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A Thrasymachean Problem: Constitutionalism in The Republic and The Laws

Why should we study Plato? Given the vast amount of time separating our world from his, one is tempted to think that he no longer has anything to teach us. However, Plato conceptualizes politics in a very different way than we do. In the form of either common or civil law, nearly all contemporary countries engage in some form of constitutionalism. To a certain degree, constitutionalism has become a political status quo, although this has not always been the case. By turning towards Plato and a time when constitutionalism was one among several viable political options rather than the only one, we can understand the implications of constitutionalism (or lack thereof) at the most fundamental level.


The Platonic corpus contains two cities in speech, namely, Kallipolis from The Republic and Magnesia from The Laws. While there is a myriad of differences between these two cities, one of the most immediately noticeable is that each city legitimates its authority in a different way. In Magnesia, the city derives its authority from the laws instituted by the lawgiver during political foundation, reminiscent to some extent of modern constitutionalism. In contrast, Kallipolis’ authority does not rely only upon law, but also upon the existence of a class of philosopher-rulers. By comparing these two cities, one can elucidate the benefits and drawbacks of what may, perhaps anachronistically, be termed “constitutionalism,” at least as Plato conceived of it.


As it is unlikely that a city will be composed of a single kind of citizen, it should accordingly not be judged by how a single class of citizens fares in it. The allegory of the cave in The Republic provides one narrative of how the interests of the different classes of citizens within the city may conflict with one another. In this allegory, the philosophers are compelled to redescend into the cave to rescue those still entrapped in it. Given that the tension in the cave is between these two groups of people, namely, the philosophers and the non-philosophers, it makes sense to use these two types of people as barometers, so to speak, of the success of each of the two cities. In other words, both of these groups in Kallipolis and Magnesia ought to be considered before one passes judgement on either.


I believe that the tension between the philosopher and the city is unwittingly exemplified by Thrasymachus in the definition of justice he gives at the beginning of The Republic. In this definition Thraysmachus posits that justice is merely the advantage of the stronger. Although Socrates ultimately refutes this definition, Thrasymachean reasoning later resurfaces in The Republic and also, I will argue, in The Laws. Both Kallipolis and Magnesia use their superior power to force philosophy to serve them in some way. In Kallipolis, this takes the form of the philosophers being forced to rule the city, which they would ordinarily avoid doing since they would prefer to be benefited by the city rather than to benefit it. On the other hand, in Magnesia, the philosophers are not afforded a special place outside the confines of the constitution (the extra-constitutionality of the philosopher-rulers of Kallipolis will be discussed later) and are therefore required to obey the laws given by the lawgiver like all the other Magnesians. In order to examine how each Kallipolis and Magnesia navigate the Thrasymachean necessity of politics, we must first articulate what specifically is Thrasymachus’ challenge to Socrates.

A Thrasymachean Problem


Plato’s explicitly political dialogues can be seen as a sort of balancing act. His non-political works are primarily engaged in philosophical inquiry which exists in a kind of political vacuum. Still, Plato is not so naïve that he is unable to recognize that philosophy takes place in an actual political context. Consequently, Platonic political theory is at least in part an effort to define the relationship between philosophy or the good for an individual and politics or the good for a society.


This relationship is embodied by Thrasymachus at the outset of The Republic. Here, various definitions of justice are offered, which Socrates refutes one by one. While the definitions of Cephalus and Polemarchus may be less fully developed than that of Thrasymachus, they seem to be genuinely interested in arriving at a philosophically sound account of justice. On the other hand, Thrasymachus appears to believe that he already possesses such an account. He asserts that “… the just is nothing other than the advantage of the stronger,” meaning that individuals, on the basis of their superior strength, rule to their own advantage (338c). Given Thrasymachus’ attempt to remove himself from the conversation soon after delivering his speech, he is apparently more concerned with improving his reputation by refuting Socrates than he is in genuine philosophical investigation, although Socrates spends much more time refuting Thrasymachus’ definition than he does those of Cephalus and Polemarchus. I believe that this is because he knows that Thrasymachus’ definition is to some degree irrefutable and is accordingly required even in the best of political orders.


The idea of the “best political order” (or “second best order,” as will be discussed later) appears twice in the Platonic corpus: namely, in the form of Kallipolis in The Republic and Magnesia in The Laws. If one wants to determine how the Thrasymachean necessity plays out in even the best of cities, then it makes sense to turn to these two works.
 Despite their similarities, there are also many striking differences between these dialogues and much scholarship has explored how they stand in relation to one another. Some standard views include that Plato wrote The Republic earlier in his life and then revised his political theory later on due to his experiences on the island of Syracuse alluded to in the Seventh Letter.
 There is also the view articulated within The Laws itself that it is the “second best city,” implying that the communist city of The Republic is the best. Other interpreters suggest that Magnesia is a projection of Kallipolis or that Magnesia is Kallipolis made politically implementable.
 Cicero has even written that the laws enunciated in the course of The Laws are those of Kallipolis.
 My goal in this paper is to show how Plato is not a revisionist, but rather that he presents a consistent political theory in The Republic and The Laws. I will prove this by demonstrating how both of these works are attempts to grapple with the same problem introduced by Thrasymachus at the very beginning of The Republic.


What is at stake in Thrasymachus’ definition of justice is how a political society legitimates the use of force. Thrasymachus is concerned with the exploitation of individuals by other individuals. While Socrates inherits this concern with exploitation, he does so in a different form. What is more pressing than individuals taking advantage of other individuals for Socrates is how the city itself utilizes the individuals within it. Socrates recognizes that the struggle for political office could undermine the city’s political order. In order to prevent this, he forces those to rule who would not want to do so. He finds the philosophers to be such people reluctant to rule since they live a life better than ruling. This tension between philosophy and politics is most readily apparent in the famous allegory of the cave in The Republic. Although the allegory of the cave initially has an epistemological function, the political reverberations within it are all too readily apparent: as the philosophers must redescend into the cave, so too are the philosophers forced to rule the city.


However, the allegory of the cave is not the only way Plato bridges the conflict between the philosophers and the city. While philosophy may not be explicitly mentioned as frequently in  The Laws as it is in The Republic, that of course does not mean that Plato has forgotten about it. Indeed, the dearth of references to philosophy in The Laws can be explained by the different way in which The Laws deals with the Thrasymachean problem. Rather than forcing the philosophers to rule, as does Kallipolis, in Magnesia they are made to obey the laws of the legislator and since all the Magnesians must obey these laws, there is less need to mention the philosophers separately, although this is not to say that politics becomes unphilosophical in The Laws. On the contrary, the possession of truth is a prerequisite for legislation in Magnesia. Though the hypothetical Magnesian philosophers are not compelled to rule as the philosophers of Kallipolis are, they must still obey the laws of Magnesia, including ones which have the potential to curtail their philosophizing, such as the impiety laws. This is different from the case in Kallipolis, where the philosophers rule, but remain to some degree extra-constitutional.
 Due to their extra-constitutionality, the philosophers of Kallipolis have greater latitude in what they choose to question; for example, the philosophers are legally able to be atheists in Kallipolis, but not in Magnesia. Of course, one can object that there is no way for Magnesia to, so to speak, police the thoughts of its citizens. Be that as it may, one can safely assume from the fact that nearly all of Plato’s writings are dialogues that there is something about actual discussion that makes it preferable, if not strictly necessary, for Plato’s conception of philosophy. In other words, Platonic philosophy requires not merely freedom of thought, but also freedom of speech, at least in private. In order to clarify how each of these approaches informs the role of philosophy in their respective cities, it will be necessary to examine both The Republic’s allegory of the cave as well as Magnesia’s laws. Since it is the lawgiver who institutes the laws in Magnesia, the discussion of law in Magnesia will focus on him.

The Allegory of the Cave


As previously mentioned, Socrates avers that a “... city in which those who are going to rule are least eager to rule is necessarily governed in the way that is best and freest from faction” (520d). Socrates realizes that competition for political offices will create problematic              tensions in the city by setting individual citizens against one another when they should ideally all be united in the common cause of the city. In order to prevent this, Socrates states that “if you discover a life better than ruling for those who are going to rule, it is possible that your well-governed city will come into being” (520e–521a). As philosophers live the best life and are hence the most reluctant to rule, Kallipolis is made possible by forcing them to do so.


Although Kallipolis and Magnesia are disparate navigations of the Thrasymachean problem, there are several ways in which they resemble each other. Like the Magnesian legislator, the philosopher-rulers need to have access to the truth if they are to carry out their role successfully, but there are also problems if the philosopher-rulers do nothing but contemplate the truth. Accordingly, “... those who are without education and experience of truth would never be adequate stewards of a city, nor would those who have been allowed to spend their time in education continuously to the end—the former because they don’t have any single goal in life at which they must aim in doing everything they do in private or in public, the latter because they won’t be willing to act” (519b–519c). In other words, it is important that the prospective philosopher-rulers achieve a certain balance between theoretical understanding and the practical application of this understanding.


The interlocutors of The Republic have a unique vantage point on Kallipolis due to their role in founding it, if only in speech. The citizens of Kallipolis, like the citizens of any city, will naturally each look to their own benefit, but since Socrates and his interlocutors are not citizens of Kallipolis (as it doesn’t even exist while they are discussing it), they are able to see beyond such myopic concerns and consider instead the larger good of the city as a whole. Bearing this civic good in mind, Socrates says, “... our job as founders... is to compel the best natures... to see the good... and, when they have... seen sufficiently, not to permit them... to remain there... and not to be willing to go down again among those prisoners or share their labors and honors” (519c–519d). The necessity of this being done again reflects the need for balance in the lives of the philosopher-rulers. As human beings, the philosophers are naturally inclined to pursue their own good. Since they live the best possible life, their private good would be to continue philosophizing as much as they can. However, there remains the aforementioned problem that those who spend their entire lives in contemplation of the truth will not be able to rule. Consequently, the philosophers must be forced to rule in the interest of Kallipolis, even though they would not do so willingly. This is not to say that Kallipolis is making an entirely unjust demand of the philosophers.


Socrates admits that “... a nature that grows by itself and doesn’t owe its rearing to anyone has justice on its side when it is not eager to pay off the price of rearing to anyone” (520b). While it certainly may be possible that this is how philosophers come to be in some cities, this is not the case in Kallipolis. Here, the city is well aware of its need for the philosopher-rulers and therefore assumes the responsibility of educating them upon itself. As the philosophers are indebted to the city for the education it provided them which made them philosophers in the first place, they would not have justice on their side if they choose to resist repaying this debt through ruling. While Cephalus’ notion that justice is paying one’s debts was refuted by Socrates earlier, this does not change the fact that this view is likely to be widespread in any given city. As a result, the philosopher must be prepared to address it, even if it is false.

Although the philosophers are not indebted to Kallipolis for their educations, Socrates would still require them to rule since it is in the best interests of the city that this be the case. He specifies that “... it’s not the concern of law that any one class in the city fare exceptionally well, but it contrives to bring this about in the city as a whole, harmonizing the citizens by persuasion and compulsion, making them share with one another the benefit that each is able to bring to the commonwealth” (519e–520a). In short, the philosophers of Kallipolis are compelled to rule against their will although they retain wide latitude in choosing the topics of their philosophizing due to their extra-constitutionality. In order to understand more fully the Thrasymachean conflict which the allegory of the cave is a response to, it is also necessary to consider the figure of the lawgiver in The Laws.

The Lawgiver


In The Laws, Plato provides another possible resolution of the aforementioned Thrasymachean problem. Rather than in The Republic where the city forces the philosophers to rule for its benefit, in The Laws the citizenry, including the philosophers, is compelled to obey the laws instituted by the lawgiver. While this alternative frees the philosophers from the task of ruling, it also diminishes their agency in choosing what they are legally allowed to investigate.


For the Athenian Stranger, the law consists in more than merely keeping peace in the city.   While this is undoubtably important, it is also the responsibility of law to make the citizens virtuous. Consequently, “… what is really required of a lawgiver is that he write not only laws, but, in addition to laws, things interwoven with the laws, writings that reveal what seems noble and ignoble to him” (823a).
 These moral interweavings are the preambles ubiquitous in The Laws, which make the law more than simple interdictions.
 If the law only possessed a prohibitive function, then it would not be able to make people truly virtuous as they would be perpetually dependent on it to guide them in their actions. Such a citizen is not necessarily virtuous, but only obedient. What if the law were to command one to commit an injustice? Without knowing why they are obeying the law, it becomes difficult for the citizens to attain the sort of virtue that the Athenian Stranger desires them to. Via the preambles, the law takes on a didactic function because they are geared at persuading the citizens of the inherent goodness of the law so that they might come to know the sort of virtue at which it aims rather than blindly following its dictates.
 Although the aim of law may be unchanging, namely, the inculcation of virtue, the Athenian Stranger admits that there is more than one way of accomplishing this.


The Athenian Stranger posits that “… it is possible to use two means of giving laws, persuasion and violence” (722b). This is not to say that both of these methods are equally preferable. On the contrary, persuasion is usually more politically efficient than violence because it is taken care of by the preambles and therefore requires little additional action by the city whereas violent action requires that the city exert force.
 Violence also risks the possibility of making the citizens resent their city, which could make them less willing to obey it, in turn necessitating further violence in order to keep the peace. In addition to these political concerns, there is also the fact that violence is less able to accomplish the highest aim of law: the creation of the virtuous man. While a man may of course be forced to act virtuously while not actually being virtuous, there remains the danger that he will become recidivistic once he is no longer forced to do so. Persuasion ensures that those persuaded act the way they do because they believe (regardless of whether it is objectively true) it to be best, rather than because they are forced to do so.
 This explains the Athenian Stranger’s hope that he “... would wish that the people would be as persuadable as possible with regard to virtue” (718c). Though he acknowledges that “... sometimes—when dispositions are recalcitrant—[the law] will persuade by punishing, with violence and justice” (718b).
 Accordingly, the poets are not expelled from Magnesia as they are from Kallipolis because they are needed to craft the preambles that emphasize persuasion in contradistinction to violence.


The lawgiver must be able to guarantee that the poets “… create poetry correctly by depicting in rhythms and harmonies the postures and songs of moderate, courageous, and wholly good men” (660a). Poetry initially becomes problematic in The Republic because it glorifies actions that Socrates thinks are morally reprehensible. However, in The Laws, poetry is subordinated to the larger political process from the outset so that the problem of poetry in The Republic can be avoided altogether in Magnesia. One can similarly see how Socrates readmits the poets after they suitably apologize and celebrate his conception of what a good man is in The Republic. The importance given to persuasion elucidates that it is the ideal method that should be preferred by the lawgiver.


There is no denying that politics must sometimes deal with hard and unyielding necessities. The Athenian Stranger states that “... in all things god—and together with god, chance and opportunity—pilots all the human things. One must, indeed, concede that these are accompanied by yet a third thing, a gentler thing: art” (709b–709c). Among these gentler things is the art of politics. Rather than introducing more necessities, politics ideally rather takes stock of all the preexisting ones and decides how best to compromise between those which are in opposition to one another. Due to the fact that this decision requires a certain expertise, politics can be defined as an art and inasmuch as it naturally favors persuasion over violence, it can be characterized as gentle. This view of politics is reinforced if one turns to the puppet metaphor from early on in The Laws.


In this metaphor, the Athenian Stranger requests,

let’s consider each of us living beings to be a divine puppet, put together either for their play or for some serious purpose—which, we don’t know. What we do know is that these passions work within us like tendons or cords, drawing us and pulling against one another in opposite directions toward opposing deeds, struggling in the region where virtue and vice lie separated from one another. Now the argument asserts that each person should always follow one of the cords. Never letting go of it and pulling with it against the others; this cord is the golden and sacred pull of calculation, and is called the common law of the city; the other cords are hard and iron, while this one is soft, inasmuch as it is golden; the others resemble a multitude of different forms. It is necessary always to assist this most noble pull of law because calculation, while noble, is gentle rather than violent, and its pull is in need of helpers if the race of gold is to be victorious for us over the other races (644d–645b).

Here, law is represented by a gentle golden cord in contrast with the iron cords, which are symbolic of passions or human necessities (or at least what humans perceive to be necessities). The mention of a “race of gold” in this section of The Laws also recalls the noble lie of The Republic. In this lie, those belonging to the golden race become the rulers of the city. Socrates also makes philosophic knowledge a prerequisite for the philosopher-rulers of Kallipolis. Therefore, one can draw a parallel between these two instances of gold and thereby equate it with philosophic knowledge.
 Admittedly, one cannot carry this too far, but it is possible to see how obeying the law can create a sort of reason similar in its effects on the actions of its possessors to the knowledge gained by the philosophers in their philosophizing, even if it is not strictly identical to it (the relationship between this sort of civic knowledge and philosophic knowledge will be explored later). Persuasion can indeed be a rational process, but the lawgiver also has access to arational methods of persuasion.


In order to supplement the rational means of persuasion he uses, the lawgiver also utilizes religion for political purposes. The Athenian Stranger asserts that “when a lawgiver wishes to enslave a certain desire which especially enslaves human beings, it’s easy to know, at least, how he should handle it. By having everyone... hold this pronouncement to be something sacred, he will have succeeded in making this law very firm” (838d–838e).
 Unlike in their interactions with human beings, the citizens cannot argue with the gods while still remaining pious because arguing with religion is, in essence, arguing with the gods since religion represents the gods on earth. 


However gentle the lawgiver may try to be in his legislation, there remains the fact that he must have access to tyrannical power if Magnesia is indeed to come into being. Even the best lawgiver is likely to be faced with citizens who refuse to be persuaded by him despite his poetic and religious efforts in the preambles. Hence, “when the greatest power coincides in a human being with prudence and moderation, then occurs the natural genesis of the best regime, and laws to match; but otherwise it will never come to pass” (712a). It may ostensibly seem strange that the Athenian would recommend tyranny after Socrates’ disapproval of it in The Republic, although his expulsion of everyone over ten sounds like it requires tyrannical power too.
 It is important, though, to bear in mind that the Athenian Stranger is not advocating tyranny as a regime in and of itself, but rather as a means towards the goal of Magnesia. In other words, Magnesia must be able to exercise both persuasion and compulsion if it is to come into being. Magnesia’s persuasive aspect can be embodied in the preambles of the laws inasmuch as they are the fruits of the lawgiver’s persuasive efforts. The persuasive element of the laws is hence preserved as long as the preambles themselves are. On the other hand, the city must always be ready to employ force against the recalcitrant.
 


It is these stubborn people whom the lawgiver is referencing when he says “the many command their lawgivers to establish such laws as the populaces and the majorities will accept voluntarily” (684c). This is a request which the lawgiver cannot honor if he is to succeed in making the citizen body virtuous because it is these very people that resist becoming virtuous who are most in need of the lawgiver’s guidance as they are the furthest from attaining virtue since it does not even seem desirable to them. In order to understand how to craft the code of laws that best serves the multitudinous needs of those for whom he legislates, the lawgiver must have access to the truth.


Resembling the way in which philosophic truth is a precondition for the rulers of Kallipolis, so too is it for Magnesia’s lawgiver. The Athenian Stranger contends that “along with the rest of the good luck a land needs to have befall it if it would ever dwell in happiness, there must always happen along, for such a city, a lawgiver who possesses the truth” (709c). The best lawgiver adapts this philosophic truth to the temperaments of those for whom he legislates so that the resulting law will be able to serve as the most efficient vehicle to virtue for them. In other words, the lawgiver compensates for the moral shortcomings of the Magnesians through law with the aim that by obeying it they will eventually become truly virtuous, rather than merely obedient. Even though the ultimate goal of law is the cultivation of virtue, even the virtuous are not exempt from obeying it.


As the Athenian Stranger explains, “the laws… come into being partly for the sake of the worthy human beings, in order to teach them the way in which they might mingle with one another and dwell in friendship, and partly for the sake of those who have shunned education, who employ a certain tough nature and have been in no way softened so as to avoid proceeding to everything bad” (880d–880e). This narrative reveals the twofold purpose of law. The second purpose is to compel the unvirtuous to act virtuously, as has been mentioned earlier, but the first purpose is new. Even though the Athenian Stranger does not specify what he means by “worthy human beings,” surely one can assume that the philosophers would be included therein as they are the worthiest human beings generally speaking. Recalling the conflict between the philosopher and the city from the allegory of the cave, it makes sense that the possession of philosophic truth does not entirely prepare one for civic life. As any given city is likely to contain imperfect creatures, the philosopher must know how to interact with such individuals if he is to live peacefully in the city. This aptitude for engaging with the unvirtuous is naturally unlikely to be supplied by the philosopher’s contemplation of truth as those who are unvirtuous are so precisely because they are divorced from the truth. In short, both the virtuous and the unvirtuous ought to obey the law since they each derive distinct benefits from doing so.


While discussing the lawgiver, the Athenian Stranger insists that “… the lawgiver must in laying down his laws aim at three things, namely that the city for which he legislates be free, that it be a friend to itself, and that it possess intelligence” (701d). This tripartite formulation highlights the three aspects of the lawgiver that have been examined in the course of this section. Firstly, the city comes to possess intelligence through the previously mentioned didactic quality of the law. Secondly, the city’s freedom is infringed upon as little as possible since the lawgiver will prefer persuasion to violence whenever possible. Thirdly, the law also fosters friendship between the citizens due to the civic knowledge that it engenders. These three aspects of the law can each in some way hypothetically limit the ability to philosophize because they each rely on certain religious and legal institutions that can possibly conflict with, and thereafter take precedence over, philosophy.

A Choice of Two Caves


Up to this point, I have described how both The Republic and The Laws grapple with the same Thrasymachean problem, which can be simplistically stated as how the city legitimizes its use of force. I believe that this is alternatively navigated by the class of philosopher-rulers who are forced to rule by Kallipolis and by the lawgiver in Magnesia. What remains to be seen is how these two solutions compare to one another.


The choice between Kallipolis and Magnesia can be metaphorically seen as a choice between two caves. The mention of caves in Plato immediately brings to mind the allegory of the cave in The Republic and rightly so, for arguably nowhere else in the Platonic corpus is the fundamental disjoint between philosophy and the city so poignantly illustrated as it is there, but this cave is not the only one in the Platonic oeuvre. Although admittedly much less famous, The Laws also contains a cave, which is mentioned at the outset of the dialogue as the destination for the interlocutors. The most likely candidate for this unnamed cave is the Idaean Cave, both the mythical rearing place of Zeus and the location of his giving the laws to Minos.
 In this way, the Idaean Cave is representative of the intertwining of religion and legislation also seen in the preambles of the laws. The decision, then, between Kallipolis and Magnesia is in some way a choice between rule by the philosopher-rulers and rule by the religious and legal institutions created by the lawgiver.


This is not to say that the rule of law is absent from Kallipolis or that philosophy plays no role in Magnesia, but merely that they become emphasized or deemphasized according to the needs of their respective cities. Both cities need access to the truth in order to come into being. In the case of Magnesia, truth needs to be possessed only by the lawgiver since the truth, at least as it is modified by him, that is required by the city becomes ossified in its laws and mixed with myth in the preambles. Contrastingly, in Kallipolis there is not this institutionalization of truth to the same degree. As a result, Kallipolis always needs those who know the truth to guide it as it cannot rely upon laws stemming from an omniscient lawgiver as Magnesia can. It is for this reason that the rule of the philosophers is not dictated by a specific law in Kallipolis. By being extra-constitutional, the philosopher-rulers can do what is best for the city without being constrained by law as stringently as the other citizens are, although the extra-constitutionality of the philosopher-rulers also has nonpolitical effects. Since the philosopher-rulers have already attained virtue, they are not necessarily compelled to obey every law as they are able to see which are strictly necessary, and which are only so conditionally, for the people for whom they were intended.
 Unbound by laws like those regulating Magnesian piety, the philosophers are able to choose what they want to philosophically investigate. This is not necessarily the case in Magnesia.


The philosophers are not required to rule Magnesia because the city’s need for truth has already been satisfied by the lawgiver. Ostensibly, this makes Magnesia a more hospitable home for a potential philosopher as he is able to devote more time to philosophy than he would be able to if he was burdened by the responsibility of ruling as he is in Kallipolis. Nevertheless, one must not forget that in Magnesia all the citizens, including the philosophers, are required to obey the law since it specifies all (or nearly all) the offices of the city, unlike Kallipolis’ law. As Magnesia’s laws share the goal of attaining virtue with the philosopher, there are undoubtably many laws which a philosopher would behave in accordance with even if they were not laws because they already act virtuously, but this is not always the case. Take, for example, the impiety laws. Religion is an integral component of Magnesia since it is able to ensure, at least partially, the obedience of the citizens to the law. For this reason, no one is allowed to question the gods because doing so is tantamount to questioning the city itself. Even if the philosophers do not question the gods in the course of their philosophizing, it is certainly possible that they are perceived as doing so as is evidenced by the fate of Socrates himself as described in Plato’s Apology. By philosophizing in Magnesia, the philosophers may risk their very lives, what one may perhaps consider a steep price to pay for the privilege of being free to investigate what one wishes.


In the course of this paper, I have shown how both Kallipolis and Magnesia have their unique benefits and drawbacks, which complicate making a simple choice between them. Yet surely any reader of The Laws will note the references to Magnesia as the “second best city.” The Athenian Stranger posits that the first best city is one where “it is said that the things of friends really are common;” this same proverb is cited by Socrates in The Republic (739c). If Plato really does think that Kallipolis is preferable to Magnesia, it is easy to see why: Plato was a philosopher. As a philosopher, it makes sense that he would choose the regime where philosophy is not necessarily demarcated. While the philosophers are forced to rule in Kallipolis, they are able to investigate whatever they choose in their leisure time whereas in Magnesia it is impossible to question certain fundamental political presuppositions, such as the existence of the gods, without endangering one’s life. However, as actual cities are not composed entirely of philosophers, when deciding which city is best, not merely the philosophers, but the good of the other classes must be considered as well. Unlike Plato, I do not feel comfortable saying that one of these cities is strictly preferable to the other, though I also do not think that raising this question is futile. How any given political society chooses to answer this question is informed by its view of constitutionalism. On one hand, if a society partakes of a constitution, then it therein specifies what is politically taken for granted, or not up for discussion, with the benefit that these issues will not have to be continuously resettled by each successive generation. On the other, by not having a constitution, a society is always able to renegotiate its basic political assumptions, but then this hypothetical constitutionless society must consequently produce citizens able to bear this responsibility, as is the case in Kallipolis. Rather than searching for a unqualifiedly right answer, a society ought rather to be mindful of which political arrangement it is choosing in order that it might better be able to bear what it must surrender.
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� This Thrasymachean foundation of political life, at least with regard to the traditional regimes, has been explored by V. Bradley Lewis, who writes that “… the traditional regimes embody in them the claim of the strongest, of Thrasymachos. This claim is the claim of tyranny, of the private over the common. Tyranny is, at bottom, the effective combination of willfulness and power aimed at the satisfaction of private desires over the common good” (Lewis 1998, 348).


� Plato recounts that “as I set before [the young Dion] in theory my ideals for mankind and advised him to make them effective in practice, I seem to have been unaware that I was in a way contriving, all unknown to myself, a future downfall of tyranny” (327b).


� V. Bradley Lewis posits that “the Republic is the dialogue that concerns the ‘regime’ as an instantiation of ‘the just.’ The Laws is the dialogue that undertakes a dialectical investigation of the types of laws and practices that conduce to human excellence, that is, with approximating justice as closely as possible given the sorts of creatures whose natures are put to the question in the Republic” (Lewis 1998, 349).


� While conversing with Marcus Tullius Cicero, Titus Pomponius Atticus recommends that “since you have already written a treatise on the constitution of the ideal State, you should also write one on its laws. For I note that this was done by your beloved Plato, whom you admire, revere above all others, and love above all others” (II 15).


� Melissa Lane has observed that  “… in the Republic, no law is said to be passed to establish kings as philosophers or philosophers as kings… The result is that both the founders and the philosopher-rulers seem to be in a sense extra-constitutional. No law defines their offices as such…. In Magnesia, by contrast, only the founders are extra-constitutional. There is no extra-constitutional office of rulers” (Lane 2010, 8).


� Glenn R. Morrow asserts that “it is one of the main purposes of the Laws to insist upon the supremacy of law, even over officials of government” (Morrow 1953, 234).


� André  Laks explains that “law in its traditional meaning is unable to provide the basis of a political community… For a constitution relies upon agreement, and agreement is what is threatened by a threat as well as by the command as such. That is why the first move of a legislator is to dissociate his function as much as possible from the name he bears, and to provide for a kind of discourse that, though intimately related to the law by its content, is quite different with regard to its form: that is what Plato calls the preludes in the Laws” (Laks 1990, 222).


� Christopher Bobonich has noted that “once we accept the idea that rational persuasion is of general benefit to the citizens, it is difficult to accept the claim that knowledge is necessary for virtue unless we also accept the claim that rational persuasion produces or helps to produce knowledge” (Bobonich 1991, 385).


� André Laks highlights the importance of persuasion when he stipulates that “a constitution is capable of overcoming tyranny, by extending the domain of persuasion” (Laks 1990, 224).


� André Laks specifies that “law is defined as reason that has become the belief of the whole city” (Laks 1990, 222).


� Melissa Lane also affirms the importance of method when she admits that “… while the contrast between tyranny as characterized by the use of force, and political freedom characterized by the use of persuasion, does shape an ideal in Plato’s works, this ideal is that of legislators choosing a means which is suitable to the sort of creatures whom they are governing, and choosing where possible to govern gently rather than harshly” (Lane Forthcoming, 2). Christopher Bobonich disagrees with this reading and holds that “… Plato is advocating that the laws engage in rational persuasion and that Plato’s position on the goodness of persuasion as opposed to compulsion is based on his view about what sort of treatment is owed to or befits a free human being” (Bobonich 1991, 366).


� Christopher Bobonich also recognizes that “… the basic political principles of the Laws, in sharp contrast to those of the Republic, will be known to all the citizens and will be given a public justification” (Bobonich 1991, 378).


� Glenn R. Morrow qualifies that “... laws, however excellent, cannot be maintained in their perfection unless they are held by conviction, not by habit alone” (Morrow 1953, 249).


� Glenn R. Morrow also uses the puppet metaphor to equate reason and law. He specifies that “the reason that Plato venerates is… the reason embodied in the law” (Morrow 1953, 245–246).


� Glenn R. Morrow agrees that “character can be made steadfast only by being anchored to the reason in the law, and if the law is to serve this purpose it must be as unchanging as the divine reason itself” (Morrow 1953, 248).


� Socrates demands that “all those in the city who happen to be older than ten they will send out to the country; and taking over their children, they will rear them—far away from those dispositions they now have from their parents—in their own manners and laws that are such as we described before. And, with the city and the regime of which we were speaking thus established most quickly and easily, it will itself be happy and most profit the nation in which it comes to be” (540e–541a).


� Glenn R. Morrow notes that “Plato, with his concern for the ‘care of the soul’ which he had learned from Socrates, could not allow any soul to doubt the authority of the regime in which alone, as he thought, that soul could safely reach maturity” (Morrow 1953, 250).


� Glenn R. Morrow avers that “the laws under which the citizens will live are the work of a philosopher” (Morrow 1960, 573).


� Glenn R. Morrow argues, “it seems very likely… that Plato is referring to the Idaean Cave” (Morrow 1960, 28).


� Glenn R. Morrow poignantly articulates that “the tragedy of Plato… is the conflict between his desire for the moral health of his fellowmen and the love of reason” (Morrow 1953, 244).






