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Introduction
In the opening scene of Plato’s Republic, Socrates begins his account of his trip down to the port, a trip that occurred the day before.  His memory is very fresh.  He and Glaucon go to the Piraeus in order to pray to the goddess – the new goddess – that the Athenians were welcoming to their city from Thrace.  What, were the Athenians prepared to believe in gods of another land?  From the Thracians, no less?  How interesting the relation of religion and politics appears already in this first line – or, as our students would say, “how ironic.”  Socrates got into mortal trouble for less.  The conversation that ensues continues the theme of what the Athenians believe in and who their intellectual authorities are.  Who should teach what, and how?  Who shapes opinions in 5th century Athens, and are there serious alternatives?  The Republic is such a basic text in the West because it poses these questions and offers ample material for deliberation.  In the process, Plato suggests the paradigm of a liberal arts education:  his Republic stars the philosopher Socrates and features his
 brilliant creation, the seminar.

In this country, versions of the Socratic seminar were adopted in small liberal arts institutions before America was even founded.  But in the 21st century, we are in real danger of forgetting these roots.  And the survival of liberal education in a research university may well depend upon our being able to recollect our justification for the existence of the small liberal arts institution, which in turn depends on the small liberal arts institution being able to defend the activity of Socratic questioning.  To develop this theme, I will follow the reverse course of Socrates in the Republic when he moves from “small letter” justice in the individual to the more visible justice in a city; I will seek to isolate the defining characteristics of liberal education by reviewing the way that Plato represents Socrates at work in the first half of the Republic.  By the end of Book 5 Socrates has introduced the concept of being and non-being and has sufficiently prepared the ground for all present to receive the series of images that will unforgettably introduce the two-world theory.  Logos seems to have moved about as far as possible, before mythos takes over.  From the Sun, to the Line, to the Cave, the seminar just gathers pace.
Simply put, the force of the Socratic example is in his ability to keep questions open long enough for ideas to generate.  He begins the tradition of liberal arts education by suggesting that questioning – elenchus, examination – is the fundamental human tool.  Socrates cannot teach someone who already knows all of the answers, and everybody in his circle comes with some baggage.  In the opening passage the young men all push Socrates around, either refusing to listen to him or actually speaking for him.  The banter is all in fun, but Polemarchus does say “Could you really persuade…if we don’t listen?”
  Glaucon answers for his teacher:  “It seems we must stay” (328b).  The one with the most knowledge appears to have the least power – and yet, it is Socrates who dictates the terms of the discussion to follow.  Significantly, by the close of Book 5, the relations have lost their competitive edge and an intellectual community has begun to take form.  Readers of the Republic will have seen enough by then to be able to identify and reproduce key features of a humanistic education.  It has precious little in common with a MOOC.

The Prelude
It is colossally important that Book 1 of the Republic appears before Book 2.  In the course of the first book, challenges occur in the form of representative interlocutors, each having his distinctive way of closing down thinking.  First the traditional Cephalus appears, then Polemarchus, the poetically-trained, and finally the sophist Thrasymachus.   If we were looking for their modern-day counterparts, we might imagine Cephalus to be a person so old he doesn’t use email, his son Polemarchus, someone who spends all his time on Facebook, and the third, Thrasymachus, a cynic with political aspirations in the current administration.  The ancient poet might be any style-setting spokesperson of popular culture – performer, rock star, blogger; the sophist, meanwhile, translates more directly.  Socrates takes each of these interlocutors out of his comfort zone before establishing a teachable situation for the larger group.  Apparently there is no progress without disorientation, and the struggle must be personal – one on one.  Contrary to first impressions, Socrates does not try, and fail, to give a good lecture in Book 1.  Rather, he laid the groundwork for a great seminar thereafter.

Cephalus is among “the very old,” in Socrates’ frank estimate (328e).  He is fully invested in the poetic traditions of fifth century Greece, testifying to the blurring of “tradition” and “poetry.”  In his advanced age he discovers a new religiosity:  “He was seated on a sort of cushioned stool and was crowned with a wreath, for he had just performed a sacrifice” (328c).   He seems comfortable with the “bargain” he has struck with the gods, though there are murmurings in the younger generation about these easy “deliverances” and “purifications” (364e).  The system seems dubious.  Under Socrates’ rapid-fire questioning, Cephalus reveals his renewed fears about the afterlife as depicted by Homer and the tragedians, as well as his efforts to assure his own safe passage.  He confesses to “reckoning up his accounts” (330e) which involves paying off his debts to men and gods.  What kind of basis for ethics is this?  It is the conventional one, which Socrates proceeds to put to the severest test.  Nietzsche captured this moment well in The Birth of Tragedy when he dubbed Socrates’ model the “theoretical man” who justifies himself in reasonable terms, without end.  Cephalus was under no such stricture.  Socrates easily turns Cephalus’ comment into a difficult back-and-forth about paying one’s debt and the definition of justice, which is not what Cephalus had in mind when he joined the conversation.  The poets were never sticklers about definitions, but that terrain is Socrates’ specialty:  ti estin – what is it?   If Cephalus is to be our guide, the Athenian elders alternately patronize and flee the philosopher.  For Cephalus, the time to flee arrives.

Polemarchus, who is as conversant as his father was with the stories of the poets, steps in to help.  He follows Socrates’ increasingly outrageous prompts and agrees to things that he by no means holds as true.  To Socrates’ question “is justice useless in the use of each and useful in its uselessness?” Polemarchus replies:  “I’m afraid so” (333d).  This outcome does not particularly matter to him, and he concludes merely that something must be wrong with the argument.  In other words, Polemarchus is initially without any resources in the face of philosophical scrutiny.  The conventionally-educated are non-comprehending because they are accustomed to having had Homer and Hesiod and the tragedians answer everything in their terms.  But Polemarchus is not quite as dim as he first appears; he is like a freshman in his first week at college, still formed by habits of adolescence but soon prepared for radical questioning.

Everyone knows that things do not end well for the poets in Plato’s Republic, but at the start they stand in for a seemingly innocuous kind of authority.  On the other hand, the challenge from the sophist – the tough-minded stance – looks immediately threatening.  The first impression Thrasymachus leaves is that of a pent-up beast, and things hardly improve from there in his original appearance.  His claim is that when injustice comes into being on a large enough scale, it is “mightier, freer, and more masterful than justice” (344c).  Thus the greatest tyrant sits at the pinnacle of happiness – and Thrasymachus prides himself on having the courage to state this openly.  Youthful admiration of strength and love of honor join forces in his view.  But like most sophists, he esteems contradictory things.  At the same time that Thrasymachus worships tyrannical power, he also values knowledge, revealing an idealism that he will not relinquish.  That, too, is characteristic of the young, and will be useful for bringing him around to new ways of thinking.  Socrates will show him that he cannot have it both ways.  

Sometimes an interlocutor has to be completely shut down.  In debate, Thrasymachus becomes rude and petulant:  “You’re a sycophant in arguments, Socrates,” he charges, and then calls him “a nonentity” (340d, 341c).  Until Thrasymachus is quieted, other more thoughtful interlocutors may just remain watchful.  Thrasymachus wants to demonstrate his prowess in a public performance, thus giving Socrates the occasion to deflate his pretensions.  Once deflated, Thrasymachus is finally teachable.  In this case, the sophistic challenge is one that is not as intractable as that of the poets.  And Socrates carries his point that interlocutors should be able to justify their beliefs and thoughts without causing rancor.  

By the time Book 1 is complete, everyone recognizes the difficulties ahead.  Even the silent individuals (including readers) can be assumed to be struggling with their own answers to questions about the definition of justice.  Through artful conversation and self-denigration, Socrates establishes a model for seminar leadership:  “as a result of the discussion I know nothing” (354c).  A new mood can be detected:  things are about to take off.

A New Regime
Book 2 opens with the impassioned pleas to Socrates by two sons of Ariston,  Glaucon and Adeimantus (Plato stands by), that he revisit the argument about the ultimate goodness of justice.   Glaucon, who Socrates identifies as “always most courageous in everything” (357a), asserts that Thrasymachus gave up too easily.  Like a snake, he was “charmed more quickly than he should have been.”  Glaucon wants more proof:  “For I desire to hear what each is and what power it has all alone by itself when it is in the soul – dismissing its wages and consequences” (358b).  He evokes the story of a magic ring allegedly found by the ancestor of Gyges, and claims that the just and unjust man would “both go the same way” (360c) if they were equally assured of being able to get away with malevolent deeds.  Glaucon wants to see Socrates demonstrate the contrary – that even if the perfectly just man gained an infamous reputation, his life would be happier than that of the unjust man who had a reputation for justice.  “My, my,” Socrates responds, “how vigorously you polish up each of the two men – just like a statue – for their judgment” (361d).

Adeimantus also wants to hear the argument that justice is intrinsically choiceworthy:  “Of what profit is justice in itself to the man who possesses it, and what harm does injustice do?  Leave wages and reputations to others to praise” (367d).  It seems that the old stories of the poets no longer satisfy.  Adeimantus observes in the poets a kind of conspiracy to pretend that justice is good in itself when everyone perfectly well knows it is not.   Or, in an echo of the appearance of Cephalus, the poets persuade people that “through sacrifices and pleasurable games there are, after all, deliverances and purifications from unjust deeds for those still living” (364e-365a).  These men demand a story of a different order.  

Is there a finer example of the teacher allowing students to give full expression to their needs?  Perhaps the clarifying ways of Book 1 were directed toward these brothers of Plato.  One thing is for sure:  Socrates responds precisely to the challenges as articulated by Glaucon and Adeimantus.  One might add, “to a fault.”  It takes time before readers can fully appreciate how closely Socrates stays to the original terms of the challenge, but one clue is found in the repetition of “statue” imagery:  “Just as if we were painting statues and someone came up and began to blame us…” (420c).  The gist of their activity of constructing a city in speech is that what comes out is pretty much the same as what they put in – starting with the assumption that “each of us is naturally not quite like anyone else, but rather differs in his nature” (370a).  But in the event, they will see their construction with new eyes.  Socrates is perfectly adept at giving voice to perspectives that he does not at all share.  This seems to be another essential art of the seminar leader; conventional opinions need to be uttered before they can be refined.  

It is easy to mock the “yes Socrates” format of certain exchanges, but it is actually crucial that interlocutors can say anything at anytime.  Consider the intervention by Cleitophon, which is a pivotal moment in Book 1.  Cleitophon puts forward the emendation (the just is what seems to the stronger to be his own advantage, 340b) that would have prevented the stumbling block that undid Thrasymachus.  Thrasymachus will not accept the emendation, but if he had, we can well imagine that Socrates would have adjusted his strategy accordingly (potentially leading to a distinctly different dialogue).  But Thrasymachus has his own commitments, and he insists on precision; this sharpens his position for everyone.  Thrasymachus did not want the logos to go in that particular way, and Socrates obliges.  A really fine seminar leader is ready to turn on a dime.  It shows everybody that he is really listening and respecting their contributions (Cleitophon was respected, too).  These moments recur, as when Adeimantus halts the conversation at the start of Book 4 (419a), or again at the start of Book 5, when he and Polemarchus and Thrasymachus press Socrates to fill out the details of the community of women and children.  Socrates draws attention to the moment:  “What a thing you’ve done in arresting me,” he claims, “How much discussion you’ve set in motion, from the beginning again as it were, about the regime I was delighted to think I had already described…You don’t know how great a swarm of arguments you’re stirring up…” (450a).   Socrates perfects the stir.

  No one would deny that even in the case of important interventions by the interlocutors, Socrates is still in full control of the discussion.  He stays just ahead of the opinions of his interlocutors, the better to refine these opinions.  Critically, his is not an abstract argument, but a particular encounter.  For the basic achievement of the seminar is movement.  Socrates was the genius at getting the logos to move where “it” wanted:  “wherever the argument, like a wind, tends, thither must we go” (394d).

Or not.  There are good and bad seminars, and everyone involved is involved in determining its character.  Socrates’ expectations are always high for his partners in conversation.  He has a bottom-line condition for his discussions, and that is that the interlocutors can say anything as long as they don’t misrepresent their own opinions:  “And don’t answer contrary to your opinion, you blessed man, so that we can reach a conclusion” (346a).  By this he does not mean that one cannot play devil’s advocate – Socrates is extraordinarily adept at that role himself.  It is more the misology that he wants to prevent:  playing with arguments as if they mean absolutely nothing (411d-e).  Socrates was no postmodernist:  “for the argument is not about just any question, but about the way one should live” (352d).
The questions don’t get any bigger than the ones about determining the kind of life they should live, and there is no time like the freshman seminar to ask.  “Or do you suppose you are trying to determine a small matter and not a course of life on the basis of which each of us would have the most profitable existence?” (344d-e).  Doubtless the reason that Thrasymachus can be pulled back in is that he trusts that Socrates is after the same human meaning that he himself is, and he has demonstrated that he has gone further along the line of self-inquiry.  Socrates says to Thrasymachus, “you seem really not to be joking now, but to be speaking the truth as it seems to you” (349a).  When discussion is taken seriously like this, serious things can happen.

In the seminar under Socrates’ direction, interlocutors find themselves saying things that they never knew they thought.  In a Gertrude Stein moment, Socrates speaks to the fact that no matter where they start in argument, they will end in a better place:  “We have been saying and hearing it all along without learning from ourselves that we were in a way saying it” (432e).  So the little scenes that unfold along the way that at first appear to be a kind of play-acting turn out to be vitally important:  “Get yourself an adequate light somewhere and look yourself,” Socrates commands Adeimantus, “Call in your brother and Polemarchus and the others” (427d).  The light turns out not to be quite adequate yet, and the interlocutors still have a long night ahead.  What has already happened, though, is that they are imitating “the ruling and being ruled” paradigm that Socrates has incorporated from the start.  It is an anti-tyrannical model, where the form of the teaching and its content intersect.  The idea of the seminar is already in practice, in which civility, high expectations, personal attention, trust, respect and accountability all play a role.

� “His” who?  I’m not saying.


� The Republic of Plato, trans. with notes, an interpretive essay and a new intro. by Allan Bloom (New York:  Basic Books, 1968, 1991):  327c.
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