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Leo Strauss argues Plato’s Republic contains three fundamental concepts: justice is a necessary evil, human nature is limited, and Socrates desires a reform of philosophy. To Strauss, this is the core of the Republic. Justice, a political myth promoted by rulers for the greatest benefit of society, is necessary because it maintains order in political society.  The limitations of human nature, the preference for becoming over Being, require political myths because society expects the maintenance of order. The philosophic reform Socrates desires is the change from philosophers as alienated from political society to power in political society. It is the unity of philosophy and politics. Through a reform of philosophy the political and social reform needed for humanity takes place. Political and social reform cannot happen alone. However, philosophy continues as an esoteric phenomenon because it is dangerous for political society. According to Strauss, this is the tradition in philosophy. Esoteric writing continued because, in society’s opinion, philosophy is subversive. The danger philosophy poses to society is in its advocating of radical changes to the status quo. It is this revolution in politics and society that Strauss discusses in The City and Man. This is why Strauss embraces esoterism.

Esoteric philosophy

Strauss argues philosophical texts contain esoteric or hidden truths discernable only to philosophers.
 Socrates’ death prevented widespread dissemination of the true opinions of philosophers.
 Socrates, who lived the philosophic life in the open, was condemned by Athens and sentenced to death. Socrates believed it was better to prevent injustice than commit an unjust act. This is why Socrates would rather die than be exiled or executed by the state.
 Plato attempted to continue the Socratic tradition but experienced his own obstacles. He attempted to share his wisdom with one who was indisposed for true philosophic life.
 After Socrates’ failure and his own failure to bring philosophy out into the open, Plato began to write esoterically. It was necessary for philosophic truths to be available, but only for true philosophers. 
For Strauss, Plato hides his true opinions in the Republic. Strauss writes in The City and Man, “…we would then have to say that Plato conceals himself completely in his dialogues. This does not mean that Plato conceals his name; it was always known that Plato was the author of the Platonic dialogues. It means that Plato conceals his opinions.”
 Following in the philosophic Strauss claims to also write esoterically, hiding his true opinions from everyone except true philosophers. 
Strauss’ Interpretation of Plato’s Republic
Strauss summarizes the Republic in the first several pages of his essay. Strauss states: 

The dialogues must then tell us: live as Socrates tells you to live; live as Socrates teaches you to live…The highest form of superiority is superiority in wisdom…Perhaps Socrates does not primarily intend to teach a doctrine but rather to educate human beings—to make them better, more just or gentle, more aware of their limitations…If this is so, the subject matter as presented in the dialogue is strictly speaking impossible.

Strauss’ atypical interpretation of the Republic focuses on how the general public can overcome its limitations. Strauss believes only through a reform of philosophy will this occur. Strauss argues it is impossible for humans to outright accept Socrates’ teachings. Hence, Strauss’ conflict is not with the Republic’s construction of the state, but with political society’s view of philosophy. For Strauss, philosophy is feared because it is autonomous. Philosophy is not constrained by legislation, government, or the desires of the people. Philosophy only seeks the Truth, which is permanent.
 Non-philosophers claiming to be philosophers never quest for Truth.  They attend to what is immediate and impermanent.
 Humans cling to their limitations, making direct political reform impossible. The preference for becoming over Being is the limitation of human nature.
 Socrates tried to teach humanity how to overcome its limitations by living a philosophic life in the open but he failed. Plato also tried and failed. Therefore, Strauss argues the open philosophic life—the reform of philosophy—is prevented by human nature.
 This relationship between philosophers and non-philosophers must change.
 Therefore, Strauss proposes a reform of philosophy.
Philosopher and Society Relations

The relationship between the philosophers and non-philosophers is strained because the differences between them go beyond merely the noble lie. For Strauss, there is a natural division between philosophers and non-philosophers. Plato’s concept of knowledge places the philosopher into a different category than non-philosophers.
 Strauss argues the non-philosophers view the world through the filter of “fabricated or conventional opinions” while philosophers understand and desire to accumulate the Truth.
 Because this division between the two is so severe, the only way philosophers will actually rule is when they are compelled.
 The Allegory of the Cave, which imaginatively depicts the relationship between philosophers and non-philosophers, discusses the compulsion of philosophy, i.e. philosophers were compelled to stand up, they were compelled to answer questions, and they were compelled to look at the “light.”
 Once they have come to the “light,” philosophers are capable of understanding what is. In contrast, non-philosophers are capable of understanding only imperfections. Non-philosophers repel philosophers because of their natural disinclination to philosophy.
 Philosophers would prefer to contemplate Truth and stay “outside the cave.”
  However, Strauss’ atypical interpretation argues philosophers feel a compulsion to help political society.
 The compulsion of philosophers is an inner compulsion caused by their need to help society.
 Compulsion to rule occurs because philosophers do not need the honor or glory from political life, external pressure does little to sway philosophers.
 Philosophers are compelled to help society, as they were compelled to leave the cave. The philosophers are the most Just; they are masters over themselves. They know they must be the most Just and do what is beneficial without care for the consequences.  This is the reform of philosophy, the willingness of philosophy to descend from the “Isle of the Blessed” into the “cave” and benefit society.
 

Strauss’ Concept of the Philosophic Reform
The reform of philosophy is essential to Strauss’ interpretation of the Republic.
 The reform of philosophy, which causes political reform, is the esoteric truth of the Republic. For Strauss, Socrates was compelled by philosophy to stay and engage the dialogue about justice because the time was right to reform philosophy. Strauss claims Socrates entered the conversation about justice by compulsion, yet he also claims Socrates desired to “gratify” Glaucon.
 There is a relationship between compulsion and compliance on the part of Socrates, but we must question the nature of this relationship. Strauss approaches this problem by questioning why Socrates stayed in the Piraeus. Strauss carefully reads in the Republic Plato writing that Polemarchus orders Socrates and Glaucon to his house. Strauss, however, argues that neither Glaucon nor Polemarchus were responsible for Socrates’ accepting the challenge.
 Strauss states, “Just as his staying in the Piraeus is due to a combination of compulsion and persuasion….Socrates, being well disposed toward Glaucon….cured him of his political ambition….In order to achieve this cure he first had to make him willing to listen to him by gratifying him.”
 In other words, Strauss argues Socrates was not forced by Polemarchus nor was did he stay to satisfy Glaucon. Socrates stays in the Piraeus because of philosophy. Socrates desires to reform philosophy; therefore, he stays and engages this dialogue about justice. Socrates desires the reform of philosophy to continue with Glaucon and Adiemantus. 
 
Socrates argues with several interlocutors in the Republic, whose positions within the dialogue indicate political society’s problems.
 Adeimantus and Glaucon are the only interlocutors disposed to philosophy, which is why they are the most important.
 They embody all the proper qualities of the philosopher: youth, intelligence and less indoctrinated by societal norms.
 Glaucon and Adeimantus can begin their journey toward Truth, which requires a “turning of the soul.” 
 It is the beginning of the philosophic reform. It becomes easier to continue changes through generations after the initial inception.
 This reformation culminates in humanity overcoming its limitations through the assistance of the philosopher.
 
 
The other interlocutors represent the general public. Their purpose in the Republic is to illustrate the differences in human nature and how these differences affect political society. Cephalus, as the oldest, is useless to the reform of philosophy. Cephalus is also not an obstacle to the reform of philosophy. He will never be part of Socrates’ plan. He is concerned with death and thus is preoccupied with trying to justify the actions in his life. Cephalus never regarded philosophy as a concern. Cephalus prefers entertainments; bodily entertainment when he was young and now prefers mental entertainment. Cephalus states in the Republic, “I want you to know that as the other pleasures, those connected with the body, wither away in me, the desires and pleasures that have to do with speeches grow the more.”
  Cephalus raises two problems: first, he raises the doctrine of becoming, and second, he raises the relationship of philosophy to rhetoric.
 Cephalus does not comprehend the purpose of Socrates’ descent which is to reform philosophy. Cephalus filled his life with pleasures of the body; he was only interested in becoming.
 He never felt love of wisdom; he has only felt eros for bodily pleasures. This is why Cephalus cannot appreciate Socrates as a philosopher and why he associates Socrates with speeches. Philosophy is a struggle, an action, a quest for Truth. What makes non-philosophers hate philosophy is the Truth is not easy to attain, nor is it always pleasurable. Associating Socrates’ arrival with speeches means Cephalus cannot receive what is intended by the dialogue—Truth.
According to Strauss, Cephalus is the personification of what Athens once was. Cephalus is also the beginning of political decay.
 Strauss states, “He possess the dignity peculiar to old age and thus presents the order which is based on reverence for the old, the old order as opposed to the current decay…the old order is deficient, for it is the origin of the present disorder.”
 Cephalus is only important because the other interlocutors esteem him. If he accepts Socrates then others will also, specifically Polemarchus. Cephalus’ son, Polemarchus, personifies the current state of decay. Polemarchus’ entrance into the argument is as “the heir of the argument.”
 Polemarchus poses a problem for the reform of philosophy, but we must question what his actions say about his actual power. Polemarchus is the lesser son of a greater man; although neither one seek Truth and neither are the best men.
  Polemarchus, and individuals like him, represent why a philosophic reform is a struggle. They are the individuals in the city clinging to the limitations of human nature. They perceive the limitations as what causes humans to be sui generis. 
The final important interlocutor in the Republic is Thrasymachus. Thrasymachus is a different obstacle to the reform of philosophy. The other interlocutors are the elite minority, while Thrasymachus personifies the general public’s viewpoints.
 Strauss states, “He [Thrasymachus] is only a caricature of the city, a distorted image of the city, a kind of imitation of the city: he imitates the city, he plays the city.”
 In order for the reform of philosophy to succeed, Socrates must convince Thrasymachus, specifically, that philosophy is best for the people. The dialogue about justice between Thrasymachus and Socrates is the most important in the Republic.  For the reform of philosophy to occur, Thrasymachus must believe in Socrates (philosophy). Thus, they begin the dialogue about justice.

Thrasymachus defines justice as the strong over the weak. We are led to assume this is what the general public believes is justice.
  Socrates states in the Republic, “…so the man who reasons rightly concludes that everywhere justice is the same thing, the advantage of the stronger.”
 Thrasymachus argues the weak are trying to feel better about being weak by misappropriating and misusing justice for their own individual good. Thrasymachus states, “…And you are so far off about the just and justice, and the unjust and injustice, that you are unaware that justice and the just are really someone else’s good.”
 In other words, Thrasymachus believes those who are viewed as strong are naturally weak and they achieved their strength through the incorrect notions of justice.
 Thus, Thrasymachus believes justice is irrelevant and he extols injustice.
To Strauss, Thrasymachus illustrates the necessity of justice.
 Strauss argues true Justice is actually a sacrifice, which is necessary for philosophy and politics to make society better.
 Philosophy sacrifices its autonomy by agreeing to unite with politics. Divided, neither philosophy nor politics benefits society. For Socrates, the shortcomings of politics without philosophy are obvious because of the problems in Athenian democracy. For Strauss, the shortcomings of politics without philosophy are obvious because of the problems in liberal democracies. Philosophy alone is only the contemplation of Truth and only benefits the philosopher. Politics alone only benefits those with power. Strauss argues that the philosopher must be seen as giving justice to political society. Strauss states: 
Thrasymachus contends that justice is the advantage of the stronger, that it is the other fellow’s good, i.e. good only for the receiver and bad for the giver; so far from being an art, it is folly; accordingly he praises injustice...for all ordinary purposes we ought to loathe people who act and speak like Thrasymachus and never to imitate their deeds and never to act according to their speeches. But there are other purposes to be considered…no society however unjust can last if it does not practice justice among its members.
  
For Strauss, the giver seems weak and the receiver seems strong. Philosophy is supported by this concept of justice.
  For Strauss, politics without philosophy harms society.
 The general public, including those who think they are philosophers but really are not, must believe they see philosophy as giving in. Therefore, if politics and philosophy are going to benefit society together, the philosopher must be seen as weak, as the giver of justice because non-philosophers cannot understand true Justice is the same as philosophy, i.e. mastery over oneself.
 In order to overcome the limits of human nature and establish harmony in the city, non-philosophers must believe they participate in justice. However, if Thrasymachus’ view evolves and dominates, society would falter and eventually fail. His concept of justice is not beneficial for the city or for the rulers.  Strauss argues Socrates’ refutation causes Thrasymachus to listen intently to Socrates. Thrasymachus and Socrates develop an unlikely relationship later in the Republic. Strauss writes: 

Socrates and Thrasymachus ‘have just become friends’ because Socrates had just said that in order to escape destruction, the city must not permit philosophizing, and especially that philosophizing which is concerned with ‘speeches to the young’, i.e. the gravest kind of corrupting the young…The many will have to be addressed by Thrasymachus and he who has listened to Socrates will succeed.

Strauss is arguing the philosopher ruler must persuade Thrasymachus to follow the agenda of philosophy. This again illustrates the limitations of human nature.
Strauss’ Concept of Justice as a Necessary Evil
The different concepts of justice, as described in the Republic, are untruths promoted to benefit society.  Justice in all its variations becomes necessary because of limited human nature.
 Strauss states, “It is the tension within justice which gives rise to the question of whether justice is good or bad—of whether the primary consideration is the common good or the individual’s own good.”
  For Strauss, this epitomizes human nature’s limitations. Strauss argues the common good is always the philosopher’s primary consideration. Non-philosophers believe the individual’s good is the primary consideration. Thus, certain definitions of justice must be promoted at certain times to keep the multitude harmonized. Only the philosopher, with the correct virtues of wisdom, political moderation, and political courage, can accomplish this difficult task.
 This supports Strauss’ arguments for justice as a necessary evil; it is necessary because society cannot exist without it and evil because it is the imperfection of Justice. 

Justice is necessary because of a “natural inequality.”
 Natural inequalities create a relationship between the strong and the weak. The interlocutors, especially Thrasymachus, discuss this relationship. Strauss argues Thrasymachus’ assessment of the relationship between groups in society is incorrect. For Strauss, Justice is necessary not because the weak want to be equal to the strong or because the strong need to be weak. Justice is necessary only because political society exists and the human nature is limited. Someone must rule and the others must be ruled; there must be a political society. Strauss argues the exchange between Glaucon and Thrasymachus points to the need for political society. Strauss states, “Glaucon in contradistinction to Thrasymachus…refers to the fundamental difference between the many who are by nature weak and the few who are by nature strong…precisely natural inequality properly understood supplies the refutation of the tyrannical life.”
 It is true Justice which harmonizes society, which only the philosopher knows to be true. The multiplicity of justice becomes necessary for political society and philosophy. Philosophy is so hated by the multitude only the orator can disseminate the noble lie to the public. Human nature is hindered by its hatred for philosophy and for what philosophy means. It is only pacified by someone who is like them—a non-philosopher. 

The Importance of the Noble Lie
For the philosopher ruler to achieve goals which are most beneficial for the city, other tools are necessary.
 The noble lie, a political myth developed by the philosopher to appease non-philosophers, is the most important.
 There are two aspects to the noble lie, philosophical and religious. Strauss states, “The noble lie consists of two parts. The first part is meant to make the citizens forget the truth about their education or the true character of their becoming citizens out of mere human beings or out of what one may call natural human beings.”
 This is the philosophical aspect of the noble lie. Strauss argues the philosopher ruler is obligated to tell the general public certain untruths to different parts of the city.
 The second part of the noble lie is the religious. Strauss states, “The second part of the noble lie qualifies this qualified fraternity by the fundamental inequality of the brothers; while the fraternity is traced to the earth, the inequality is traced to god.”
 In other words, the religious aspect of the noble lie places the origin of the philosophic aspect in divinity. 
In the philosophical aspect of the noble lie there are certain truths only the philosopher ruler knows and the non-philosopher will not understand. The philosopher ruler may or may not choose to inform the populous of the exact truth. But if the philosopher ruler does not, he utilizes the noble lie. It is just for the philosopher ruler to lie to the citizens because the outcome will be most beneficial for the city. What the citizens might think is most beneficial for the city could be at odds for what truly is most beneficial for the city; therefore, the citizens desire to know why it is most.
 The philosopher must make the citizens believe it is best for the city. For example, Strauss argues the whole Republic is a fiction based on myth.
 It is a noble lie necessary for humans to believe that philosophy, together with politics, is beneficial. Strauss states, “…The Republic conveys the broadest and deepest analysis of political idealism ever made.”
 The Republic as a myth is a noble lie manufactured to inspire change in human nature. It is the most ideal and most desirable city. The noble lie is in the city’s construction and the question of its existence. However, its construction and existence are mythical. Philosophers know it is impossible because human nature is limited. The human desire to change is limited. Therefore, Strauss argues the Republic is a myth of the ideal city, giving hope to society. The introduction of philosophy into the city will transform the myth into a possibility.

The second part of the noble lie is the religious aspect. Religion is how the philosopher ruler makes the citizens believe what is best, is best. Strauss argues the philosopher must “add divine sanctions to the natural hierarchy,” strengthening the noble lie. 
 In other words religion must be used to achieve the goals of philosophy.
 Philosophy’s first goal is to attain the philosopher for the ruler. Strauss argues certain exterior incentives must exist for the citizens to agree to have philosophers rule the city. These exterior incentives are outside of human capability for rewarding fellow humans.
 For example in the myth of metals, Plato first devises a creation myth so the guardians develop a physical attachment to the regime, then he adds a divine attachment by claiming the “oracle in the city will be destroyed when an iron or bronze man is its guardian.”
 It is the exchange between Socrates and Glaucon which provides the most insightful commentary on the noble lie. Plato writes, “So have you some device for persuading them of this tale?...None at all for these men themselves; however for their sons and their successors and the rest of the human beings who come afterwards…Well, even that would be good for making them care more for the city and one another…for I understand pretty much what you mean.”
 
Only the noble lie is just, lying by non-philosophers is unjust because they do not promote what is most beneficial for the city. Strauss argues justice is a necessary evil; the noble lie is part of that necessity.  When the noble lie is used justly, it is wholly just. The two parts of the noble lie serve one purpose; the whole city’s benefit. Although the noble lie cannot be applied by non-philosophers, non-philosophers will be used to disseminate the noble lie.
 Strauss states, “To bring about the needed change on the part of the city, of the non-philosophers or the multitude, the right kind of persuasion is necessary and sufficient. The right kind of persuasion is supplied by the art of persuasion, the art of Thrasymachus, directed by the philosopher and in the service of philosophy.”
 
Analysis of Strauss’ Interpretation of Plato’s Republic

Strauss’ analysis of Plato’s Republic focuses on the limitations of human nature and the overcoming of these limitations. For Strauss, only philosophers are aware of their shortcomings; non-philosophers view them as unique. In order for society to be the best possible society, philosophers must rule. Philosophers, as rulers, devise methods to help humans overcome their limitations: the noble lie, various definitions of justice, and the reformation of philosophy. Yet at some point these methods break down. The most problematic is that justice always decays. Strauss argues the decay of justice is inevitable. The question then becomes should the promotion of justice be paramount in political society or the prevention of injustice?
 Strauss’ interpretation of Plato’s Republic describes a polity which is only able to prevent injustice.

Philosophers are compelled to help society, but Strauss argues hian nature is still limited. The noble lie and various definitions of justice, although utilized by the philosopher, only work to a certain point and then the city begins to decay. Strauss argues the decay of justice is inevitable.
 But, if the decay of justice is inevitable, then is the prevention of injustice better for society?
 The Republic is only a dialogue for the prevention on injustice, not a dialogue defining justice. The “blueprint for the ideal and most just city illustrates how to prevent injustice, not the promotion of justice. The Republic constructs a value system and institutions that promote the varied definitions of just which are constantly preventing injustice. The Republic describes how justice for the non-philosophers is imperfect justice. This is why justice decays, along with the city. Strauss states, “…what we mean by justice and kindred things is not as such in its purity or perfections necessarily found in human beings or societies; is rather seems that what is meant by justice transcends everything which men ever achieve; precisely the justest men were and are the ones most aware of their shortcomings.”
 In other words, Strauss argues then Justice is not found in or by humanity, therefore those who admit they are unable to achieve true Justice, are the most just. Thus, it is not Justice which provides the way to overcoming limitations but the prevention of injustice.

Strauss’ interpretation of the Republic forces us to ask what can be lost by choosing the prevention of injustice. Instead of uniting philosophy and politics, why not use philosophy in politics? This is why justice in political life is a necessary evil. Human nature is difficult to overcome because we are naturally prone to self-preservation and self interest. The individual’s good take precedence over the common good. Strauss’ interpretation defines political societies without philosophy as regimes aiming only at self-preservation. Strauss argues that only through philosophy can political decay and the decay of justice be prevented. But the definition of philosophy—the well ordered life—is a threat to political society. Therefore the prevention of injustice, moderation, is what political society and philosophy both achieve. Neither wants to become involved in the realm of the other. 

Since this indifference on the part of politics and philosophy is bad for the individuals are we back where we started? We are led to assume Strauss would say no. The individual must accept responsibility for their own life, which then influences the common good.
 If true Justice is the well-ordered life, then individual responsibility should become the goal. Therefore, the ultimate goal of philosophy is no longer a large scale political reform, but a reformation of the individual. This has important implications for relationship between the city and the soul which Socrates depends on for his main argument: the soul of the individual is precisely the more important component in this relationship. The key to affecting real political change becomes merely introducing the correct virtues rather than a complete reorganization of the state.
Unfortunately, Strauss continues to support the idea that only the philosopher and philosophy can begin this change. Since humans prefer to embrace their limitation and distrust the philosopher, myths, noble lies and other tools are still necessary. Strauss argues these tools must be used to overcome humanity’s limitation. This includes persuading non-philosophers of ‘natural changes’ that are in reality unnatural. The changes are forced on the general public by the philosophy. The public must believe that changes taking place occur naturally, and they have not been separated from their human nature. Strauss argues, “…the Republic abstracts from nature…this abstraction is necessary is justice as full dedication of the common good of a particular city is to be praised as choiceworthy for is own sake; and why this praise is necessary should not be in need of argument.”
 Strauss argues we learn about human nature from the Republic, that from its abstraction from nature, humanity can view their limitations. For Strauss, philosophy remedies the problems of human limitation. It is precisely this use of the Republic as a tool, a noble lie, that Strauss’ argument is contradicted.

It is injustice rather than Justice which is natural. Justice for its own sake cannot exist without philosophy; however, it is unnatural for philosophy to be in the city. Therefore the Republic becomes a noble lie, a political myth told in order to affect political change by philosophy. It is a noble lie because we learn our limitations can not be transcended but only prevented. The Republic leads us to believe that there is an ideal city, a utopia. But precisely because of the natural inclination of philosophy and politics—which the Republic abstracts from—we determine the ideal is the impossible. The self preserving and self interested society is actually interested in injustice, not Justice. 
In order to prevent injustice, justice must be a necessary evil in society. Justice for its own sake cannot exist along with the limitations of human nature. Justice becomes a tool for the philosopher ruler to use to prevent injustice. However, philosophy cannot do this out in the open. Esoteric teaching is necessary because the general public is never ready to accept Truth. The history of philosophy teaches there is never going to be a fully accepting society. Therefore, it is necessary for philosophy to remain exoteric in order to benefit the common good. It is necessary to have exoteric philosophy because the limitations of human nature prevent the unity of politics and philosophy. Therefore, the prevention if injustice is the lesson modern society can learn from classical philosophy.
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