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In various Platonic dialogues, Socrates appears to discredit myth and fiction. Most 

notably in the Republic, he seems to argue that poetry is harmful due to its false nature and its 

relation to imitation which misleads those who experience it about the nature of the good. Yet, in 

many of these same dialogues, Socrates makes multiple appeals to myths, either using the 

previously constructed myths of others, or constructing stories of his own. Given that the 

dialogues themselves are fictionalized conversations written by Plato, a student of Socrates, he 

himself cannot categorically reject fictional stories. I argue that Plato’s critical examination and 

restriction of myth and poetry is not an absolute rejection. Rather, Plato is rejecting that poetry 

which ignorantly depicts falsehoods. This ignorance cultivates mistaken beliefs of what is most 

important; the good, right, and virtuous, and ultimately causes disharmony and harm in the souls 

of its audience. 
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Chapter 1: In Defense of Falsehoods 

In book 2, Plato begins the construction of the Kallipolis (the beautiful city) in order to 

reach an understanding with his fellow interlocutors of where Justice can be found in the soul. 

He reasons that they could conduct a more easily apprehensive examination of where justice lies 

in the large city before turning their attention to the individual (2.368e). But when their 

discussion turns to education of the youth within this city, Plato comes to the conclusion that 

they must ban almost all forms of poets and their poetry. 

In order to properly explain and defend Plato’s actions, I will first examine the sorts of 

poetry that he bans as well as why he bans them: namely that these poems instill harmful beliefs 

in the soul in regards to the nature of what is important. I will then argue that Plato’s censorship 

is not absolute as the same elements which cause poetry to be dangerous and corrupted when 

crafted improperly can also lead it to be a potent asset. I will conclude this chapter by defending 

the use of falsehoods, an “inferior” argument, against the “superior” arguments of philosophy. 

 

 

1. On the Banning of Poetry 

Plato’s criticism focuses on the falsehoods which are woven into popular poetic displays 

and the corruption the poems cause in their misrepresentation of the true nature of things; 

particularly the representation of gods and heroes. Through the misrepresentation of what is true 
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and good, poets mistakenly utilize the strengths of poetry in a harmful manner; promoting a 

dangerous skill by cultivating falsehoods in the souls of their audiences. These unchecked 

falsehoods promote mistaken beliefs of what is good, right, and virtuous and often result in harm. 

Plato is right to be so critical of poetry amongst other crafts and artforms. Much more 

than simple displays of the art of entertainment, poetry was performed theatrically to the Greek 

masses and acted as a crucial aspect of a youth’s education alongside gymnastics. The first 

promoted growth in and of the soul while gymnastics maintained the growth and wellbeing of 

the body (2.376e). We must understand that poetry was used as education at a, “time that [a 

youth] is most malleable and takes on any pattern one wishes to impress on [them]” (377a-b). It 

acts as an initial exposure to an understanding of how the world works, notions of right and 

wrong, and the actions and being of the very gods and heroes they are meant to fashion 

themselves after. It is for this reason that Plato, perhaps most prominently, condemns popular 

poets’ incorrect portrayal of what gods and heroes are like.  

Plato recounts, what he deems to be, erred retellings in popular poetry: the punishments 

Cronos suffered at the hands of his own son (378a); Homer’s suggestion that the gods are the 

source of both good and bad things by depicting Zeus as having jars “full of fates, good in on and 

evil in the other” (379d); as well as every depiction of the gods “using magic to disguise 

themselves as false in word or deed” (380d). These three god-related falsehoods Plato first 

examines and then outlaws; determining each not only to be an incorrect claim about the gods, 

but also harmful in their depictions of figures meant to act as models of how one should live. 

While his reasons for exiling these poetic forms are related, they are also uniquely distinct and 

we must consider both if we are to properly understand Plato’s intention. Plato finds error both in 

promoting a false thing, as well as promoting a harmful thing. I should clarify that Plato’s 
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interest with the truth of a story is less so with their objective truth, but their relationship to 

ethical truth. Plato remarks that “even if [these stories] were true, [they] should be passed over in 

silence, not told to foolish young people” (378a). That is, Plato is less concerned about whether 

these events took place, and more concerned with whether they impart true ethical lessons. I will 

discuss why this is so shortly, but first, we must examine what it is in each myth and poem that 

Plato finds unsuitable.  

Plato begins by rejecting the claim that gods are the cause of both all good and all bad. 

This claim coming from Homer’s Iliad, as he states that, “two urns are set upon the floor of Zeus 

of gifts that he giveth, the one of ills, the other of blessings” (24.525...). According to the poem, 

those Zeus meets receive a mixture of these, good and bad, and are eventually met with one or 

the other (24.530). Plato reasons that this tale is false as the gods are all good and what is all 

good is also beneficial and cannot be the cause of harm. Only the bad can be the cause of harm. 

Therefore, since a god cannot be the cause of harm, they furthermore cannot be the cause of 

anything bad (379a-b). He further claims that any bad thing cannot, then, be depicted as the 

doing of a god and, if one creates an account of a god inflicting pain or punishments, these things 

must be recognized as being ultimately good and beneficial (379d-80b). 

Second, Plato rejects the claim that the gods either change their form or cast charms in 

order to cast the appearance of having done so (381d). He argues that “the best things are least 

liable to alteration or change” (381a) and, since the gods by definition are perfect beings, they 

would have to take forms worse than their own if they were ever to change. Plato reasons that no 

one, especially a god, would willingly make themselves worse, and so this claim too must be 

false (381c). 
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Lastly, Plato rejects that the gods are capable of deception of any sort as there are only 

three circumstances under which lies or deception would ever be necessary: 1) fear of one’s 

enemy, 2) in order to subdue a friend or family member suffering from madness or ignorance, or 

3) when faced with ignorance of past events. (382c-d) None of these apply to the gods, (as gods 

fear no enemy, are friends with no mad or ignorant being, and are not ignorant about the past) 

and so this, too, Plato finds to be a false depiction of how the gods truly are.  

Plato’s Euthyphro offers an explicit instance of the dangers of the poets’ improper 

representations. Euthyphro has decided to prosecute his own father for the indirect murder of a 

slave also guilty of murder (4a-b). While many consider this action of prosecuting one’s own kin 

impious, Euthyphro claims the opposite, that it would be impious not to prosecute his own kin if 

ever they were to commit such a crime (4e). Euthyphro accredits his knowledge of what is pious 

to Zeus himself: 

Men believe that Zeus himself is the best and most just of the gods, and they 

acknowledge that he put his father in bonds because he wickedly devoured his children, 

and he in turn had mutilated his father for similar reasons; but they are incensed against 

me because I proceed against my father when he has done wrong, and so they are 

inconsistent in what they say about the gods and about me (5e-6a). 

Euthyphro acts out of a supposed understanding of the true nature of the gods and what is pious, 

but under Socrates’ examination, he fails to give a concrete definition of what piety is. The 

dialogue concludes with no definitive answer, for Euthyphro claims he had to leave. His belief of 

the gods’ nature has led him to commit a potentially unholy act against his own father and, 

perhaps, lead a life guided by false beliefs. 
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Having completed his examination of what sorts of stories can and cannot be told about 

the gods, Plato shifts focus to how heroes ought to be depicted. He makes the claim that they 

must, “supervise such stories... since what they now say is neither true no beneficial to future 

warriors” (3.386b-c). While his stance remains the same; that the modern stories they have about 

heroes are both false and unbeneficial, he focuses more so on the harm these stories cause; not 

only their false natures.  

Plato first states that true heroes should not be portrayed as fearing death (386b), 

lamenting (387b-88d), as lovers of laughter (388e), or as money-lovers or bribable (390d-e). 

Poets must also deny that any heroes which were children of gods ever acted terribly as, again, 

no god was the cause of anything bad. Or if the actions of the hero were not to be denied, their 

status as a child of a god must then be denied (391d-e). 

His reasoning stands as much on the bad nature of these aspects as it does on the harm the 

influence of such qualities being portrayed in heroes would bring to the youth. No Guardian 

would be rightly prepared to proudly face injury or death for his city if he’d been raised to 

believe even the greatest of heroes were known to fear such things (386b). Being weak to 

lamentation would also make one ill-disposed to death as well as keep an individual from 

moving forward with their own lives (387b-c). Those that were lovers of laughter would, Plato 

claimed, be prone to other overwhelming outbursts of mood and spirit (388e). And lovers of 

money were similarly liable to corruption along with having incorrect priorities (390d-e). Poetry 

which portrayed these negative qualities as deserving of praise and rewards were particularly 

harmful as they encouraged unjust methods of receiving merits and materials which were, 

according to Plato’s depiction of the Guardians, to be of no value in the first place (5.446b-c).  
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Consider for one, the great warrior Achilles in the Iliad; renowned as the greatest of all 

Greek warriors. In book 1 of the Iliad, the great king Agamemnon declares that he will take the 

warrior’s prize woman as compensation for having to return his own prize back to her father 

(1.180-187). Achilles responds to this insult initially with fury, but is counseled by the goddess 

Athena to refrain (1.191-1.210). Instead, he asserts he will no longer take part in the war and, 

when his prize is later taken, he is overcome with sorrow and weeping (1.345-50, 1.411-16). 

Such representation of the greatest Greek warrior is exactly the sort of falsehood that 

Plato claims they must ban. The two warriors are valuing most highly honor, a virtue Plato finds 

to be beneath wisdom and when they are dishonored, they turn to violence, over-whelming 

sorrow, and further dishonoring. To continue allowing this particular depiction would surely, 

following from Plato’s worry, instill the wrong prioritizing of honor in the youth and future 

Guardians as well as imply that letting oneself give in to vicious emotions is something even a 

hero would do. 

The poets’ regards of falsehoods in relation to the nature of things can be expanded to the 

nature of all things, not simply heroes and gods. Plato states:  

Moreover, we have to be concerned about truth as well, for if what we said just now is 

correct, and falsehood, though of no use to the gods, is useful to people as a form of drug, 

clearly we must allow only doctors to use it, not private citizens...Then if it is appropriate 

for anyone to use falsehoods for the good or the city, because of the actions of either 

enemies or citizens, it is the rulers (389b). 
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2. On the Use of Falsehoods 

The previous passage makes two particularly interesting notes: First, that falsehoods are 

of use to people and, if we believe Plato’s metaphor to be appropriately applied, that it is as 

useful as medicine. The concept that falsehoods could be useful is not a new one as Plato had 

already noted (when examining whether a god would ever willingly change their form) that 

falsehoods could be used to avoid dangers or ignorance. But we see the use of falsehoods apply 

differently now: not just as things that can remove us from a bad state, but a craft that could 

potentially improve our state. 

At the start of book 2, medicine is attributed as belonging to the third kind of goods 

(2.357c). The first two kinds being Intrinsic goods, or that which is desirable for its own sake, 

such as joy (357b); and goods which are desirable for their own sake and an additional benefit, 

which are thought to hold both Intrinsic and Instrumental value, such as knowledge or sight 

(357c). In the third category are solely Instrumental goods which are not necessarily desirable in 

themselves, but become desirable for their use or benefit, such as money and medicine (357c). If 

we agree to Plato’s view that falsehoods are similar to medicine, then we can consider falsehoods 

a form of good that are not necessarily good in themselves but potentially bring about good 

benefit.  

Plato makes a valuable distinction between true falsehoods and falsehood in words. He 

defines a true falsehood as “ignorance in the soul of someone who has been told a falsehood” 

and states that this is something that “everyone would least of all accept, for everyone hates a 

falsehood in [the soul] most of all” (382b). A true falsehood is one that makes a claim of what is 

most important; including how one should lead their lives and what values one should hold. But 

he differentiates falsehoods of words as being “imitations” and, when useful, not deserving of 
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hatred (382c). Falsehoods of words can be of anything and, unlike true falsehoods, could 

potentially prove beneficial. This is the distinction between telling someone that injustice is 

greater than justice (true falsehood) and that justice is greater according to Zeus (falsehood in 

words). 

With this in consideration, one’s attention naturally turns to Plato’s Noble Lie. According 

to the myth, everyone was fashioned within the earth and born with one of four types of metals 

within them: gold, silver, iron, or bronze (3.414d-e). Each of the metals relates to their nature 

and predetermines what role they will have in the city. The rulers will contain gold, the 

Guardians silver, and the farmers and craftsmen iron and bronze (415a). The rulers must be 

careful to appropriately recognize the individual’s metal and assign them to their proper role or 

else, according to an oracle, “the city will be ruined if it ever has an iron or a bronze guardian” 

(415b-c). Such a story is certainly a falsehood and yet, Plato claims it to be necessary to 

certifying the endurance of the city. I think we can attribute Plato’s approval of the use of such a 

falsehood to its being true to the nature of the citizens. According to Plato’s principle of 

specialization everyone is best suited for one craft or role (2.379b-c). That is to say, someone 

who excels at carpentry ought to focus solely on carpentry work in order to produce the best 

products the quickest. This is one of the base ideologies prescribed to the construction of the 

ideal city and is the true nature which Plato’s Noble Lie is based on. This truth being, ultimately, 

what makes it a falsehood only in words.   

Plato’s examination of poetry is only half-complete at this point. He next turns his 

attention to lyric odes and songs in an attempt to discover which sorts of harmonies and rhythms 

should be permitted along with the stories that have been established (3.392c). Plato claims that 

they should apply their standards of approval to all crafts, stating they must, “seek out craftsmen 
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who are by nature able to pursue what is fine and graceful in their work, so that our young people 

will live in a healthy place and be benefited on all sides” (401c). This passage is one of the few 

that pulls the attention away from poetry specifically and generalizes his strict criteria to the 

whole of the crafts which compose their city. This leads one to ask though, why so much focus 

on music and poetry within education? Why not another craft or even other crafts in general? 

The very next section of the text provides us an answer.  

Aren’t these the reasons, Glaucon, that education in music and poetry is most important? 

First, because rhythm and harmony permeate the inner part of the soul more than 

anything else, affecting it most strongly and bringing it grace, so that if someone is 

properly educated in music and poetry, it makes him graceful, but if not, then the 

opposite. Second, because anyone who has been properly educated in music and poetry 

will sense it acutely when something has been omitted from a thing and when it hasn’t 

been finely crafted or finely made by nature (401d-e). 

According to Plato, it is just such an upbringing that nurtures one to be a lover of the 

good and hateful of the bad and shameful. One will “[hate] it while he’s still young and unable to 

grasp the reason” (402a). It is brought to our attention again that Plato is not so directly 

concerned with the truth, but rather with instilling the proper mindset, disposition, and 

understanding of the nature of things within the youth so that they may grow up to value the right 

things and become proper Guardians of the city. He goes on to say that, “Good education and 

upbringing, when they are preserved, produce good natures, and useful natures” (4.424a). And 

again that, “when children play the right games from the beginning and absorb lawfulness from 

music and poetry, it follows them in everything and fosters their growth, correcting anything in 

the city that may have gone wrong” (425a). 
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Plato places an immense value of importance on constructing proper education in 

recognition of its power. It would be a mistake to think that the teaching of falsehoods negates 

the very action of teaching at all. We must understand that education encompassed a much 

greater role than solely literary skills and mathematics. Plato maintains that education does, not 

put knowledge into the soul, “as if [one] were inserting vision into blind eyes,” but, “takes for 

granted that sight is there but that it isn’t turned the right way... and it tries to redirect it 

appropriately” (7.518). This is done by turning the mind’s eye and soul respectively to the 

“essence and the brightest region of being” (518c).   

Plato states: 

It is the nature of the real lover of learning to struggle toward what is, not to remain with 

any of the many things that are believed to be, that, as he moves on, he neither loses nor 

lessens his erotic love until he grasps the being of each nature itself with the part of his 

soul that is fitted to grasp it… and that, once getting near what really is and having 

intercourse with it and having begotten understanding and truth, he knows, truly lives, is 

nourished, and…is relived from the pains of giving birth (6.490a-b). 

 

 

3. On Falsehoods in the face of Knowledge and Philosophy 

So why the need for falsehoods at all? If philosophical studies and the pursuit of 

knowledge are available options, why resort to poetry under any case, particularly when it comes 

to education. The answer appears to be quite simple, if not uncommon, namely that the study of 

philosophy and knowledge isn’t always available and, furthermore, isn’t always the best option. 
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The claim seems odd if not downright contradictory especially when considering that: 

1. Knowledge was earlier established as both an intrinsic and instrumental good, 

desired both for its own sake and the benefits it provides (2.357c) 

2. It implies that falsehoods, at least in some cases, are superior to philosophy and 

knowledge 

 Considering knowledge’s nature as both an intrinsic and instrumental good, it becomes a 

challenge to recognize a time in which it is not superior to falsehoods. Our search for a solution 

is made easier if we turn our attention once more to the nature of medicine. Glaucon establishes 

medicine as an instrumental good, to which Plato also accredits falsehoods. In the same manner 

in which medicine ought to be used only by doctors because an uneducated individual runs the 

risk of, intentionally or unintentionally, abusing medicine and causing harm; falsehoods ought 

only to be used by those who fully understand them and their implications. Knowledge, despite 

being a combined intrinsic and instrumental good follows a similar suit. When someone with a 

corrupt nature possesses knowledge, or their knowledge is quite narrow, that knowledge can be 

misused and cause harm. Socrates initially makes this point in book 1 in response to his initial 

interlocutor, Adeimantus. That the one who is most knowledgeable of the good related to a craft, 

that is, what it took to perform the task well, what benefited and improved the task, and how the 

task could be applied and used, is also the most knowledgeable of the bad or harm related to a 

craft. Such a person knows what qualities don’t befit the craft, what properties harmed the craft, 

and how the craft could be taken advantage of for bad purposes (333e). 

This idea is found in book 6. After composing the many properties that should be sought 

out in potential rulers, namely: “ease of learning, good memory, quick wits, smartness, youthful 

passion, high-mindedness, and all the other things that go along with these” (503c), Plato admits 
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that there will likely be few philosopher-rulers as these qualities are easily made unstable without 

the proper education and natural skill. Those who are quick-witted and smart are likely to be 

distractible, excitable, and quick to shift in their opinions and mindsets (503c). While those who 

are more grounded, displaying courage, reliability, and stability, will tend to be unwilling to 

change in their ways, learn new things, or animate (503d). Those who display the appropriate 

natures during their early education must undergo an additional education in dialectic when they 

are older. It is here that Plato presents explicitly what qualities lead one to abuse and corrupt 

knowledge. Plato explains that, “We hold from childhood certain convictions about just and fine 

things; we’re brought up with them as without parents, we obey and honor them... There are 

other ways of living, however, opposite to these and full of pleasures, that flatter the soul and 

attract it to themselves but which don’t persuade sensible people” (538c-d).  

These prodigious youth not only face the danger of being corrupted by outsiders, but also 

of misusing dialectic and philosophical argumentation. The young, in their playful and rebellious 

natures, are prone to make a game of serious matters and to imitate anything that is of interest 

before them. The youth “imitate those who’ve refuted them by refuting others themselves, and, 

like puppies, they enjoy dragging and tearing those around them with their arguments” (539b). 

Teaching one dialectic and arguments before they understand and value the concepts of right and 

wrong, and good and bad leads back to the same dangers of potential harm and corruption. That 

individual which views philosophy as a game or argumentation as amusement is more likely to 

create arguments which promote lies, claiming knowledge in instances when they lack it, and 

influencing others to follow in the same manner. 
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It is only a balanced combination of the precise natures Plato has defined, along with a 

proper education and upbringing, that will produce an individual worthy of ruling in the ideal 

city. 

This established, we are still left with the implication that using falsehoods, however 

sparingly, implies that at least in those cases, falsehoods are in some manner superior to 

philosophy and knowledge. Let us continue in our example of medicine. Some types of medicine 

can be more or less helpful depending on what illness one is plagued with, leading to a shifting 

value attribution to said treatments. This disparity of value becomes more apparent when one is 

in the harmed state. For example, a healthy man may state that a medicine to relieve a bad cough 

is of equal value as one to relief a headache. But a man suffering from a headache will certainly 

value the latter more. Knowledge holds a similar value relationship depending on the situation 

one finds themselves in: A warrior in the midst of battle is going to value their knowledge of 

warfare greater than the poetry they were taught as a youth.  

Yet, the relationship between knowledge and falsehoods is less like that between 

different types of medicine and more akin to that shared between medicine and herbal remedies. 

While medicine is more reliable and efficient, herbal remedies are useful at times, particularly in 

cases where medicine is unavailable. Of course, if both medicine and herbal remedies were 

available, it would be foolish to favor the weaker treatment. And yet, the doctor who comes 

across a patient, who is distrusting of medical experts and medicine or likely to misuse a 

substance, ought to prescribe a remedy rather than leave the patient unattended. So too must the 

philosopher sometimes prescribe a falsehood when a non-philosopher is not in a state to receive 

knowledge. 
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Let us return our attention to knowledge and falsehoods. The soul, “when it focuses on 

something illuminated by truth and what is, it understands, knows, and apparently possesses 

understanding,” (508d). In this sense, knowledge becomes the true and certain medicine which 

we are able to prescribe to the soul in order to improve its state. But knowledge, like medicine, is 

not perfect. It faces two cardinal flaws: (1) it is not always available and (2) even when it is, it is 

not always the best option. There is much we do not know about the matters of the world, of 

people, sciences, arts, and everything that lies between and beyond. In such cases, a soul is more 

likely to turn its gaze to “what is mixed with obscurity, on what comes to be and passes away, it 

opines and is dimmed, changes its opinions this way and that, and it seems to bereft of 

understanding” (508d). The division should not be viewed only as between two, but rather three 

principles. The first being knowledge, the second; opinion or falsehoods, and the third; 

ignorance. Plato approves of the use of falsehoods because they continue to exist in this middle 

ground, both in relation to the categories of the good and now in relation to the states of 

knowledge. Plato recognizes that poetry and myth can give “truth to the things known and the 

power to know to the knower” (508e). But, as is with the case of medicine and herbal remedies, 

it is foolish to favor falsehoods in the face of knowledge. And even the superior medicine can 

cause great harm when used in ignorance.  

Plato’s criteria for acceptable falsehoods, then, is understandably severe. First, falsehoods 

must be true to the nature of that with which they are concerned. A story about the gods must be 

appropriate in its portrayal of them, it should not lie about the good nature of the gods or what 

sorts of actions they are capable and responsible for. Second, a falsehood must be beneficial to 

those who are to hear and evidently, believe it. Third, only those educated in falsehoods and the 

good which they relate back to ought to formulate and use them. In fact, in regards to this last 
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one, Plato states that it would be unlawful, in the Kallipolis, for a citizen to use a falsehood in 

order to deceive a Guardian or ruler (389b). When a falsehood fails to meet one or more of these 

standards, Plato may not even consider it a falsehood, but more akin to complete ignorance. The 

citizen, then, who uses ignorance, either knowingly or not, is almost certain to cause harm and 

corruption either to himself, another, or the city as a whole. 

Plato applies an additional condition uniquely to the Guardians, stating that they must not 

accept any falsehoods as truth, especially when the truth itself is accessible (485d). It seems odd 

that this standard be set over only the Guardians. Why would it be alright for anyone else to 

accept falsehoods as truth? Plato’s Noble Lie is based on the true nature categorized (1) by the 

principle of specialization and (2) provides a solid foundation of endurance for the Kallipolis in 

its management of the citizens’ roles. The myth is meant to be presented to all the citizens of the 

city, the Guardians and Rulers included. He says that, they must seek to, “devise... [a] noble 

falsehood that would, in the best case, persuade even the rulers, but if that’s not possible, then 

the others in the city” (414c).  Plato doubts that the rulers will be convinced and is not very much 

concerned with this, not only does he not expect them to accept the Noble Lie, but he goes on to 

clarify that rulers must, “refuse to accept what is false, hate it, and have a love for the truth” 

(485c). It should be noted that this hatred does not necessarily admit to a bad nature in 

falsehoods any more than a hatred of medicine, which can be prompted by painful 

administration, would admit a badness in it. The hatred of falsehoods by the rules rather 

promotes a sense of dissatisfaction with myth and poetry when exploring a new subject and the 

continuation of examination till full understanding of said matter is achieved (485b). In this 

manner, Plato’s restriction of this fourth conditional to the Rulers of the city makes sense as they 

are the ones whose specialization rests in knowledge. In his construction of the Divided Line, a 
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visual metaphor for his depiction of the things that are, Plato states that “the soul, using as 

images the things that were imitated before, is forced to investigate from hypothesis, proceeding 

not to a first principle but to a conclusion” (510b). It is from the falsehoods introduced to the 

rulers in their youth through their study of music and poetry, that they are able to expand their 

knowledge and investigate the truth about the world around them. Falsehoods are not and should 

not be considered as terminal concepts. The soul, “does not consider these hypotheses as first 

principles but truly as hypothesis... as stepping stones to take off from, enabling it to reach the 

unhypothetical first principle of everything” (511b). 

While it is true that the purpose of Plato’s use of myth is to convey proper notions of 

values and natures to those lacking philosophical discipline, we should not be quick to accept his 

myths at face value. In fact, if we are to aspire to nurture philosophical natures within ourselves, 

we should hate to be left unsatisfied by his myths, regarding them only as simple hypotheses and 

being motivated into conducting a full investigation of the truth as the Guardians would do. Like 

the prisoners in the cave, we ought not be satisfied by the appearances of what is projected 

before us and, being sure to recognize the true nature of things and which sorts of natures we 

should imitate and hope to make habit within ourselves, we should strive to see past Plato’s 

poetry and fully understand the good which lies beyond. 

Falsehoods in words come in many forms and it takes a philosophical mind to understand 

when and where they can be used so as to avoid the dangers of true falsehoods. Being able to 

identify falsehoods, to craft them, and to hold them only so far as is needed in one’s continued 

search for knowledge is a process with much potential for mistaken beliefs. Plato is right to be 

critical of the use of falsehoods, but his examination is only partway complete. Beliefs promote 
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action and those that accept that which is taught to them in poetry are certain to imitate the forms 

of depicted heroes and gods. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2: In Defense of Imitation 

With the opening of book 10, Plato shifts his discussion on poetry from falsehood to 

imitation. Previously Plato had criticized the imitative nature of poetry as it inspired the youth to 

imitate that which was depicted on stage and, when these depictions were of bad natures and 

unvirtuous acts, such imitation would almost certainly lead to a mistaken value attribution; the 

individual valuing the wrong, bad, or foolish. This concern is answered by chapter one’s 

argument though, as we have already established that the ignorant character is likely to commit 

self-harm when interacting with falsehoods. Plato now changes his criticism from the imitation 

of the bad, to imitation itself and proceeds with a more general examination of poetry. 
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1. On Falsehoods and Imitations 

Before continuing, I would like to provide a general distinction between falsehoods and 

imitation. Falsehoods can be thought of as false claims made about a thing or nature. The claims 

themselves can either be true or false to the nature of the thing (falsehoods in words vs true 

falsehoods). Imitation, on another hand, is the mimicry or physical representation of a thing or 

nature. In the Euthyphro, Euthyphro’s action of prosecuting his father is an imitation of what he 

believes is right. The myth of Zeus similarly prosecuting his own father is the falsehood. 

Both imitation and falsehood can be instrumental goods; In the same way that a falsehood 

is not necessarily desirable and can even be seen as bad in itself yet one can desire it for the 

benefits it can bring about if properly managed, imitation is also typically considered negative 

when considered in isolation, but becomes desirable for the benefits it can bring about. Both are 

more likely to cause harm than benefit but a similar thing can be said against medicine and it is 

why Plato is so strict in ensuring that both imitation and falsehoods, along with medicine, ought 

to only be used by those who are educated on their appropriate measurements, applications, and 

effects. Ultimately, it becomes the way in which they are applied that reflects most strongly; both 

the just and unjust man will use a given gift in order to achieve their ends, regardless of the gift. 

Yet while similar in these regards, falsehood can be considered as being more closely 

integrated in the nature of poetry while imitation is a common quality of poetry. Plato establishes 

three different styles of poetry, one of which is entirely independent of imitation. But falsehood 

appears, at least in Plato’s discussion, as being engrained in poetry. Plato seems to recognize 

imitation as more dangerous and prescribes a more critical set of criteria on how it should be 

handled, but this does not necessarily make imitation a better or more important notion.  
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2. On the Third-Divided Nature of Imitation and its Appeal to the Soul 

Plato’s investigation of imitative poetry is divided into three segments. The first segment 

looks at the role of imitative poetry in relation to the Forms, or the abstract and perfectly absolute 

concepts which everything in the physical realm relates back to. The second segment looks at 

imitative poetry’s role in relation to knowledge. The third segment attempts to discover whether 

poets truly have any knowledge about that which they write about. The first system relates poetry 

to the Forms. Plato establishes the gods as the creators of the Forms and sets the gods at the 

highest tier. To better understand the Forms, consider all the different styles of tables that you 

commonly see. A picnic bench differs greatly from a dinner table. Dinner tables, which 

themselves come in countless aesthetical designs, differ greatly from a student’s school desk. 

And even with that, we would face countless distinctions between the school desks of different 

grades. What then makes us recognize all these things as a table and not, say, the hood of a car? 

Even then, I can decide to use the hood of a car as a table, but to list it alongside the others I've 

named would seem unusual. What property does it hold at that time at which I am treating it as a 

table that makes it capable of functioning as one? This common property is something that can 

only be found in the Form of a table. The Forms themselves are each individual, that is to say, 

there is only ever one Form of any given nature whether it be that of a physical subject, or that of 

a conceptual subject, such as the Forms of Beauty or Temperance. Plato states that the gods have 

made it this way because to attempt to create two forms of a subject would simply create a higher 

form which held the property of what those two distinct forms held in common. The gods then, 

stand as the highest tier of the system of Forms and second to them stand the craftsmen who take 

inspiration from these Forms and create examples of them in the physical realm, crafting, for 
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instance, a table or, in conceptual terms, something of beauty. In the final tier, greatest removed 

from the gods and Forms, are the painters and poets who create images based on the craftsman's 

manifestation of the Forms. 

 Plato criticizes painting and imitative poetry here for three distinct reasons: 1) Their role 

as third divided from the Forms and gods come from the artists’ imitations of imitation (as the 

craftsmen work can be considered) rather than using the Forms themselves as direct inspiration. 

Because of this, art and poetry also become third divided from what is good and true (597e). 2) 

While a craftsman is able to construct a thing itself, an artist or poet is only able to create the 

appearance of a thing (596e). Similar to the man who makes himself appear innocent when he is 

not, or brave when he is a coward, the presentation of appearance rather than true self requires a 

different set of knowledge and skills which I will expand on shortly with Plato’s second segment 

of his examination. 3) Even this appearance of the craftsman’s product fails to portray how a 

thing truly is, presenting instead a narrow aspect of how the thing appears (598a). The 

differentiation of how a thing truly is from how a thing appears to be is based on the added 

restriction of perspective. An artist, for example, can paint a bed from a side angle, a front angle, 

or any number of other angles, but from each distinct angle, the bed will appear to change so that 

the same bed painted from three different perspectives will seem to be three distinct beds. This 

further removes the painters’ imitation from the true Form. 

The second segment illustrates how poetry is removed from knowledge, Plato sets the 

user of a thing as the highest in regards to their knowledge of what is good and bad for said 

product. “It’s wholly necessary, therefore, that a user of each thing has most experience of it and 

that he tell a maker which of his products performs well or badly in actual use” (601d). A 

craftsman, unable to test his own creation over the long-term, relies on the feedback of the user 
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as to how to improve his craft. It could be said that a craftsman himself could discover this 

information for himself, but only by testing his own craft and taking on the role of a user. Again, 

the craftsman takes his place as second removed from the knowledge of what is good and bad for 

a thing. The artist taking the third tier once more. As third removed, the artist lacks any 

knowledge related to what is good and bad both in terms of the nature of a thing as well as what 

is good and bad for the thing itself. Here too we understand more the properties that one requires 

in order to construct an image of a thing and why Plato criticizes this in his first system. An artist 

who paints a blanket does not need to know what material the blanket is made from nor how the 

blanket was woven nor even whether it is a good blanket in relation to the way it was woven and 

its purpose of providing warmth. While an artist can make the same effort as the craftsman and 

become a user of a product or at the least, study the product in order to get a better understanding 

of its state, these actions are unnecessary for his own craft. In the end, whether he makes the 

additional effort or not, an artist will “go on imitating, even though he doesn’t know the good or 

bad qualities of anything, but what he’ll imitate, it seems, is what appears fine or beautiful to the 

majority of people” (602a). 

The third segment examines whether good poets have knowledge of the things which 

they write about. In Plato’s dialogue Ion, Socrates examines whether Ion, a rhapsode or 

performer of poetry truly knows anything by way of Homer’s poetry, but for this paper I will 

restrict my discussion to Plato’s examination of poet’s themselves which we find in the Republic. 

Plato states that this is something worth looking into as “We hear some people say that poets 

know all crafts, all human affairs concerned with virtue and vice, and all about the gods as well. 

They say that if a good poet produces fine poetry, he must have knowledge of the things he 

writes about” (598d-e). Plato’s dismissal of this investigation is quick; he reasons first that 
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anyone who could make both a thing and its imitation would “be serious about making images 

and put this at the forefront of his life as the best thing to do” (599a). From this he concludes that 

“if [a poet] truly had knowledge of the things he imitates, he’d be much more serious about 

actions than about imitations of them, would try to leave behind fine deeds as memorials to 

himself, and would be more eager to be the subject of a eulogy than the author of one” (599b). 

Instead, rather than specializing in one craft, the poet attempts to perform all crafts to a degree 

that suggests he holds knowledge of them. The painter is careful to get the image of a thing 

correct without having any understanding of the state of the thing. The poet speaks eloquently of 

subjects so that he sounds educated in even the most complex of notions. It should be taken into 

consideration though that, while they share in their efforts to appear enlightened about all matters 

which they imitate, more so those that they know less of, both poets and painters are striving, not 

necessarily to deceive their audiences, but to create stories and artworks which are acceptably 

realistic so that they are pleasant to those who experience them. 

This priority the artists place on creating that which seems pleasant to the masses leads 

Plato to reiterate his earlier account of the nature of poetry as being a thing which promotes 

weakness and the bad. What appears to be pleasant, especially to the masses, is typically only so 

in a shallow sense and even rarer still does the praise of a thing get attributed to its actual good, 

rather than to its apparent good. Consider, for example, a man who is able to perform his job 

faster than his coworkers. Setting aside the very real possibility that many of his coworkers will 

be envious of him, they will be envious not of his ability to do his work, but of his ability to do it 

in a quick fashion that gives him more time for leisure. The artist would do wrong in praising, 

through his art, the man’s speed if he does so for the reasons of this added down time rather than 

the fact that his speed makes him more capable and efficient in his craft as he is not valuing what 



   
 

 v  
 

ought to matter most in this case; skill over leisure. The artist would be even more mistaken in 

his praise if it were found out that, in order to achieve this quickness, the worker sacrifices the 

integrity of his work. Plato claims that, “it is the best part of [our soul] that is willing to 

follow...rational calculation” (604d). When faced with a great loss it is the rational part of our 

soul that tells us not to grieve when we are ignorant of what truly lies beyond life and urges us to 

remain functioning and deliberative. When faced with the probability of danger, the rational side 

wills us to remain cautious and temperate but without abandoning ourselves to overwhelming 

cowardice or the very cause for which we are confronting said danger. 

 

3. On the Use of Imitation 

In order to understand how this complex examination of poetry is not an absolute 

rejection of it, we must determine exactly what Plato means by “imitation” and “imitative 

poetry.” We’ve already established that someone is considered to be an imitator when he makes 

a thing appear to be, yet has not made the thing itself. An artist is said to imitate a table if he 

makes a painting of one, a poet is said to imitate a king when he expresses and depicts himself as 

one when he is not. In book 3, when investigating the different styles of poetry in order to 

determine if there is a better or worse one and which ones ought to be allowed into the ideal city, 

Plato determines there are three distinct kinds of poetry in relation to delivery styles containing 

imitation. “One kind of poetry and story-telling employs only imitation- tragedy and comedy, as 

you say. Another kind employs only narration by the poet himself- you find this most of all in 

dithyrambs. A third kind uses both- as in epic poetry and many other places” (394c). He 

describes the first sort, the one which is solely imitative, as a story in which the poet never 

speaks as himself. They are always taking the role of one character or another. The second form 
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is one in which the whole of the story is related in narrative, the speaker is himself throughout. 

The last style is a combination of narration and imitation. Homer’s Iliad is an example of this as, 

at times, the narrator as himself gives the accounts of what is occurring in the story, at other 

times, he assumes the role of a character and imitates them in word and action. We’ve discovered 

now that not all forms of poetry are imitative, but in turn fail to find where the nature of imitative 

poetry lies, whether as a benefit or harm to the city. This will determine how we ought to manage 

imitation. 

When we return again to education, we see that poetry, before our application of 

regulations, is filled with stories depicting both the good and bad, truth and falsehoods, and the 

right and wrong. In the same way the youth are highly impressionable as to what things are good 

and bad and right and wrong, they are inclined to imitate the actions of the poets. From this 

understanding, in conjunction with previous examinations, we can make a number of 

assumptions. First, following from the principle of specialization, an individual is best suited to 

train and excel in a singular craft meaning both that an imitator will only be best at his craft if he 

imitates a single thing, for the same imitator could not be the best king if he also imitates beggars 

and craftsmen.  

Second, a Guardian, if he is to remain a true Guardian, should not attempt to become an 

imitator as well. Plato does note that, “if they do imitate, they must imitate from childhood what 

is appropriate for them, namely, people who are courageous, self-controlled, pious, and free, and 

their actions” (395c). His reasoning being that they run the risk that “from enjoying the imitation, 

[a Guardian could] come to enjoy the reality... imitations practiced from youth become part of 

nature and settle into the habits of gesture, voice, and thought” (395d). Take, for example, a 

youth who witnesses a comedy which includes an unjust man. Initially, by virtue of his education 
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and upbringing so far, he finds the man shameful and hates him. But as the theatric continues, the 

unjust man is shown to have a witty character, charm, and be able to make a fool of the just man 

by way of his unjust actions; anything from cheating in a game to stealing things of great value 

and importance while avoiding suspicion or repercussion. The youth’s curiosity and desire to be 

seen as witty and charming leads him to imitate the character, though he may tell himself he will 

not act unjustly. A time comes, though, when he is faced with a task that he is aware he could 

minimize the charge of or avoid entirely if he acts unjustly. Remembering again how the unjust 

man was praised as intelligent for escaping his own duties, the youth decides to act unjustly as 

well. Overtime the youth would either, through education and self-reflection, find injustice to be 

bad and dismiss any trace of it from his nature or, and this is the more likely development, he 

will find injustice to be rewarding and continue to allow badness to grow in his soul.  

Third, our second assumption applies, in similar form, to any craftsman; that no 

craftsman within the city should be allowed to become an imitator himself nor imitate any other 

craft if he is to become an expert in his own and “isn’t it because of this” Plato asks, “that it’s 

only in our city that we’ll find a cobbler who is a cobbler and not also a captain... and a farmer 

who is a farmer and not also a juror” (397e).  

Fourth, alongside the restriction of imitation for the sake of one's craft specialization, it 

would also be irrational and immoral to allow any for whom we care for or wish to see excel to 

imitate “one suffering misfortune and possessed by sorrows and lamentations, and even less one 

who is ill, in love, or in labor” (395e). Neither should we let them imitate those “who are 

cowards... libeling and ridiculing each other, using shameful language while drunk or sober, or 

wronging themselves or others” lest such imitation lead one to truly take on this nature and bring 

either harm to themselves or others. For these same reasons, poets should not even be allowed to 
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imitate “neighing horses, bellowing bulls, roaring rivers, the crashing sea, thunder, or anything of 

that sort” (396b). Such imitations are fit only for madmen or one who is of an inferior nature and 

finds no imitation unworthy to himself. Despite these dangers and risks though, and perhaps 

most importantly, this relationship of imitation becoming reality can have a positive effect. In the 

same manner one who imitates the bad can corrupt his soul by creating multiple conflicting 

characters within themselves, one who imitates the good can improve his soul if they learn to 

improve their entire character as one, rather than to allow the appearance of good in one part of 

themselves and remain bad in another. 

It is, therefore, right to accept that some forms of imitation will be allowed. Those that 

imitate what is good and true. Poets themselves should only wish to imitate such traits and 

actions in their art. Imitating a character only when such imitation will promote a good nature 

within them and being unwilling to imitate inferior actions that will promote an inferior nature.   

He’ll imitate this good man most when he’s acting in a faultless and intelligent manner, 

but he’ll do so less, and with more reluctance, when the good man is upset by disease, 

sexual passion, drunkenness, or some other misfortunes. When he comes upon a 

character unworthy of himself, however, he’ll be unwilling to make himself seriously 

resemble that inferior character- except perhaps for a brief period in which he’s doing 

something good (396c-d).   

Only these pure imitators will be allowed within the city. Though Plato recognizes that 

such poetry will be bland and that, when an imitator of various natures comes to their city walls, 

they will “bow down before him as someone holy, wonderful, and pleasing, but [they will] tell 

him that there is no one like him in [their] city and that it isn’t lawful for there to be” (398a). It is 

for their own benefit that they will have to accept and uphold a strict law in regards to which 
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poet and storyteller is allowed in the city, namely, one that imitates “the speech of a decent 

person and who would tell his stories in accordance with the patterns... laid down” (398b). This 

division of the good but boring and bad but entertaining is a common theme in Platonic 

dialogues and speaks further to the importance of being able to properly recognize where a given 

matter falls. Plato hesitates little if at all in praising poetry and admits openly his attraction to it, 

even as he scrutinizes it as he would any pleasure which came under consideration to be included 

in their city. He compares the decision they will have to make, should the defenders of poetry 

fail in their attempt, to “the lover who renounces a passion that is doing him no good, however 

hard it may be,” (607e). Suggesting that even with the knowledge that the poetry which they are 

dismissing from their city so as to protect their citizens from its harm, it will still be a difficult 

and unpleasant task to undertake. This view, while doing little to advocate for the nature of 

poetry, says much towards the appeal it holds and makes it even more evident as to why Plato is 

so demanding of imitative poetry. Throughout his investigation, he echoes how powerful poetry 

can be. Its capacity to influence is distinctive and, should they be able to find poetry that meets 

their standards, Plato recognizes that they would “certainly profit if poetry were shown to be not 

only pleasant but also beneficial” (607e). But it is the responsibility of anyone wishing to use a 

powerful tool to determine that the tool is adequate, well-regulated, and used only by those who 

are educated in its proper use. Plato admits before beginning his analysis of imitative poetry that 

“even though the love and respect [he’s] had for Homer since [he] was a child made [him] 

hesitate to speak, for [Homer] seems to have been the first teacher and leader of all [the] fine 

tragedians. All the same, no one [or thing] is to be honored or valued more than the truth” 

(595c). 
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Chapter 3: In Defense of Plato’s Political Theory 

In the previous two chapters I have argued that Plato’s criticism of falsehoods and 

imitation is not an absolute rejection of them. By setting strict conditions on how falsehoods and 

imitations are to be used within the ideal city, Plato is not creating an impossible criterion, but 
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rather recognizing and, in turn, accounting for the power and influence these crafts possess. This 

view of Plato is not one many might easily accept. Plato not only permits lying, but restricts it to 

the ruling class of the Kallipolis so that they may manipulate the beliefs of the non-

philosophically inclined public in order to instill the appropriate soul states. In the ideal city, 

information is largely withheld from the greater population under the assertion that it is for their 

own good.  

Regardless of Plato’s best intentions these are not easy stances to accept, particularly in a 

modern state. In this section, I will not attempt to argue whether or not Plato’s philosophy ought 

to be applied in modern settings. My aim is rather to evaluate the ethical quality of his view. My 

analysis is threefold: first I will examine the realistic potential of the Kallipolis, that is, I will 

determine whether Plato himself considered his ideal city to be worth implementation. This is an 

important consideration as the resolution will affect how we assess Plato’s political philosophy. I 

argue that Plato believed the Kallipolis to be both possible and desirable, but did not have much 

hope for its realization due to the obstacle of political reform it would face. In section 2, I will 

defend the epistemic soundness of Plato’s theory by contrasting it against two similar theories 

and show how the citizens of the Kallipolis avoid epistemic folly by appealing to evidence and 

the natures of man. Finally, in section 3, I will defend the ethical quality of Plato’s political 

theory against Jason Stanley’s criticisms of propaganda, showing that, while Plato’s use of noble 

lies, falsehoods, and imitations is a form of propaganda, it does not appeal to false ideologies in 

the same manner harmful propaganda does. 

 

1. On the Reality of the Kallipolis 
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Plato constructs the Kallipolis as just that, a beautiful and ideal city, but whether he 

himself believed that the political theory of his city should or even could be implemented is not 

obvious from the text. In order to adequately examine Plato’s political theory, this is a question 

that must be answered. Perhaps Plato’s construction of the Kallipolis is meant to be viewed as 

irony, perhaps it is meant to be viewed as a guiding utopia; meant to show us what to strive 

towards in the formation of our own cities but which is ultimately unattainable. To examine 

Plato’s political theory outside of the circumstances for which Plato intended could potentially 

result in the failure to examine his political theory at all.  

Drew Hyland, for one, argues that Plato intended the Kallipolis and his construction of it 

to be viewed as irony; not only as a component of his philosophic education, but as a way of 

showing that perfect justice is both impossible and undesirable. Hyland outlines three major 

clues which act as “signposts” for irony. The first of which is Plausibility, that is, “if a great 

thinker makes an assertion which is so implausible as to be outlandish, we have good reason to 

suspect irony” (Hyland 1988). In regards to this, Hyland cites one of the more extreme 

conditions of the Kallipolis; the sending away of any citizens of their city over the age of ten in 

order to raise the youth away from the dispositions of their parents and other elders (541a).  

The second signpost of irony is internal consistency which regards the apparent 

contradiction of ideas within a specific work. For this, one might consider that the Republic itself 

is an imitation as it is written in a dialectic context and takes on the voices of many characters.  

The third signpost is external consistency. This involves contradictions in positions taken 

across various texts. Hyland admits that there are times where a shift in position between texts 

ought not be viewed as a contradiction but rather a true shift in understanding. As one’s own 

examinations change, so will their stances, but Hyland states, “that such vacillation should be 
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concluded only after having exhausted the possibility that [the author] is being ironic” (Hyland 

1988).  

Using these signposts, Hyland argues that the ideal city itself is an example of Platonic 

irony. Furthermore, the irony is meant to demonstrate something boldly different from what is 

suggested: “at least to those fundamentally committed to knowing the truth...the establishing of 

perfect justice is both impossible and undesirable” (Hyland 1988). Hyland attributes this to the 

fact that, in order to establish “perfect justice” a noble lie must be used. Two lies specifically: the 

Myth of the Metals and the Principle of Specialization. He claims that in using lies as the 

foundation of a city intended to be perfectly just, Plato is showing that perfect justice is 

“incompatible with its citizens’ knowing the truth about themselves and their city” (1988). 

Hyland further claims that the Unhappiness of the Philosopher-Rulers, too, would suggest this 

stance. That in forcing Philosophers to take on the undesired role of rulers, one would be 

committing a radical injustice which further casts the Kallipolis as a city which Plato believed to 

be both unattainable and undesirable. 

George Klosko argues against Hyland’s ironic view, claiming instead that Plato believes 

the Kallipolis to be both possible and desirable, though admittedly difficult to achieve. Klosko 

does not view Plato’s conditions as impossibly absurd as Hyland does, but rather appeals to 

“Plato’s tremendous faith in the plasticity of human nature and, consequently, in the power of 

education” (Klosko 1981). I believe Klosko is correct in this line of defense. Hyland attributes 

the impossibility of the conditions Plato sets to a “negativity” established in human nature. But 

Plato specifically states that to begin the city they must send off all those above the age of ten in 

order to instill the proper values in the first generation of the citizens of the Kallipolis (541a). A 
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specific group of individuals was required in order for the other, seemingly absurd conditions to 

also be possible. He did not believe the city could be built with just any group of individuals.  

“In order to create a society that is moral, the philosophers must initiate a thoroughly 

radical reform. They ‘would take the city and men’s characters as a drafting board, and 

first of all they would clean it...which is not at all easy’ (501a). ‘They would refuse to 

touch a city or an individual or to write laws, unless they either take over a clean surface 

to work on or clean it themselves’ (501a; mod.).” (Klosko 1981) 

This appears to me more true to the character of Plato writing, which balances optimism with 

pessimism about the human condition. In his examination of falsehoods and imitations, Plato 

holds a similar view; that certain character traits are necessary in order for certain things to come 

about. Each of the three classes must meet a set of requirements in order for the greater whole of 

the city to last and work efficiently. Everyone must accept the noble lies and their given roles 

and must accept the strict conditions which maintain each class at balance with each other. The 

philosopher-rulers, as Hyland points out, must accept the undesirable role of rulers as no one else 

is suited to the job and for any non-philosopher to rise to the position would lead to the certain 

downfall of the city. Hyland claims that this injustice and forced unhappiness of the ruling class 

is an ironic claim, but Klosko argues that the claim is genuine as Plato states that “the ideal state 

is designed not to make any one class happy, but for the good of all (Klosko 1981, 420b-421c). 

The citizens sacrifice certain freedoms, the guardians sacrifice certain possessions, and the rulers 

sacrifice the life of pure contemplation; this is one of the elements of balance which maintains 

the Kallipolis. Ultimately, Klosko concludes that the true challenge Plato recognizes his ideal 

city faces is that of radical political reform. In order for the right political reform to take place 
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either “philosophers [must] become kings, or kings [must] become philosophers” (Klosko 1981) 

and it appears that Plato believes both to be unlikely to ever come to fruition. 

Although Plato likely didn’t anticipate his noble city coming into existence, it seems like 

he had some hope that it, or aspects of it, would come to fruition. Thus, we would do well to 

consider the merits of the ideas put forth in Plato’s city. In the next section, I will do this by 

examining two theories which threaten the ethics of Plato’s theory. I will argue that Plato’s view 

does not succumb to these objections. 

 

2. On Objections to Plato’s Epistemological Theory 

In his criticism of falsehoods and imitations, Plato develops a theory of their proper use. 

Despite his stringent guidelines, there are some dangers that oppose Plato’s theory. In this 

section, I will summarize William Clifford’s Evidentialism and William James’ Pragmatism and 

show how, rather than suffer the flaws of either or both; the citizens of Plato’s Kallipolis follow 

an epistemic theory that incorporates elements which allow it to avoid these flaws.  

William Clifford begins his article with the story of a shipowner who is preparing to send 

his ship to sea. He is initially skeptical about the state of the vessel as she was old, not well-built, 

and had needed many repairs over the years yet, he ultimately reasons that it has weathered many 

trips before and will be fine once more. The tale concludes with the shipowner receiving the 

insurance money when the ship sinks mid-ocean. Clifford, following from this case, reasons 

what is now regarded as the Clifford Principle, namely that “it is wrong always, everywhere, and 

for anyone, to believe anything upon insufficient evidence” (Clifford 1877). Clifford’s ideology 

is built upon a number of duties; a duty to one’s society, a duty to oneself, and a duty to 
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knowledge and truth. One’s societal duty stems from the claim that no belief is ever a private 

matter. This is not to say that any belief one holds can never be kept to oneself, but rather that 

every belief one holds will have some type of effect on the individual and furthermore on their 

community. What method we use in order to form our beliefs, that is, what evidence or sources 

we turn to and allow to affect our beliefs affect our character. Clifford believed that the 

individual who was too naïve in their belief formation would negatively affect their community. 

He wrote, “what hurts society is not that it should lose its property, but that it should become a 

den of thieves, for then it must cease to be a society” (1877). But Clifford’s evidentialism is not 

entirely consequential, as he also claims that, even if the one believes a thing which somehow 

has no negative affect either on themselves or anyone else, it would still be wrong. 

Clifford claims we have duties to ourselves, our societies, and the very “universal duty of 

questioning all that we believe” (1877). And he does not limit this duty to anyone class. He goes 

on to state that every member of any community bears these epistemic duties. This certainly 

creates a challenge for Plato’s Kallipolis. While it faces the citizen class more so than the 

guardians and them more so than the rulers, all three of the classes within the Kallipolis will have 

to believe, to an extent, the foundational Noble Lies. A premature defense might be to argue that 

the citizens of the Kallipolis do base their beliefs on evidence; the teachings of their elders and 

rulers, and that the rulers are not necessarily lying, but simply delivering truth in the essence of 

falsehoods and imitations. In response to this, Clifford cites a passage by John Milton: 

A man may be a heretic in the truth; and if he believe things only because his pastor says 

so, or the assembly so determine, without knowing other reason, though his belief be true, 

yet the very truth he holds becomes his heresy. 

(Areopagitica)   
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So far, it seems the citizens of the Kallipolis are fated to suffer a harsh flaw. According to 

Clifford they are too naïve in their beliefs and, in time, they will be led astray to believe anything 

that is said to them. But this is not the case. How can a child know that a flame will burn? Or 

how can someone who lives now know anything about a time before their own? According to 

our examination of Clifford’s ideology so far, the child can only know by being burned 

themselves and the individual who wonders of their history simply cannot know. This may be 

true, but it seems an overly critical stance. In regards to this, Clifford goes on to discuss the 

weight of authority and the limits of inference. Not everything that is said to us, or is passed 

down through tradition, ought to be easily taken as truth. In fact, Clifford states it is our duty to 

test and inquire into that which our ancestors have told us. Plato agrees; as we see in his 

education, none are driven away from inquiry or curiosity, but rather taught how to investigate 

matters properly and that these are the individuals who are ultimately raised to act as the 

philosopher rulers of the city.  

What then of the non-philosophers? Clifford writes that when it comes to that which 

cannot be known to use, namely history, then we are allowed to trust on the records and writings 

of other men. “We assume that in this respect men in the past were like men in the present... That 

is, we add to our experience on the assumption of a uniformity in the characters of men” 

(Clifford 1877). Clifford writes this about our history as it is something beyond what we can 

investigate ourselves but I believe it could extend to the citizens of the Kallipolis as well as they 

do not possess the nature nor education necessary to know other things and therefore must too 

rely on the words of others in order to know that which they cannot themselves investigate. As 

Clifford concludes: 
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We may believe what goes beyond our experience, only when it is inferred from that 

experience by the assumption that what we do not know is like what we know. We may 

believe the statement of another person, when there is reasonable ground for supposing 

that he knows the matter of which he speaks, and that he is speaking the truth so far as he 

knows it.  

(Clifford 1877) 

Through Clifford’s examination we are able to determine that Plato’s epistemic theory is 

not too naive. In turning to the philosopher-rulers, the citizens of the Kallipolis are able to know 

things that they couldn’t have otherwise. Their beliefs can be said to be based on evidence 

insofar as the information is transmitted via an oral history from an epistemic authority. But one 

might wonder if the epistemic demands are too restrictive for non-philosophers. If non-

philosophers lack the appropriate epistemic skills to form reliable beliefs, then they will be 

overly dependent on epistemic authorities. To answer this worry, we must turn to William 

James’ Pragmatism. 

Pragmatism stands opposed to William Clifford’s evidentialism, and is a view that 

originated with Charles Pierce and was modified by William James. On James’ view, the value 

of one’s belief resides more so on its practical effects. James believes, as Clifford does, that we 

have a duty when it comes to formulating beliefs, but unlike Clifford he believes there exist two 

distinct aspects of this view, “we must know the truth; and we must avoid error” (James 2011, 

PG#). Clifford’s evidentialism prioritizes the second, that it is better to avoid error, even if it 

means giving up some potential truths. Pragmatism differs in that it recognizes some decisions 

are too critical to leave undecided and, in these cases, one ought to act even in the face of 

insignificant, unreliable, or an absence of evidence. James recognizes the benefit of believing 
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only that which is supported by evidence, but he argues that this is an unrealistic-and even 

dangerous-ideal. He writes in response to Clifford,  

“For my own part, I have also a horror of being duped; but I can believe that worse things 

than being duped may happen to a man in this world: so Clifford’s exhortation has to my 

ears a thoroughly fantastic sound... In a world where we are so certain to incur [errors] in 

spite of our caution, a certain lightness of heart seems healthier than this excessive 

nervousness on their behalf” (James, 2011).  

In order to argue Clifford’s Principle, James disputes that “there are certain cases in 

which it is not wrong to believe things based on insufficient evidence” (James, 2011). James 

responds to Clifford in two ways. First, that choosing not to make a decision in some cases is the 

same as deciding in the negative; for example, choosing not to decide whether one believes (or 

will make an effort to believe) in God is the same as not believing in God. This he calls a forced 

decision. Second, he claims that there are some decisions that are simply too monumental to be 

left in suspended states. Richard Feldman writes that, in considering a monumental decision such 

as this that, “The religious option illustrates the idea that having a belief can have enormous 

practical significance. It can dramatically affect the quality of one’s life. Considered as a 

practical option, it may be that it is better in such a case to commit oneself than it is to suspend 

judgment” (Feldman, 2011). Ultimately though, when it comes to those beliefs which are not 

forced, such as those of science or morals, James claims that, “the need of acting is seldom so 

urgent that a false belief to act on is better than no belief at all” (Chignell 2018). Plato shares this 

view in his ethics, that is, he recognizes that not all will be able to meet the standards of 

investigation that Clifford claims one ought to ascribe to. More so, Plato recognizes that for the 

non-philosophers Clifford’s standard of investigation isn’t necessarily what one ought to ascribe 
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to. Yet there are still decisions the citizens will come across that are forced and when this 

happens Plato, as James does, agrees that at times a decision ought to be made, even with 

insufficient evidence. 

The citizens are able to avoid suffering the flaws of either being too epistemically 

demanding or epistemically permissive as they refer the majority of their beliefs to forms of 

sufficient evidence and only defer from this in relation to those decisions which are monumental 

and forced. These decisions being in nature, I believe, similar to those for which Clifford permits 

the deference of evidence to authority and the natures of men. With the conclusion of this section 

I conclude my analysis of the epistemic properties of Plato’s political theory. In the final section 

I will analyze the ethical properties of his theory under the criticism of propaganda. 

 

3. On Plato’s Propaganda 

So far in Chapter 3 I have argued that Plato himself believed the Kallipolis to be both 

possible and desirable as well as argued for the epistemic soundness of his political theory. In 

this final section I will argue that Plato’s theory is also ethically sound. It cannot be denied that 

Plato intends the rulers of his city, to an extent, to manipulate the beliefs of the city’s citizens. 

Both the use of falsehoods and imitations rely on the permitting of limited information to the 

general populace. According to Jason Stanley, what Plato is utilizing is propaganda. While I will 

admit this, I argue that, just as one ought to distinguish true falsehoods from falsehoods in words, 

one ought to distinguish good from bad propaganda. With this distinction in place, we see that 

Plato does not espouse bad propaganda.  
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Stanley accounts for three aspects of propaganda, all of which are related but distinct. 

The first class has to do with the ground form of propaganda and includes the classical definition 

of propaganda and the definition of propaganda as biased speech. Classical Propaganda is the 

“manipulation of the rational will to close off debate,” while Propaganda as Biased Speech is 

“speech that irrationally closes off certain options that should be considered” (Stanley 2015). The 

dividing factor between the two forms is that action is an immediate consequence of classical 

propaganda, it attempts to rush citizens into acting without allowing time for deliberation. Biased 

speech, on the other hand, attempts to instill a specific line of thought into citizens, leading them 

to act from misguided beliefs rather than the harsh urgency associated with classical propaganda.  

Next, Stanley offers two applications of propaganda: supporting propaganda and 

undermining propaganda. Both are contributions to public discourse that present certain ideals, 

but Supporting Propaganda “increase[s] the realization of those very ideals by either emotional 

or nonrational means” and Undermining Propaganda “erode[s] those very ideals” (Stanley 

2015). Jason Stanley uses the example of the “War on Drugs” initiative. If it were a form of 

supporting propaganda the “War on Drugs” would promote government law and a sense of 

justice, but the disparity between the sentencing rates of blacks and whites under the “War on 

Drugs” movement has instead undermined the intended ideologies of law and justice (Stanley 

2015). 

Finally, Stanley accounts for two models of propaganda: the content model and the 

expressive model. The Content Model states that “one kind of paradigmatic propaganda in a 

liberal democracy would have a normal at-issue content that seems reasonable, and would also 

have a not-at-issue content that is not reasonable.” The Expressive Model differs in that it’s not-

at-issue content would “decrease empathy for a group” (Stanley 2015). Stanley offers the claim 
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“There are Jews among us”. While in itself not a negative claim, there is an implied sense of 

division between the Jews in a community and everyone, conveying a “them and us” mentality. 

This has two effects: first, it holds the value claim and not-at-issue unreasonable message that 

Jews are separate or even an enemy relating to the content model. Second, it promotes an ethical 

claim and decreases empathy for Jews and their community; this reflects the expressive model. I 

will interject here to clarify that, while the focus of Stanley’s investigation is propaganda in 

relation to liberal democracies, he admits that political propaganda can occur in any political 

state and that these accounts of propaganda are not unique to any one political ideology. 

Based on these definitions, it appears clear to me that Plato’s political theory does invoke 

various forms of propaganda. Plato’s use of the noble lies, falsehoods, and imitations are non-

rational means of achieving desired results from the citizens. Now, Stanley does not directly state 

whether any one or other of these forms of propaganda is necessarily good or bad. While at first 

glance it certainly seems that propaganda is inherently bad in its appeal to the nonrational, I 

argue that this is not always the case and, furthermore, that it is not the case with Plato’s 

propaganda. 

The key to harmful propaganda is flawed ideology or false, and misleading ideas which 

are unresponsive to evidence. Stanley argues against what he believes to be two common 

misconceptions of propaganda: that propagandistic claims must be false and must be made 

insincerely (Stanley 2015). He argues that this is not the case because even when a claim is true 

or made sincerely, it is the flawed ideology of the audience that does most of the work. This is 

what demagogues rely on in order to manipulate the irrational states of their listeners. While 

Plato’s political theory does make use of propaganda, I do not believe it would be correct to 

claim that his propaganda makes use of false ideology. That is, I argue that we ought to divide 
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false ideologies in the same way we divide falsehoods; true in one sense and false in words in the 

other. True False Ideology then would be that which, whether seemingly false or true on its face, 

is built upon false understandings of what truly is. While False in Words Ideology would then be 

that which, whether seemingly false or true on its face, is built upon true understandings of what 

truly is. 

If we accept this division, then we can see that it is propaganda that appeals to true false 

ideologies that is harmful while propaganda such as the one Plato intends for the Kallipolis 

appeals to the false ideologies of the citizens, but false ideologies which fundamentally are true 

in their relation to the understanding of what is good, right, and true. 
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