

Cephalus’ goodness lies in his consistency. His is a businessman’s ethic, giving every
man what he is owed. He has done his duty by his fellow men and by his own sons.
When Socrates meets him he has been sacrificing to the gods, for Cephalus will leave no
debts unpaid. If he has a fault, it is that he is not very reflective about his own ethic,
though Socrates does not chide him for that. Socrates does ask him what he thinks
goodness is, and Cephalus answers that it is telling the truth, helping friends and paying
debts. Socrates suggests very gently that there may be cases where that definition might
cause a problem or two, as when a friend has lent you a knife and gone mad in the
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meantime. Would it be just to return the knife in these circumstances? Well, probably
not, because that would hardly be helping your friend, though it would certainly be
paying your debt. Cephalus can see no way out of the difficulties; Socrates does not press
him, and anyway Cephalus has more important things to do because he hasn’t finished
his sacrificing yet. Obviously there is more to be said. He bequeaths the argument to the
young men and quietly shuffles off the scene, never to be heard again. We are to assume
that a properly conducted sacrifice is not a trifling matter, so at least during a part of the
action on-stage (perhaps while Thrasymachus is talking because he is in many ways the
opposite of Cephalus) religious rites are still being practised off-stage.

The scene is charming, but at the same time puzzling. One of the pleasures of old age
that Cephalus mentions to Socrates is a delight in intelligent conversation, yet Plato does
not keep Cephalus in the dialogue very long. Plato has even prepared us for his exit right
at the beginning of the scene where Cephalus is found resting in a chair with a garland
round his neck; plainly Cephalus has unfinished business on hand. Cephalus is dismissed
because his is not an example to be followed. The Republic is a book about justice, and
Plato could have said: Being just is being like Cephalus; his life is admirable, so imitate
him. When Cephalus leaves the scene the moral authority of a lived life leaves too;
justice is to be found elsewhere, in the present, not the past. Perhaps the dismissal of
Cephalus is also meant to tell us that the gods can no longer be relied on to provide
answers to questions about how we ought to organise our lives. Religion is no longer
centre-stage; it has lost the moral authority it once had. What old men and the gods have
to say is still worth listening to, but what is said has to be examined on its merits.
Nothing is to be taken at face value.

Cephalus is replaced by the Sophist Thrasymachus, and the scene has been carefully
set for him too. The rejection of ancestral wisdom and the wisdom of the gods is meant to
tell us that the world has lost its way. Moral authority is no longer adequate; everything is
questionable and there are no obvious answers. The great danger in a world like that is
the man who peddles easy answers to complex questions, and the greatest danger of all is
the man who has only one answer to a host of different questions. Thrasymachus stands
for both. Justice is the interest of the stronger and injustice pays; remember that and life
becomes simple; you’ll get through and you will never have to think again.
Thrasymachus gets a real drubbing from Socrates. What happens when the strong tell you
to do something which is obviously not in their interest? Is it then right to do what they
tell you? Thrasymachus wriggles by saying that rulers as rulers never make mistakes. We
do not call a mathematician a mathematician by virtue of his mistakes and the same is
true of rulers: they are called rulers to the extent that they get things right. This is the
moment when Socrates begins to duff Thrasymachus up. On Thrasymachus’ own account
of it, ruling is a skill like other skills. Socrates has no trouble in showing that skills like
medicine are practised for the good of the patient, not for the good of the practitioner.
The relationship between doctor and patient is one between superior and inferior
(doctor’s orders), but the doctor has the good of the patient’s health at heart and not his
own. It follows from this that all skills are practised for the good of their object; ruling is
a skill, therefore its purpose is the good of the ruled, not the ruler. Therefore justice is the
interest of the weak, not the strong. Thrasymachus does not give up easily, although in



A history of western political thought 26

the end he concedes defeat; but unlike Cephalus he is not dismissed from the dialogue.
He is tamed and allowed to remain, but to remain in silence. It might have made more
sense to keep Cephalus and let Thrasymachus go. Thrasymachus is exactly the kind of
false philosopher that Plato despises. After Socrates has finished with him he really ought
to go off in a huff. Cephalus ought to stay, not perhaps following all the stages of
Socrates’ subsequent argument very closely, but nodding a kind of distant approval as
Socrates expounds true justice to the young men. Yet Cephalus goes and Thrasymachus
stays.

Why? The answer is probably age. The theory of justice which Socrates will eventually
offer in the Republic is a theory of self-control. Cephalus is a man with all passion spent.
One of the advantages of old age that Cephalus mentions to Socrates is the freedom from
the tyranny of desire. That is what makes Cephalus unteachable; there is nothing left to
be controlled. Thrasymachus is still vigorous. We are to assume that there is still
something there worth controlling, and the whipping-in of Thrasymachus is meant to tell
us that it is controllable. Thrasymachus cares about money and will not tell the company
what justice is until he has been paid. Socrates has no money and the others agree to pay
for him. Thrasymachus is worthy of his hire. He has a reputation as someone worth
listening to and we can assume that he has done well in this kind of discussion before.
Thrasymachus is worldly. He makes a claim to an expertise which looks as if it is based
on experience of the political world: no matter where you go you will find that all states
are in fact divided into the powerful and the weak, no matter how that fact is disguised.
Thrasymachus’ expertise is something like the expertise of political science, seeing
beyond the appearances to what really is the case. Thrasymachus’ claim to his expertise
is never seriously disputed. Socrates’ refutation of Thrasymachus is purely formal. Plato
wants us to think that the knowledge possessed by Thrasymachus is inferior to the
knowledge possessed by true philosophers, but Thrasymachus’ claim to knowledge is left
substantially intact. Plato probably wants us to think that what Thrasymachus has to tell
us about the world of politics is substantially correct, and Plato in fact returns to a power
theory of politics in Book IX of the Republic where he discusses imperfect forms of rule.
His objection to Thrasymachus is not just that Thrasymachus is dangerous because like
all Sophists he peddles false ideas about justice. Rather, it is the claim of Thrasymachus
to have seen beyond the appearances to the reality of politics. Thrasymachus says that
justice is always the interest of the stronger, and that would be the case even where the
interest of the stronger is publicly proclaimed as the interest of everybody. Thrasymachus
claims a knowledge which is worldly knowledge, but not everyday knowledge. In the
Republic Socrates is also laying claim to knowledge beyond the appearances, and so it is
important for Plato to distinguish between ‘real’ real knowledge beyond the appearances
and bogus real knowledge beyond the appearances of the kind that Thrasymachus
possesses. This makes for a certain complication, and it is well to understand clearly that
knowledge for Plato is divided into three classes, not two: first, ordinary knowledge as it
appears to men living ordinary lives in the world; second, knowledge of the
Thrasymachus kind which avoids the deceptions practised by the world on the
perceptions of ordinary men; and third, a true knowledge which sees beyond what
Thrasymachus has seen.
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Perhaps inadvertently, Thrasymachus has put his finger on something which always
causes trouble in states. Things are not always as they seem to be; the strong do not
always proclaim openly that what they say justice is, is really only their own self-interest.
Ways can always be found of softening the message. Ideological forms can easily conceal
the reality of power, and power itself can always find proxies. It can be difficult in states
to get to the bottom of the question: Who rules? We sometimes forget that the
oppressiveness of government is not the only thing about it which causes discontent.
Often a sense of alienation arises from not knowing who it is who really does call the
tune. If those who apparently rule are in fact the agents of others, then discontent can be
compounded with frustration: 1 am being badly treated and | do not even know by whom.
Political science since Thrasymachus, and especially modern political science, has
importantly concerned itself with questions of this kind: Who really rules? The Ideal
State of Plato’s Republic is designed to bring the realities of power out into the open.
Plato’s Guardians rule and are seen to be doing so. There is no place in the Republic for
informal oligarchs of wealth and influence. Guardians rule, and that’s it. Plato knows that
family, caste, and class based on wealth, are often the bases of disproportionate power in
states, and the purpose of the political engineering in the Republic is to neutralise them.
Rulers are denied wealth and family life so that they can control the deleterious effects of
wealth and family loyalty in others on the state, and the military caste in his Ideal State is
kept in strict subordination. In Plato’s Ideal State, politics in the sense of naturally arising
conflict, or as caused by conflict, has no place. He is not trying to stop family life, or to
prevent people from loving honour; rather he devises arrangements which will make
them a source of unity, not of division.

The final problem which Thrasymachus leaves unresolved is the problem of divided
states. The state as it exists in the world is not one state but two. All cities are divided.
Plato could either try to construct a state in which the causes of those divisions were
eradicated or try to construct a state in which the causes remain but the effects are not
divisive. Plato takes the second course by making sure that the causes of division, where
they operate at all, always have the effect of dividing the ruled and not the rulers. He has
at least as sure a grasp as Aristotle of the principle that the cause of political instability
and changes of regime is disunity in the ruling group, and he adds the twist that the ideal
recipe for political stability is unity above and disunity below. If all the material wealth in
a society is possessed by the ruled class, then they can quarrel about it to their hearts’
content provided only that wealth is not concentrated in too few hands. The same is true
of honour. Provided that competition for honour is confined to a military caste who are
kept from the highest positions in the state, then the military are unlikely to compete with
their rulers, who are above such things, and they are unlikely to be united as a group
except on the battlefield. The problem then becomes one of finding a principle which can
keep the ruling group itself united, and this Plato thinks he has found in the principle of
justice.
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THE GUARDIANS OF THE STATE AND
JUSTICE

Justice is the integrating principle in Plato’s Ideal State. It both binds the classes to each
other and is the basis for unity in the ruling group. In the Republic Socrates changes over
from trying to find out what constitutes justice in a single man to trying to find out what
constitutes justice in a whole community. It is only when he has given an outline of state
justice that he returns to the question of justice in individuals from which the Republic
began. The reason Socrates gives for this alteration in procedure is that justice is easier to
find in the state because there, being public and a quality of the whole thing, it will be
easier to recognise, but it will be the same justice. Being a quality of the whole, justice
cannot inhere in a part of the whole, in a legal system for instance, administered by wise
and learned judges. Justice must touch everybody. We already know that justice is not a
set of do’s and don’t’s, and so we are already in a position to guess that justice will be a
characteristic of a certain kind of arrangement in which everyone has his proper place.
We already know that Plato is concerned to distinguish between different kinds of
knowledge, and that for him knowledge is closely related to the idea of a skill, so we
should not be surprised when Socrates suggests that a properly organised state is one in
which people are assigned to their places according to what kinds of skills they are
capable of developing.

One of these skills, the art of managing others, will be the basis of the ruling group’s
claim to rule the rest. Therefore, we would be right to expect that the most important
institutional arrangements in Plato’s state would be those devoted to the training, and so
to the perpetuation, of the ruling group. There would always be Guardians-in-training in
Plato’s state, and preserving that training unchanged would be the state’s first priority.
The aim of that training is to produce just men in the double sense that Plato understands
justice: men who are in fact just and who know what justice is. The training of Guardians,
like all training, is a process of selection. Plato does not actually tell us whether everyone
in his state will begin the training process, but his concern that there will be no wastage
of talent makes it a reasonable inference that nobody will in principle be excluded, and
certainly not women. During the education of Guardians a good deal has to be taken on
trust because the end is very far away from the beginning. It is not until Guardians are
over fifty that they emerge from the training process as fully-fledged rulers in their own
right, and we are to assume that only a few make it right to the end. The selection process
also provides the state with its structure, because each person remains in the highest class
that his own talents will take him to. Promoting a person beyond his capacities is neither
good for him nor good for the whole.
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The training programme proceeds from lower to higher stages. The less difficult
subjects of literature, mathematics, music and gymnastics are followed by the most
difficult subject of all, dialectic, or training in philosophy. The whole of Plato’s Republic
is itself an exercise in dialectic, which has led some commentators to suggest that the
Republic is a textbook for the Philosopher-Ruler’s training in the double sense that it
contains an account of what that training should be like using the dialectical method of
reasoning to show that the training prescribed is the best possible training method for
ruling. Being able to understand fully what the arguments are for the training is itself
evidence that you are yourself suitable training material. (And perhaps even
Thrasymachus could in the end be made to see the truth of the arguments and so be
rescued for true philosophy.) Perhaps the character of the Republic as a dialectical
excercise explains why Plato is so careful to set up the dialogue in such a dramatically
formal way. Easy definitions of justice have to be formally dismissed to show that
philosophy is a serious business. The early refutations of Cephalus and Thrasymachus,
and the long formal re-statement of Thrasymachus’ position in Book Il, are meant to
prepare the young men for a long discussion before justice is finally reached. Only those
who stay the course are capable of understanding what justice is, just as there are no short
cuts to the training of Philosopher-Rulers.

Dialectic works through statement and contradiction. A position is stated by one
speaker in the dialogue, and somebody else offers qualifications or objections. These
qualifications or objections can be of two kinds: either they can hold that the originally
stated position is unclear, perhaps because it contains contradictions, or objections can be
raised to a stated position on the grounds that it is inadequate because it leaves something
out. The original position is then restated by ridding itself of its own contradictions and
by taking into account the objection that it was inadequate. The process is one which
produces increasing coherence both in the sense that what is being proposed becomes
internally more coherent as the contradictions are ironed out, and in the sense that it
incorporates what seems sensible from the criticisms which are offered against it. It is
easy to see that this is ideally how ordinary argument should proceed. It is essentially co-
operative despite the dialectical form the argument takes. The protagonists offer positions
and objections to positions, but they agree about the rules of the dialectical game, and
their competition has the common purpose that both want to get to the end to find out
what the truth about something really is. In the case of the Republic, truth about justice
will have been reached when a description of justice is offered which contains no internal
self-contradictions and to which no other objections on the grounds of inadequacy can be
made. Truth exists without contradictions.

What might not be so obvious about dialectic is the number of different things which
have to be agreed to before dialectic can proceed. There are at least six aspects of
dialectical argument which have to be agreed to before true dialectic can begin. First,
because dialectic is a process, its stages are necessary; at any stage of di