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INTRODUCTION

Platos Legacy and the Problem of Myth in Political Thought

“MYTH” 1S HARDLY A WELCOME WORD in the discourse of political
theory, where it is often understood in opposition to our most cherished
political and philosophical ideals. As symbolically fraught narratives
that resist critical scrutiny, myths are more readily associated with col-
lective passions than with the autonomy of individuals to think and
judge for themselves, with obscurity and irrationality rather than with
clarity and reason, with social backwardness rather than with social pro-
gress. At the same time, such narratives abound in contemporary poli-
tics and culture. And, especially in times of polarization and political
uncertainty, their enduring power suggests that they may be much more
deeply entrenched in our way of life than we might think.

What follows is a study of myth through Platonic eyes. The endeavor
may seem surprising to students of Plato and the Platonic tradition; Pla-
to’s legacy, often equated with the history of Western philosophy itself,
is conventionally taken to be a rational and critical enterprise divorced
from myth. But the well-known fact that Plato deliberately interlaced his
philosophical writings with his own myths suggests a portrait of Plato
in tension with his canonical reputation, and suggests, in turn, that the
ramifications of this friction have not yet been fully drawn out in po-
litical theory.
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2 INTRODUCTION

Against the grain of predominant portrayals of Plato’s legacy, both
in the popular and in the philosophical imagination, the chapters that
follow chart a tradition of authors for whom Plato’s myths were a vital
resource for investigating the role of myth in philosophy and political
thought. Plato’s myths helped teach the authors of this tradition to make
myth a subject of philosophical inquiry, and to treat it as a medium
through which to explore the full range of functions that unconditioned
narratives can serve in the formation and maintenance of our world-
views. Thus conceived, constructing a more complete account of Plato’s
legacy is also a way of confronting broader questions regarding the place
of myth in political thought.

In the summer of 1952, a British family of three was murdered on a road-
side while on holiday in France. One of the victims was a prominent
scientist who had been knighted for his work with the Ministry of Food
during the Second World War; the others were his wife and their
daughter, who was only ten years old. The child’s head had been smashed
in so badly that handling her skull, according to the autopsy, “was like
moving a bag of nuts.”

The man accused of the triple murder was Gaston Dominici, an il-
literate seventy-five-year-old farmer who owned La Grand’Terre, the
land adjacent to the site of the crime. His trial, which took place in No-
vember 1954, was one of the greatest public scandals of 1950s France. It
was allegedly remarked at the time that, in comparison to the drama that
unfolded at court, “the theaters of Paris are dull.”?

There were many things about the trial that were unusual, including,
among them, a hopelessly botched body of forensic evidence and a con-
spicuous communicative barrier between the legal language of the mag-
istrates and the rural dialect of the accused. But perhaps the most
striking feature of the trial was the naturalness with which, in the ab-
sence of any concrete evidence or an identifiable motive, a fantastical
narrative began to settle around the events in question. This narrative
painted an intricate picture of a rough and uncouth farmer who presided
over his clan and his land with a kind of raw brutality and who, upon
discovering the hapless tourists on his property, simply disposed of them
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as he willed. In lurid detail, the prosecution kept going over a confes-
sion that Dominici had made during police interrogation, apparently
under duress, in which he admitted to having initiated an erotic en-
counter with the wife and subsequently doing away with her husband
and child the moment he deemed them a nuisance.?

For all its absurdity, the story forced onto the case of Gaston Domi-
nici wasn’t at all an unfamiliar one. It might easily recall, for instance,
a scene from any number of films in which a farmer with a gun threatens
to administer his own law on anyone who wanders onto his property.
Or even if the echoes of such popular tropes in the prosecutor’s account
could be dismissed as merely one of several embarrassments in an
exceptionally dysfunctional trial, there was still no way of denying the
familiarity of another, more general pattern in that narrative, one that
was endemic to the language of the courts. This was the story of a crim-
inal who is single-mindedly fixated on one motive to the point of losing
all hold on reason in its pursuit, as though overcome by a kind of an-
imal or “monstrous” passion.* According to this sort of story, crimes are
committed for specific reasons, and criminals are individuals who sac-
rifice their higher cognitive faculties to certain identifiable objects of
obsession.

To this day, many consider the murder unresolved. However, it was
clear, even at the time, that the case was being understood in unusually
grand, symbolic terms. When the French philosopher and cultural critic
Roland Barthes wrote about the so-called Dominici Affair two months
later, he did so with the conviction that the sensationalist story spun by
the court was no accident, but instead the determined product of a
greater network of “mythologies” pervading our society.” By this he
meant that the stories we end up telling about our world are conditioned
by a tangle of assumptions, frames of mind, and narrative patterns that
have already been made familiar to us.

Such frameworks were both insidious and pervasive: while they might
find incidental expression in any one story that happens to be told at a
given time, like the one told about Gaston Dominici at his trial, they
would by and large form the implicit background to our social norms
and expectations, a tissue of cognitive habits so basic to the way we make
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sense of things that we don’t even notice their existence, or the extent to
which they influence our thinking. Though they might seem to be an
amorphous assemblage of subconscious biases, symbolic associations,
and wishful thinking, they would often cluster around a narrative
mold—Ilike the one about a brute with a gun, or the one about a single-
minded criminal; the story of the cheating villain who will eventually
get his comeuppance and the hero who survives the fight; or the one
about the conspiracy of an overeducated elite encroaching on the liveli-
hood of the common folk.®

And, strangely, for Barthes, when such hidden narratives would sur-
face in our courts, our political rhetoric, our films, and our advertise-
ments, they would often seem to evoke the fabulous qualities of certain
fantastical tales. The Dominici trial, for example, felt to him like the
failed staging of a “rustic tale” in which “shepherds converse with judges
without embarrassment.”” The prosecution, for its part, was quick to de-
pict the old goat-farmer as a lecherous half-beast, a kind of modern-day
Pan. He was a “crafty trickster” perpetually “juggling with human souls
and bestial thoughts,” and it was this enchanted figure, rather than
Gaston Dominici, who was being condemned at court: “He has not a few
faces, this false patriarch of the Grand Terre, he has a hundred!™®

Critically, these evocative and fantastical narratives, which were em-
bedded everywhere in our culture and which could be dismissed so in-
nocuously, were in fact immensely consequential. To the extent that
such prevailing symbolic patterns undergirded the things that feel
normal or natural to us, they controlled our expectations, and in turn
helped determine what we see and don’t see. Had society not already
been predisposed to finding certain kinds of stories coherent, plausible,
or worth imagining, the Dominici court could not have viewed the case
through those lenses; instead, the account that it came up with would
have been altogether unimaginable.

At their most powerful, these commonplace templates could dictate
the course of justice, and they could change lives. At the end of the
eleven-day trial, Dominici was sentenced to execution by guillotine.
Eventually, as his health deteriorated to the point where it was deemed
inhumane for him to remain in prison, he was released by Charles de
Gaulle to live out his last years in a local hospice, where he died in 1965.°
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DEEP MYTHS AND LITERARY MYTHS

Barthes’s insight was that our social and political world is full of those
deeply embedded narratives that we take for granted, and which condi-
tion our perception of our environment and the events that take place
in it. Those tacit frameworks that Barthes associated with “mythology”
might go by other names. To the extent that they are implicit lenses
through which we view reality—and have the effect of determining what
is natural and to be taken for granted in everyday life—they might re-
semble those irrefutably deep-seated worldviews that Pierre Bourdieu
calls doxa, or the schematic medium of the symbol in the philosophy of
Ernst Cassirer.'” To the extent that they help constitute the rich cultural
background shaping our views of the world and its possibilities, such
frameworks might also be an alternative way of thinking about aspects
of the broader web of tacitly shared understandings and representations
that Charles Taylor calls a social imaginary."!

But Barthes was hardly alone in reaching for the category of “my-
thology” to make this observation about the frameworks forming the
tacit background to our worldviews."? In both theoretical discourse as
well as in common usage, “myth” is a ubiquitous term designating a par-
ticularly dense and pervasive form of thought that does not stand up to
rational scrutiny.”?

Theorists of myth tend to refer to something as a myth when it can
be described as a narrative about conditions or events in our world that
is taken for granted, and is not readily available for critical examina-
tion." In that regard the theoretical understanding of the word “myth”
retains a substantial share of the connotations it carries in common
usage. That is, when we call something a myth, we don’t simply mean
that it is a piece of false information. Myths, rather, are tacit imagina-
tive frameworks that circulate widely and are made familiar to us—in
the way hearing a phrase like “the myth of the lone genius” might evoke
in us a surprisingly precise array of images and story lines for envisioning
the career, the personality, and even the physical attributes of such a
figure. But despite their familiarity, these narratives are not grounded
in reasons or verifiable facts—like the myths invoked in any number of
newspaper headlines broadcasting the need to expose and debunk
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them." Indeed, they are especially impervious to facts and arguments—
much like the way so many of the myths exposed in those same news-
paper headlines keep resurfacing, no matter how many times they are
debunked.

This broad definition of myth encompasses a sprawling constellation
of concepts understood to operate at the level of deep culture. They range
from mundane and relatively undertheorized phenomena—like tropes,
stereotypes, superstition, urban legends, conspiracy theories, and the ev-
eryday narrative patterns that exercised Barthes—to issues of more im-
mediate political consequence, such as false consciousness, institutions,
belief systems, and ideology, especially in relation to discussions of
nationalism.'

It may seem unconvincing, if not odd, that theoretical discourse
brings this vast and eclectic collection of concepts under the same cat-
egory, let alone under the category of myth. But the motivation driving
the line of thought is broadly intuitive. We might understand it as a the-
oretical effort to identity a set of unusually dense thought patterns, which
tend toward the figurative and narrative, and which elude ordinary chan-
nels of rational scrutiny. In the most general instance, the contemporary
study of myth is a way of acknowledging that people’s worldviews are
conditioned by arational frameworks fraught with symbolic meanings.

In this book, I am not so much intent on contesting the definitional
boundaries of what can and cannot be brought under the broad theo-
retical heading of “myth,” as I am concerned with examining a partic-
ular aspect of this effort. Namely, I explore the notion that the category
that we use to identify a certain set of elusive background phenomena
in modern politics and culture is the category of myth in particular. This
move circumvents a more general definitional problem in existing the-
oretical work on myth, which scholars tend to conceptualize in terms
that are at once too broad and too narrow. By examining the various
ways in which a tradition of thinkers has ascribed wider significance to
a narrow literary genre, in particular as it has been appropriated for phil-
osophical use in Plato’s writings, I hope to keep the focus of this study
on a specific meaning and use of myth without losing sight of the larger
stakes surrounding the concept.
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So far I have been discussing a more contemporary, elusive under-
standing of myth as a kind of deep, tacit framework in the background
of our worldviews. But this broad conception of myth also bears a close
association to an older, more tangible meaning of the word: not of a tacit
imaginative formula in deep cultural circulation, but of a narrated tale
conforming to the conventions of a distinct literary genre. This is the
definition of myth as a unique form of orally transmitted narrative fic-
tion, featuring fantastical or supernatural elements, which we tend to
encounter as the cultural artifacts of ancient or otherwise remote civi-
lizations. Myths of this kind are not evocative templates for stories, but
elaborated stories whose details have already been more or less filled
out—with specific, often recurring, casts of fantastic characters or set-
tings, sometimes with complex, interconnected plots.

There are, then, two distinct ideas of myth that figure in the discourse
around myth. The first meaning, we might call deep myths, to refer to
the broad conceptual collection formed around the elusive frameworks
we find embedded in the background of contemporary culture. The
second, by contrast, we might call literary myths, to indicate the tradi-
tional narrative genre of fantastical tales.

What is the proper relationship between these two understandings
of myth? The two ideas—one a kind of tacit substratum, the other a cul-
tural relic of a narrated form—are often mixed up together for reasons
both intuitive and historically contingent. At one level, they share an en-
twined history: the concept of myth in the former sense was a modern
construction, one that grew out of the study of pagan mythologies."” It
wasn’t until the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries—with the dis-
covery and proliferation of literary myths from indigenous cultures
outside of western Europe, and the interest that intellectuals took in
comparing them both to the Greco-Roman myths pervading their own
cultural heritage as well as to superstitious beliefs found in contemporary
European society—that literary myths came to be associated with a dis-
tinct mode of thinking that opposed critical and scientific reasoning.
On this view, deep myths would constitute a kind of dense and fraught
cognitive habit that is formed in that uncritical mode, a tendency to ap-
proach any given aspect of reality one way.
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At the same time, more intuitive connections can be drawn between
the two ideas of myth. Literary myths are just-so stories, which charac-
teristically portray certain states of affairs as part of the natural order
of things, as though they already hold the status of those deeper aspects
of one’s worldview that are most taken for granted and rarely come up
for questioning. Moreover, the realities presented in such traditional
tales are presented fantastically, often featuring deities, magic, and other
supernatural or fanciful elements. When stories wear fantasy so promi-
nently on their surface, they do not readily invite critical scrutiny; rather,
it would seem beside the point to take apart such tales using the rules of
logic and facts. And so it can be said of the two concepts of myth that
they share a structural parallel. Even though deep myths refer to that
which is latent in societies more generally, and literary myths to the dis-
tinct cultural products of societies considered remote, those socially em-
bedded frameworks that constitute myth in the first sense are narratives
that are similarly resistant to scrutiny as that specific genre of fantastic
tales that constitutes myth in the second sense.

It may be possible, at this point, to write off the traditional tales of
distant civilizations as otherwise irrelevant to the issues confronting
contemporary societies. If literary myths are a distinctly pervasive fea-
ture of non-modern cultures, where they appear to permeate not only
aesthetic content but cosmological accounts and norms of social organ-
ization, they occupy a comparatively marginal place in contemporary
culture, where we tend to encounter them as an inherited vocabulary of
images, figures, and stories that are occasionally appropriated or alluded
to in art and discourse. As Bernard de Fontenelle, writing at the end of
the seventeenth century, observed about the status of such stories in
his time: modern society produces no new myths, and is “satisfied with
preserving the old ones.”® Although some theorists of myth have since
sought to identify contemporary counterparts to the literary myths of
remote civilizations, their efforts have largely failed to dislodge a prevailing
suspicion that myths of this kind are effectively obsolete in modernity—
if not in form, then at least in the sense that the genre itself commands
a radically diminished role in contemporary culture, to the point of
being extremely difficult to recognize if we were to look for it using only
its traditional markers."” By contrast, deep myths, as tacit and opaque
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substrates conditioning our worldviews, do manifest today in myriad ev-
eryday situations like the ones that exercised Barthes; but this phenom-
enon seems to share with the literary genre of myth little more than a
name, a genealogy, and a loose, potential parallel in the structure of its
psychological operation.

And yet, while only one of these two concepts of myth might prop-
erly bear contemporary relevance, contemporary discussions of myth as
a consequential force in modern social life continue to make reference
to both meanings. Though arguably obsolete, literary myths remain per-
tinent because such discussions use them to talk about the other, deep
forms of myth that permeate the modern landscape. And as much as
there is theoretical resistance to wholly separating them from one an-
other, these two meanings of myth have been compounded together, and
posed as a unified problem in philosophy and politics.

THE PROBLEM OF MYTH IN PHILOSOPHY AND POLITICS

The problem rests on the presupposition that deep myths—those tacit,
deeply entrenched imaginative frames that persist in contemporary
society—are modern analogues for that which was expressed in the
literary myths of ancient or otherwise non-modern cultures. In turn,
the analogy suggests that, even if contemporary cultures do not generate
new literary myths, those deep myths that do endure today are being
discharged in poorly delineated expressive outlets—in political rhetoric,
in popular media, and in everyday speech—that nonetheless retain the
characteristic impenetrability of the traditional genre of literary myths.

At the same time, such expressions can be said to run counter to a
contemporary set of norms held about the structure of theoretical knowl-
edge and rational discourse. For something to qualify as knowledge, we
tend to expect that it shares in the grammar of rational argumentation:
we must be able to formulate it in the form of a claim that advances a
proposition, which in turn allows it to be examined critically and,
should it prove inadequate to our experience of reality, replaced with a
better proposition. The literary myths of distant cultures, on the other
hand, do not do this—and, if the original analogy holds, neither do
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Table1. The problem of myth for contemporary political theory

Non-modern

societies Contemporary society
Tacit frameworks Deep myths, as Deep myths, as Paradigms,
governing worldviews — dense imaginative dense imaginative norms, and ideas
frames that are frames that are amenable to
taken for granted  taken for granted criticism and
in culture in culture revision
Form of expression Literary myths, as  Circulation in Validity claims
orally transmitted  stunted or poorly amenable to
tales of a fantastic ~ delineated criticism and
nature expressive outlets,  logical
such as popular argumentation

media, political
rhetoric, and
everyday speech

%
Direction of modernization

contemporary expressions of deep figurative content latent in society
(see Table 1).

This linguistic differentiation, between what can and cannot be ex-
pressed in a mode that opens an idea to criticism and revision, is cen-
tral to understanding why contemporary political theory continues to
have a stake in the peculiar, effectively obsolete literary genre of myth.
The particular conditions of contemporary culture—which might be
considered devoid of those traditional literary myths that often pervade
non-modern societies, but which is at the same time steeped in the ara-
tional deep myths thought to engender them—open up two broad ways
of thinking about the status of myth in politics and philosophy.

Myth as a Problem of Modernization

The first, mainstream perspective poses the problem of myth as a problem
of progress toward the ideals and expectations of the modern age. Ac-
cording to this account, the effective absence, in modern society, of fan-
ciful fictions that fall readily into the traditional genre of literary myths,
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speaks to a process of modernization that is only half complete. In order
to see that process through, contemporary society ought to eliminate the
deep myths that it takes for granted—just as it has found a way to shed its
strange, magical tales—and replace these residual structures with paradigms
and ideas that can be expressed in a corresponding language that makes
them available for critical examination.?

In turn, it is problematic for narratives that are not grounded in rea-
sons to be making their way into circulation in the various and amor-
phous discursive outlets of contemporary life, because expressed forms
of such narratives pull us further away from the goal of transforming
the background to our worldviews into systems that are open rather than
closed to critical scrutiny. Lending expression to these narratives nei-
ther dismantles them nor brings them into the light of reason, but in-
stead has the effect of pushing them deeper into the mystifying realm
of the opaque and unchallenged. Modern manifestations of such em-
bedded frameworks, then, are in fact perpetuating expressions. They
reinforce certain narrative patterns and harden their hold on our ca-
pacity to imagine things any other way.

For theorists who designate such modern phenomena as “myths,” the
opacity of these expressions appear to be sustained, fundamentally,
through the same mechanisms behind the trappings of the old fantastic
stories. Just as Barthes saw echoes of certain arcane tropes and images
in the drama that unfolded at the Dominici trial, it is a telltale sign of
the regressive status of these modern expressions that they periodically
contain evocative elements that seem to appeal to the magical or other-
worldly. The most prominent and shocking examples materialized in
the twentieth century, with the rise of fascism and its distinctive reli-
ance on propaganda that made explicit reference to national mytholog-
ical traditions—such as the adoption of runic signs in Nazi symbolism—
or otherwise recalled mystical tropes and patterns common to the genre
of such stories, such as the appeal to the destiny of a chosen race of
people, and the thousand-year kingdom it was to inherit.! As con-
temporary commentators repeatedly drew comparisons between fascist
propaganda and the literary myths of remote cultures, they made a
case for conceptualizing the former in terms of the latter, and in turn,
for seeing the elements of fascism as belonging to a more primitive
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society than to the modern industrialized nations in which they did
appear.?

If these examples and the efforts of concerned theorists helped to lend
urgency to the study of myth for better understanding aspects of con-
temporary culture, they were also issuing, on the one hand, a grave
warning against the drastic consequences of cultural regression, and, on
the other, affirming the prescriptive account of progress that tends to
motivate contemporary theoretic interest in myth. Here the fantastic
tales of remote civilizations remain entangled in the problem of myth
to the extent that they serve as the most tangible model for thinking
about contemporary expressions of the uncritically held frameworks un-
dergirding modern culture. As contemporary society progresses toward
more rational institutions, we would expect not only that it would
abandon all such deep myths that repel critical scrutiny, but also that it
would in turn control the outlets in which they might find expression
and harden over our worldviews. And so, according to this line of rea-
soning, a commitment to rational progress entails combating two kinds
of contemporary phenomena associated with myth: the persistence of a
tacit cultural substratum of undemonstrable imaginative templates, and
their expression in forms that are analogous in their inscrutability to the
literary myths of non-modern societies. The former is what con-
temporary societies must seek to eradicate, and the circulation of the
latter is what hinders that goal.

This teleological argument against myth is a contemporary descen-
dant of an evolutionary account of culture that goes back at least to Greek
antiquity, but was most fully articulated in eighteenth-century theories
of social progress that sought to distinguish modern European civiliza-
tion from societies deemed primitive by comparison.?® These theories
presented a linear picture of cultural progress, whereby societies that
possessed a coherent body of mythology, like Greco-Roman antiquity
or indigenous tribes in the New World, represented an earlier stage of
cultural development than that inhabited by modern European society.
The process by which a society transitions from a more primitive to a
more advanced stage of development, in turn, was conceived in terms
of an epistemic transition in the character of thought itself, in which the
confused and superstitious thinking that gives rise to literary myths

printed on 2/12/2023 5:24 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

INTRODUCTION 13

comes to be replaced by the rigor of scientific reason. Where the arc of
societal progress from barbarism to civilization is envisioned as an es-
cape from myth, philosophy, too, becomes an act of purification and a
shedding of its mythic beginnings—a conceit most memorably captured
in a formulation coined by the twentieth-century classicist Wilhelm
Nestle, who proposed that the advent of Greek philosophy supplied the
pivotal turning point at which Western thought began to advance “from
mythos to logos.”**

There was also a religious dimension to this linear vision of progress.
If eighteenth-century theories of social progress had looked to myth as
a way of differentiating more developed societies from less developed
ones, they were also preoccupied with distinguishing Christianity from
the religious, often polytheistic, content of pagan mythology. When
combined, however, with the evolutionary view of social development,
the difference between Christianity and pagan religion lent itself to the
extended logic that religion, too, is subject to the same processes of
change that drove modern European civilization toward increased ra-
tionalization. For the intellectual heirs of the eighteenth-century pre-
occupation with myth, the trajectory of progress also aligned with in-
creased secularization—as seen, for instance, in Auguste Comte’s
proposal that societies pass through stages of development beginning
in an age of fetishism and polytheism that eventually gives rise to mono-
theism, then to metaphysical philosophy, and finally to an age governed
by scientific principles. To live in modern society was to live, as Weber
put it, in a disenchanted world.

It would be naive and reductive to claim these things today: that there
is just one way societies come to be modern, or that cultural transfor-
mation occurs along a single axis with primitivism, myth, and religion
on one end, and civilization, science, and secularism on the other. But
it nonetheless bears emphasizing that contemporary political theorists
are still very much working with inherited notions about what consti-
tutes progress, the distinctiveness of modernity, and the extent to which
a conception of scientific reason is bound up in both of these ideals. In
particular, the theoretical discourse on myth has always been dominated
by a concern for rational progress and the threat that myth poses to its
various incarnations. As such, the general contours of the argument
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against myth have remained largely unchanged since the eighteenth
century: whenever theorists subscribed to the premise that the form
and content of myth are out of place in a modern society, they have ap-
pealed to the ideals of rationality and progress in order to call for its
eradication.

Perhaps the most enduring legacy of the teleological account of so-
cial progress is an optimism around the possibility that the deep mythic
frameworks that persist in contemporary society can in fact be disman-
tled rationally. This is true of the account of myth in Hegel’s philosophy
of history, which famously tracks a trajectory of increasing rationaliza-
tion and freedom. For Hegel, earlier and less developed forms of human
thought relied on the devices of myth for expression; accordingly, he
equated myth with “the powerlessness of Thought which does not know
yet how to hold itself for its own self and is not self-sufficient.”” But in a
modern landscape, advances in knowledge allowed for humans to think
at increasingly higher and clearer levels of abstraction without leaning
on the crutches of sensory expression, and both the cognitive powerless-
ness Hegel associated with myth, and the fantastic forms it assumed
when it manifested in culture, were things that were in the process of
being traded for superior modes of thought and representation.

Even after the Second World War, when the advent of new ideologies
had intensified theoretical interest in the topic of myth, the basic shape
of this argument continued to dominate debates, and those who declared
a renewed urgency to eliminating myth from contemporary civilization
did so because they accepted the premise that deep mythic frameworks
can in fact be eradicated, or demystified and converted into ideas that
can be expressed in a form that lends itself to criticism and scrutiny. Karl
Popper, for whom myth and scientific knowledge existed on the same
spectrum, called for the conversion of the former into the latter through
critical refutation; Jiirgen Habermas, who, unlike Popper, set aside myth
into a special category of thought, was nonetheless optimistic that their
modern counterparts would still be made more transparent and open
to rational examination.

In turn, a specific set of political prescriptions follows from construing
myth as a premodern form of thought and expression that demands, but
has not yet achieved, conversion into more rational forms. If a goal of
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philosophy and culture is to make the background to our worldviews
increasingly available for critical dissection, politics must similarly aid
that process by aspiring to norms of discourse that have more in common
with logical propositions than with the strange, whimsical tales of re-
mote civilizations. It must, in particular, guard against the thoughtless
reinforcement of existing deep myths in the political sphere by a naive
and uncritical public, as well the mobilization of new ones by an oppor-
tunistic elite looking to usurp the psychological power of such stories.
In turn, working to diminish the activation of these mythic frameworks
in political life is not only a means of assisting in their eradication from
contemporary society; it is also a way of affirming a democratic vision
organized around a philosophical ideal of the autonomous rational
subject.

One aspect of this political vision is epistemic. Appeals to narratives
that resist further scrutiny repel both criticism and the diversity of
alternate opinions that are crucial to a democracy marked by the free
exchange of—and competition between—ideas. Hence, the deep aversion
to myth in political theory is in large part rooted in the position that
the promulgation of such stories amounts to the obscuring of truths that
might be otherwise reached through channels both democratic and ra-
tional. By a similar logic, myth also carries associations that are anti-
democratic on deliberative grounds, because perpetuating, rather than
dismantling, these stories obstructs deliberative discourse and debate.?”
From a liberal perspective, this would also seem to erode the integrity
and autonomy of the individual citizen, who ought to be free to reason
against the grain of that which is merely taken for granted in collective
culture. Similarly, whenever a society tolerates or perpetuates narratives
beyond questioning, this would seem to oppose an ideal of political par-
ticipation, insofar as it encourages passive rather than active citizen-
ship. And whenever stories of this kind are mobilized by particular po-
litical actors, they make us vulnerable to the kind of inequality built into
the relationship between the elite creators and promulgators of myth,
and their unsuspecting public.?®

For all of these reasons, conceiving of myth as a problem of incom-
plete modernization entails, above all, committing to a vision of political
progress devoid of myth. As we continue to dream of building political
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communities that are more democratic, more egalitarian, more condu-
cive to participation and effective deliberation, and better at conveying
respect for its individual members—it seems we should also hope to
eliminate from political life both the deep narrative patterns and the
modes of expression we associate with myth.

Myth as a Problem of the Human Condition

Against the predominant account of myth as a problem of moderniza-
tion, there is a second strand of thought that rejects the thesis that lib-
eration from myth is a defining feature of modernity. This view suggests
instead that all societies, ancient and modern alike, are characteristically
imbued with imaginative frameworks resistant to critical scrutiny; and
it rejects in particular the premise that such deep myths are capable of
being distilled into logical content without injury to the coherence of our
social world and systems of thought. If the enduring presence of deeply
held mythic frameworks in modernity had been the puzzle motivating
the mainstream argument against myth, it may be said that, for theo-
rists who take this second approach, the relative absence of literary myths
in modernity is the more unusual puzzle.

There are two broad reasons for believing that deep myths that do not
lend themselves to critical examination are an indelible and irreducible
component of modern society. The first emphasizes their social function;
the second, the ways in which they are prefigured into the psycholog-
ical or linguistic structure of thought itself.

Accounts that attribute an important social function to those deep
myths entrenched in contemporary society are rooted, on the one hand,
in early romantic ideas of myth as expressions of national character, and,
on the other, in the work of early twentieth-century anthropologists who
linked the traditional literary myths of non-modern societies with col-
lective rituals and ceremonies that seemed to cement social bonds and
hierarchies in the group.” Though both the romantic and the early an-
thropological accounts of myth had largely kept to the view that myth
belonged to a primitive age that modern civilization had already left
behind, the respective intellectual heirs to both traditions have extended
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to contemporary contexts their hypotheses on the social functions
of myth.

In particular, they have suggested that the narrative frameworks that
are taken for granted in modern societies perform the indispensable task
of conferring social meaning upon relations and practices that hold them
together. For instance, sociological studies of institutions often employ
the terminology of myth to describe the processes by which social and
political norms come to accrue value and stability.*® A somewhat dif-
ferent argument ascribes a more dynamic function to such narratives
that repel criticism, as a force of social change rather than of social re-
inforcement. This was the widely influential view originally advanced
by Georges Sorel, who invented the term “political myth” to argue that
collective political action was impossible without the galvanization of
such narratives.”

Common to both of these conceptions of myth was not only the thought
that the unexamined deep myths embedded in contemporary culture
cannot be broken down and articulated in a more logical form, but also
the view that, should they cease to exist, something essential to the social
fabric would be lost—be it the social bonds in a society or the capacity
of individuals to come together in social movements to enact mean-
ingful political change. For some, the absence of a distinct expressive
venue for these vital frameworks—as non-modern societies found in their
literary genre of traditional tales—has accordingly come to signify a
deeper crisis in the nature of sociability in the modern world.

These accounts suggest that contemporary societies will not rid them-
selves of their deep myths so long as their significance as collective
communities depends on upholding some level of social cohesion. A dif-
ferent set of arguments comes to a similar conclusion through an alter-
nate path, by pointing to the limitations built into the structures of
human psychology and cognition.

One such limitation was suggested by a set of traditions rooted in the
belief that humans possessed a universal need to respond expressively
to the world in which they live, be it their natural physical environment,
or the inner drama of their psyche.*> Myth, according to these traditions,
was the product of that primal expressive impulse in human nature.
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Authors who thought of myth in this way certainly did not rule out the
possibility that such impulses might be overcome, as children grow
out of their childhood habits, and superseded with more sophisticated
and reflective forms of interacting with the world. But presenting myth
as a product of human nature nonetheless makes a difference to the
modernization account, and helps to dampen the optimism with which
it is asserted. For a start, it helps to universalize myth across human
contexts, by suggesting that the drives responsible for it remain latent in
the modern individual and in modern society: should either fall prey to
any pathological forms of regression, those tendencies toward myth
can be expected to resurface in fairly consistent ways.*

A related set of traditions also subscribed to the position that there is
something universal to the processes that give rise to myth, but they spe-
cifically located this universality in a number of discrete patterns that
human cognition tends to follow—patterns reflected in the content of
myths. A special point of interest here was the observation that literary
myths from disparate cultures often shared striking similarities in
the images or motifs they employed: these theories offered by way of
explanation the hypothesis that human thought tends to cluster
around particular patterns that were universally significant to the
human experience, and that frequently recurring mythical elements—
like the figure of the trickster, or the story of a great deluge—were ways
of representing those patterns. For Carl Jung, who used the term “arche-
type” to describe the tendency for certain such cognitive patterns to be
represented in certain ways, saw in this relation an innate link between
the content of myth and universal shapes of thought; for Claude Lévi-
Strauss, what was universal was not the particular links between indi-
vidual elements of myth and what was being expressed in them, but in-
stead the laws governing the structures of cognitive relations, and it was
the structure of relationships, rather than their content, that was being
replicated in the mythic motif-clusters that he called “mythemes.”**

When theories locate the origins of myth in universal impulses, pat-
terns, and structures of the human mind, they are put in the position of
having to either affirm or find ways around what this implies: namely,
that these universal factors are also present in modernity, and that con-
temporary societies cannot truly rid themselves of all traces of myth.
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But the most explicit rebuttal of the modernization thesis was a philo-
sophical one, which was most memorably articulated in Max Hork-
heimer and Theodor Adorno’s thesis in the Dialectic of Enlightenment
(1944) that “myth is already enlightenment, and enlightenment reverts
to mythology.”® This was the diagnosis that modern, enlightened civi-
lization has been hitherto unsuccessful in its efforts to extricate itself
from the mode of thought that generated and sustained the traditional
literary myths of non-modern societies. According to Horkheimer and
Adorno, both myth and the civilizing movement to replace it with sci-
entific content shared a fundamental similarity in the way each ap-
proached the world: not just the rational impulse with which both
sought to master nature and render it more familiar, but also the fatal-
istic tendency with which they regarded their own creations as somehow
immutable. For the modernization thesis, this meant that the rational
achievements of modern society over the course of its historical trajec-
tory have not only failed to provide an antidote to these latter mythic
impulses, but had themselves given way to a veiled version of myth.

A possible explanation as to why exactly this might be the case stems
from a larger debate on the feasibility of divorcing analytic concepts from
the figurative qualities of the language in which they are articulated.
Hans Blumenberg, the foremost philosopher of myth in the second half
of the twentieth century, observed the myriad ways in which language,
including the language of philosophy, is continually drawn to the same
pregnant metaphors and figurative patterns found in mythological ex-
pressions.* These studies suggest that the content of philosophy cannot
exist in a purely abstract sphere divorced from all traces of myth. Rather,
the deep frameworks underlying ancient literary myths cannot be left
behind because the expressions they generate form the basic fabric of
the language we use to talk about philosophical concepts, which in turn
constrains the way we think, even when we believe ourselves to be rea-
soning freely and independently.”’

For Blumenberg, philosophy’s reliance on mythological expressions
revealed a deeper need, on the part of philosophy, to impart meaning to
reality through narratives that are reworked, time and again, to frame
the unfamiliar and inexplicable in terms of the familiar and signifi-
cant.”® He accordingly downplayed the observation, so central to the
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modernizing argument against myth, that contemporary societies lack
concrete examples of the kind of literary myths abundant in ancient
and otherwise remote civilizations. He suggested, instead, that mo-
dernity continues to tell these old stories in new forms—as Goethe and
scores of forgotten Romantics did with Faust, or Freud with the Oedipus
story—that, in essence, are not radically different from the literary
myths of ancient Greece and Germania.

A more general trend, characteristically shared by theorists of myth
who reject the modernization thesis, underlies Blumenberg’s insistence
that contemporary culture continues to generate specifically mythic ex-
pressions for deep cultural frames that lack rational foundations. This
is the belief that draws a more essential link between mythic frameworks
and mythic expressions: there was a reason the former tended to mani-
fest, in modern and non-modern societies alike, in opaque, symbolic,
and figurative expressions rather than in reasoned arguments. If, as these
authors believed, there are enduring factors built into the structure of
sociability or the nature of thought that necessitate the endurance of
frameworks that escape rational grounding, then the corresponding ex-
pressions are also here to stay, perpetually unable to be reconciled with
the language of critical reason.

For authors who opposed the modernization account, the problem of
myth was much more nuanced. Because they did not believe that the
deep myths persisting in contemporary culture could ever be eradicated
or converted into more rational content, lending expression to them
could not constitute a barrier to progress. Their position does, however,
condemn modern life to a fractured future, in which a separate sphere
of cognitive tendencies that can only be expressed figuratively hovers
alongside the critical-rational system that forms the bedrock of modern
thought and discourse. If it is indeed impossible to reconcile these two
spheres, our existing philosophical resources provide no guidance on
coping with this dualism, and, in particular, no means of access to those
deeply lodged mythic frameworks that continue to wield influence over
our worldviews. Thus, when theorists of myth reject a prevailing account
that equates political progress with the progressive shedding of myth,
they do so without offering an alternate vision of what might constitute
progress. In turn, even when one does not malign myth as incompat-
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ible with modernity, it remains difficult to wave away the progressive
ideals and the optimism entailed in the modernization thesis.

PLATO’S LEGACY AND PLATO’S MYTHS

The thought that our philosophical and political ideals cannot afford a
place for commonplaces that are taken for granted is a defining feature
of Plato’s legacy. It is no novelty to observe that Plato invented an ideal
of philosophical citizenship in the figure of Socrates.* According to this
ideal, the philosopher’s contribution to political society is the rational
evaluation of convention, whereby the most basic beliefs and customs
structuring the city’s practices are subjected to critical challenge.** And
so, Plato depicts a Socrates who, breaking with the convention of his con-
temporary Athenians of seeking wisdom from poets and traditional
sources of authority, relentlessly questions the gatekeepers of received
knowledge to expose assumptions that are accepted passively without
being grounded in reasons.*!

There is a way of equating the history of Western philosophy with the
legacy that Plato left after him. The foundational position attributed to
Plato in the history of philosophy has certainly been overstated,** but
undeniably philosophy has at several pivotal moments of crisis under-
stood itself, for better or for worse, in relation to an idea of its begin-
ning embodied in this single author.*> And when Western philosophy
is conceived this way, as a tradition with essential roots in Plato, the
legacy that is being celebrated is that specifically rational legacy that
called for the elimination of unexamined beliefs and frameworks, of un-
founded pretenses to knowledge, and of the vague and the mystifying.

For many, that original Platonic accomplishment presented itself spe-
cifically as the liberation of philosophy from myth.** By this they meant
that both the nature and methods of philosophical knowledge as we
know it are held to a standard of logical rigor that Plato invented by dis-
associating it from the influence of myth that had pervaded Greek cul-
ture in his time. In a concrete sense, Plato, according to this account,
was rejecting a specific body of traditional narratives about the gods as
inappropriate, if not pernicious, to the pursuit of true knowledge about
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the world and our places in it. But tied to the exclusion of a literary genre
from the domain of philosophy was also the more significant renuncia-
tion of all uncritically upheld cultural frameworks that fall under the
broad heading of deep myths. It is often suggested that, prior to Plato,
Greek culture had made no systematic distinction between logos—the
root of “logic”—and mythos—myth; both words had synonymously
meant “speech.”* The two terms have since acquired more abstract
connotations that point toward two distinct modes of thought: one is
active, logical, and objective; the other is passive, imprecise, and im-
pressionistic.*® And when Plato is credited with the invention of what is
now a well-worn opposition between logos and mythos, he stands for a
way of doing philosophy that has not only broken away from the au-
thority of a literary genre of traditional tales, but is guided above all by
the demand, prominently displayed in his depiction of Socratic conver-
sation, that beliefs are grounded in rational justifications.

In this regard, a prevailing story told about Plato and his importance
aligns with the vision of rational progress that supplies the argument
against myth in political theory. Just as striving toward a more rational
political society entails the eradication of unconditioned imaginative
frameworks, and any avenues of expression that reinforce their opacity,
the position of primacy that Plato occupies in the canon of philosophy
owes to a reputation for methodological purification, consisting in the
rejection of all patterns of thought that do not stand up to critical
scrutiny.

Yet Plato famously wrote his own myths, which reworked or other-
wise mimicked existing tales of the genre. In Plato’s writings, myths
burst forth as a respite from the meticulous, detail-oriented arguments
comprising the central philosophical investigations.*” For the most part
they are stylistically differentiated from the rest of the work, and to the
extent that they are vivid stories, they are accordingly exempt from the
standards of argument: they are not logically rigorous, and they posit
ideas without grounding them in reasons.*® They resemble traditional
literary myths in that they are imaginative narratives, often featuring
supernatural elements, that impart to their audience an impression of
the coherence of an idea in its entirety rather than the factual accuracy
of the parts that build up to it.*
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Plato’s borrowing from the literary genre of myth and its tropes in
his philosophical writings sits oddly against the standard of rigor that
he is said to have invented for philosophy.*® And indeed, readers have al-
ternately criticized them or have felt the need to make excuses for them.
Hegel, for instance, saw in Plato’s myths a “pollution of thinking through
sensory forms,” whose use represented Plato’s own philosophical limi-
tations, which had prevented him from expressing the same ideas more
freely, consciously, or rationally.! At the same time, there is no way to deny
the deliberate construction of Plato’s myths, the overtly philosophical
contexts into which they have been placed, and the purposiveness with
which Plato appears to be appropriating the trappings of a distinct lit-
erary form for his own philosophical ends. Nor is it easy to dismiss their
memorability or their cultural influence: surely the most lasting im-
pressions of Plato’s Republic for the casual contemporary reader are
supplied by the Myth of Metals and the Allegory of the Cave; myths
like the Atlantis myth in the Timaeus and Critias, or the Myth of the
Charioteer from the Phaedrus, were likewise the things for which
Plato was best known in popular culture for the greater part of the his-
tory of his reception.>

The argument against myth had claimed that political society would
do well to rid itself of a certain class of deep background frameworks
that resist critical examination, and, by extension, also of the amorphous
outlets in which they might find expression—modern analogues for an
effectively obsolete literary genre of fantastic tales. If we hold on to the
argument that these two conceptions of myth are related in such a way
that our political ideals are not compatible with either kind, and if we
also accept the characterization of the Western philosophical tradition
as a Platonic legacy of decoupling philosophy from the uncritical mode
of thought particular to myth—then the fact that Plato wrote his own
myths becomes problematic.

At one level, it opens up for dispute the exact nature of Plato’s accom-
plishment and, in turn, pushes us to reconsider the prominence of Plato
and his legacy in our understanding of the history of Western philos-
ophy. We need only to look to Plato’s most famous critics of the last two
centuries to appreciate the extent to which the evaluation of Plato’s legacy
hangs on an evaluation of his relationship to myth. For Nietzsche, Plato
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inaugurated an entire philosophical tradition devoted to the exclusion
of myth: he single-handedly instigated the regrettable separation of phi-
losophy from its mythic, Dionysian past and pioneered its reduction to
mere rationality.”® For Popper, however, writing at the height of the
Second World War, Plato and his philosophical successors had to be
condemned for the very opposite reasons: Plato was the first and the most
influential of the enemies of the open society, an opponent of both de-
mocracy and “the critical powers of man.”* In particular, Plato’s political
vision relied on the deceptive power of myth to engineer a decidedly
nondemocratic social order, arranged around a dogmatic philosophic
system. The ease with which Plato can be dressed into either role—a
notorious mythmaker, on the one hand, and a champion, on the other,
of a demythologized, rational philosophy—speaks to the prevalence of a
deep uncertainty about the nature of Plato’s legacy, even as he continues
to serve as a primary touchstone in arguments about the identity and
trajectory of the Western philosophical tradition.

At another level, a reconsideration of Plato’s myths and the Platonic
legacy reopens the question of the place of myth in political thought. In
particular, it should reconcile us to the impossibility of perfectly trian-
gulating the three themes of the foregoing discussion: the argument
against myth in political theory, the celebratory identification of Plato’s
legacy with the history of Western philosophy, and the philosophical
significance of Plato’s myths. Fully committing to two of these premises
will necessarily entail discarding or qualifying the third. Prioritizing the
argument against myth and aligning it, in turn, with Plato’s rational legacy,
leads to what has been the dominant interpretive position on Plato’s myths
since the Enlightenment: that they are incidental to the rational content
of Plato’s philosophical accomplishment. Authors who subscribe to this
view either ignore the myths entirely, or treat them as rhetorical embel-
lishments to the philosophical arguments, but do not find them conse-
quential to Plato’s philosophy or political theory.® On the other hand,
when one commits to taking Plato’s myths seriously while maintaining
the position that our philosophical and political ideals cannot afford a
place for myth, it becomes impossible not to adopt some version of Pop-
per’s indictment: Plato’s recourse to myth merits condemnation, and a
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tradition built on those Platonic foundations can be neither rational nor
desirable.*®

The only way, it seems, to entertain the possibility that Plato’s myths
were philosophically significant without denying the centrality of reason
to our political and philosophical ideals, or the centrality of Plato’s con-
tributions to a tradition built around that ideal, would require exploring
a third option that adopts a chastened version of the first two premises.
Insofar as this position seeks to better appreciate the philosophical in-
tent behind Plato’s appropriation of the literary genre of myth, it would
offer an interpretation of Plato and his legacy that, without diminishing
the distinctiveness of the myths or their influence as myths in the his-
tory of the reception of Plato, reconciles them against the rational ac-
complishment for which Plato is known and celebrated. In turn, a re-
vised understanding of Plato’s legacy on these terms would also call for
areconsideration of the trajectory of Western philosophy as being merely
one of shedding myth, and it would ask anew whether there remains a
different role for myth to play in political theory.

Finally, if we can accept, in light of these considerations, that the
problem of myth in political theory warrants revisiting, this would also
require decoupling the two conceptions of myth with which we began.
Myths, as fantastic stories that fall into a literary genre of narrative fic-
tion, and a modern notion of myth, as a designation reserved for a con-
stellation of deeply entrenched imaginative frameworks in culture, both
figure in opposite ways in the interpretation of Plato: he made literary
use of the former, and is celebrated for rejecting the latter from the prov-
ince of philosophic inquiry. If reconfiguring our understanding of Plato’s
accomplishment through the lens of myth is at all going to be relevant for
reevaluating the place of myth in political thought more generally, it
cannot be enough to take it as given that deep myths and literary myths
are necessarily related in such a way that they can be posed as a single
problem. Instead, working out these questions will first have to identify
what it was that Plato—and, as we will see, his successors—found com-
pelling about the literary genre of myth, and whether they felt that these
fantastic stories could bear a more nuanced and constructive relationship
to the deeper frameworks undergirding our worldviews.
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Three central questions, then, emerge from the friction between Pla-
to’s myths and his foundational status in our conception of the Western
philosophical tradition:

1. In light of the myths that Plato wrote, how are we to interpret
Plato’s legacy?

2. What can Plato’s legacy teach us about the place of myth in po-
litical thought?

3. What is the relationship between literary myths, as traditional
tales of a very specific form, and deep myths, those tacit imagina-
tive frameworks that persist even in contemporary society?

THE MYTHIC TRADITION

1. The central aim of this book is to reconstruct an alternate under-
standing of Plato’s legacy that provides an account, on the one hand, of
the compatibility of Plato’s myths with a philosophically coherent po-
litical vision, and, on the other, of the long and significant trajectory that
this idea exercised in the history of the reception of Plato. The following
chapters will show how, at critical junctures in Plato’s modern reception,
some of Plato’s most devoted readers were imitating Plato’s myths in
their own philosophical writings, or were otherwise engaged in asking
difficult and fundamental questions regarding the place of myth in phi-
losophy and politics. The authors who were part of this tradition were
heavily influenced by Plato’s philosophy in some way, and were deeply
invested in exploring the political and philosophical potential of myth
as a narrative medium. As such, it is possible to speak of a coherent, spe-
cifically Platonic tradition of writing and thinking about myth.

For contemporary political theorists who are not accustomed to
thinking of Plato’s legacy in these terms, the reconstruction of this
mythic tradition would serve as a reminder of what students of Platonic
reception have known for a long time: that the rationalist legacy we at-
tribute to Plato was a relatively late construction, and that, for the greater
part of the history of the reception of Plato, he was celebrated not for
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the rigor of his logical arguments but for some of the more mystic aspects
of his work, which were thought to have been divinely inspired.”” How-
ever, the set of authors treated in this study represent a somewhat dif-
ferent approach to Plato. Their interest in myths, Plato’s or otherwise, did
not stem from a view of myth as a divine medium somehow above human
reason. Instead, the authors who participated in this Platonic, mythic
tradition were very much wedded to the centrality of reason in philos-
ophy and politics, and were interested in investigating how this distinct
literary form could be deployed constructively toward that ideal.

The Plato they were inspired by was a philosopher who viewed the
contributions of myth as complementary, rather than antithetical, to the
kind of critical reasoning that we tend to celebrate as a defining feature
of philosophical activity, including philosophically informed politics.
In particular, these authors shared with Plato a sensitivity to the full
range of myth’s potential to be either harmful or salutary for political
thought. In that regard this tradition runs alongside, and not against,
the traditional and canonical view of Plato’s legacy as one primarily de-
fined by the emphasis on critical reason; and to the extent that myths
are by definition resistant to critical examination, these authors also held
the relationship between myth and critical reason to be delicate and
complicated.

2. Where, then, does a reconstruction of the mythic tradition in Plato’s
legacy leave the larger question of the place that political theory can
afford to myth—and especially to those deep, opaque frameworks that
carry this designation today?

If Plato served as an influence on a tradition of authors who grappled
with the question of myth’s role in philosophy and politics, a central fea-
ture of this tradition was a shared appreciation for the significance of
certain imaginative frameworks that are entrenched into the way we re-
late to our natural and social environment. These assorted frameworks,
which the authors sought to access and rework through literary myths,
may not fully cover the expansive range of phenomena that contemporary
theorists have associated with the medium—and which I've been calling
“deep myths” here—but still share in some of their most characteristic
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features. Engaging philosophically with them, the authors of this tradi-
tion believed, could not just be a matter of picking them apart through
criticism, but required something more.

We recall that the argument against both literary and deep myths had
grown out of a story of progress and rationalization, and that a coun-
tervailing position had rejected the possibility that either could ever be
eliminated from modern life. Considered together, the authors who con-
tributed to Plato’s mythic legacy suggest a view that leans toward the
latter position. To varying degrees, they felt that our reliance on certain
deep, unconditioned imaginative frameworks in social and political life
was an inevitable consequence of the human condition; and to that ex-
tent, they felt that such frameworks would be neither discarded nor ra-
tionalized in the foreseeable future.

Accordingly, what this tradition of authors has to offer on the ques-
tion of the place of myth in political theory is the suggestion that the
enduring presence of deep myths in human environments, in some form
or another, is something to be acknowledged actively, rather than en-
trusted to the mechanisms of progress to extinguish. On this view, it is
not enough, for example, for political theorists to respond to the mobi-
lization of uncritically held and symbolically charged narratives in
politics, especially in mass politics, by lamenting that the rationality of
political agents falls short of their philosophical ideals. Furthermore, it
is not enough for political theorists to trust that the critical toolkit of
philosophy renders them immune from being influenced by myths and
their contemporary counterparts. Rather, the authors in the mythic tra-
dition stemming from Plato suggest that there are ways in which phi-
losophy itself relies on some of the functions we have come to associate
with myth to navigate territory that cannot be covered by critical reason
alone but remains integral to the cultivation of its own projects.

The nature of these cases could vary as much as the authors” own con-
ceptions of philosophy varied, just as they had different motivations
driving their shared interest in myth. First, there was the broad under-
standing of philosophy as a distinct type of theoretical activity that re-
quired greater depth of thought, and different objects of thought, than
do the demands of ordinary social and political life. If the practice of
philosophy constituted a unique enterprise set apart from other occu-
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pations, one strand of thinking about myth, as an instrument for social
organization, made it an indispensable resource for creating and stabi-
lizing the kinds of political environments that make it possible for phi-
losophers to devote themselves to philosophizing. The instrumental de-
pendence of philosophy on myth, where the latter sustains the external
conditions of the former, can be seen in the function of myth in the poli-
tics of Plato’s Republic and the utopias of Thomas More and Francis
Bacon, where philosophers make up a separate class and are given a dis-
tinct political role in their respective societies.

Such an understanding of the relationship between philosophy
and myth may seem superficial at one level, and cynical at another—
superficial, because the use of myth to manipulate and to affirm po-
litical institutions may, in certain configurations, happen to benefit phi-
losophy without being truly indispensable to it; cynical, because such
use risks running dangerously close to being a means of social oppres-
sion. However, Plato, More, and Bacon had a deeper and more earnest
vision of this relationship—not only because they believed the kind of
social stability afforded by myth was an integral condition for philosoph-
ical activity, but also because they speculated that philosophers them-
selves relied on the moral frameworks shaped and sustained by myth to
orient their understanding of themselves, and of what it means to be a
philosopher. Furthermore, just as they were cognizant of myth’s poten-
tial for political abuse, they also ascribed to myth a dynamic social power
that could not only uphold existing institutions but introduce profound
shifts of meaning into the political order without destabilizing it alto-
gether. A radical extension of this thought is to be found in the program-
matic vision for a new mythology in German Idealism—which empha-
sized the capacity of myth to bond individuals together in a social
community, but also took myth to be an endlessly dynamic medium that
could demolish barriers between philosophers and nonphilosophers, and
carry entire peoples through epochs of epistemic change.

A second theme running through the philosophies of the authors in
this study is, inevitably, a teleological conception of philosophy informed
by Platonic metaphysics. Here, the task of philosophy amounted to the
approximate and asymptotic striving for more perfect knowledge—
whether that ideal of epistemic perfection was to be conceived in terms

printed on 2/12/2023 5:24 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

30 INTRODUCTION

of access to the Platonic Forms, or, as in the case of Leibniz, participa-
tion in divine reason, or, as in the German Idealist case, the representa-
tion of a highest Idea. These conceptions of philosophy tended to em-
phasize the primacy of a critical faculty of reason, which could properly
discriminate between mere semblances of knowledge—as one might en-
counter in received wisdom, or in the sensuous and emotive—and
knowledge that was in fact progressive. However, as long as there re-
mained progress yet to be made in order to bring knowledge closer to a
higher ideal, it fell upon faculties associated with myth to furnish an
important complement to reason’s critical function.

For Plato and for Leibniz, myth could be used, in the service of higher
ideas, to convey content that might function as a placeholder for future
knowledge that could not yet be secured in reasons that held up to
scrutiny—knowledge that demanded acceptance for the time being until
it could be replaced with knowledge that could. For the proponents of
the program for a new mythology in German Idealism, that order was
reversed: they also conceived of myth’s philosophical contribution in
terms of future knowledge, but it was the work of a purely active and
conscious critical reason that was to be succeeded by a more holistic
epoch of knowledge ushered in by myth. What bears emphasizing here
is that, for philosophies famously arranged around abstract metaphys-
ical ideals, these were all philosophies that did not lose sight of the human
endeavor entailed in their pursuit; and the function of myth, for these
authors, was not to cordon off esoteric areas of knowledge foreclosed to
rational agency—like divine revelation—but instead to supply means of
bridging the gap between a very distant ideal and a work eternally in
progress toward it. The spirit of this limitation comes to form an impor-
tant component of the conflicted account of myth in the philosophy of
Ernst Cassirer, who, while no proponent of Platonic metaphysics, was
committed to a model of the progress of knowledge that saw in myth a
unique and necessary stepping stone to the development of more sophis-
ticated forms of thought.

Finally, all these authors advanced, to some degree, a constitutive pic-
ture of the relationship between myth and philosophy, where they con-
ceived of philosophy simply as an endeavor to impose meaning on our
environment. On this account, myth itself stands for a way of doing phi-
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losophy, whereby it furnishes individuals and communities with the sto-
ries they tell about themselves and their place in the world. Such stories,
in turn, help form the units of meaning on which all our activities rest.

If this recalls Horkheimer and Adorno’s bleak vision of a political and
philosophical future beholden to myth, the overriding tone running
through Plato’s mythic legacy, by contrast, is one that cautiously em-
braces, instead of despairing, the inescapability of myth. Shared be-
tween these authors to greater and lesser extents was a sense that we are
not so much condemned to myth as we have a need for it, and the ap-
propriate response was not to deny it but to acknowledge it and to make
theoretical space for it. In that regard, the authors in this tradition sug-
gest an account of the opaque imaginative frameworks undergirding
society that bears comparison to Hans Blumenberg’s verdict on myth,
as a phenomenon that answers a human need for significance against
the absolutism of an indifferent world.*® Like Blumenberg, they made a
cautious case for appreciating the capacity for such passively accepted,
criticism-resistant frames to provide a stable ground for both philosoph-
ical and political activity.

3. The authors of this mythic tradition were ultimately concerned with
the nature of the deeply entrenched imaginative frameworks that are
taken for granted in culture, their relationship to critical reason, and
how best they might be directed toward desirable ends in our political
life. But accompanying their concern for those deep frameworks was
also the shared conviction that they could be accessed constructively
through literary myths, the peculiar and obsolete genre they saw mim-
icked and repurposed in Plato’s philosophical writings. In confronting
the traditional argument against myth in political theory, the authors
in this tradition were hence also rethinking the relationship between
the two conceptions of myth built into that original problem.

In particular, they were pushing back against an assumption that
myth, as a literary form, was necessarily a perpetuating expression of a
deeper imaginative mold that rendered it somehow inevitable, natural,
and beyond critical challenge. To the extent that they perceived a human
need for those deeper frameworks to provide a stable ground for our phi-
losophy and politics, they were cautiously appreciative of the possibility
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that literary myths and their modern counterparts could help reinforce
their stability. This appreciation was limited, because these authors were
also keenly aware of the precarious position they were taking up in per-
mitting a place in their political theory for that ossifying effect that
myths, as just-so stories, can have on the way reality is imagined.

This meant that, at another level, whenever these authors wrote lit-
erary myths in the Platonic vein, or were otherwise thinking theoreti-
cally about the importation of the genre in philosophic contexts, they
were exploring a distinctively self-conscious, and even playful, use of the
literary medium of myth in philosophical writing. It could be said that
they were constructing a new genre of philosophic myth that drew at-
tention to the possibilities and limitations of its own form; and this, in
turn, was also a way of drawing attention to the contingent epistemic
status of the deeper frameworks with which they were concerned.

Finally, their self-conscious approach to myth suggested a further
qualification to the orthodox assumptions about the relationship be-
tween literary myths and those deeper frameworks entrenched in the
background to our worldviews. Even though myths, as a form of ex-
pression, had the capacity to mobilize certain implicit narratives
about our world that repel critical examination, this did not neces-
sarily mean that such background frameworks were also beyond revi-
sion. For the authors in the Platonic mythic tradition, it was impor-
tant that those imaginative frames fortified by myths were sufficiently
authoritative as to provide a stable grounding to our philosophical
and political experiences; but it was also important that, their norma-
tive authority notwithstanding, they were sufficiently provisional as
to be able to be reworked by subsequent myths, should the need arise.
The overall vision may point in the direction of Blumenberg’s recom-
mendation that myths are taken to be dynamic rather than static, as
forms of discourse that demand constant work and reappropriation in
shifting historical contexts.” The particular approach that these au-
thors took toward it, however, entailed working toward the construc-
tion of a distinct class of philosophically tailored myths, aimed at
striking the paradoxical balance between the authoritative and the
provisional articulation of the tacit narratives framing the way we
imagine our world.
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What their efforts tell us is that a philosophical interest in the literary
genre of myth could ultimately be a vision of hope. Myths did not have
to be merely irrational, nor did they have to undermine the central ideals
of philosophy and philosophically informed politics; but they offered
ways of reconfiguring the deeper substratum to our worldviews in align-
ment with those ideals. For Plato and the successors to his mythic legacy,
the selective philosophical appropriation of myth opened up new avenues
of philosophical access, otherwise closed to critical reason, to that which
we most take for granted in philosophy and political life.
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NATURE AND MYTH IN PLATO’S REPUBLIC

MYTH AS ADYNAMIC MEDIUM FOR

REWORKING FOUNDATIONAL CONCEPTS

READERS OF PLATO’S REPUBLIC often respond to the myths in it
with a kind of unease that falls somewhere between Karl Popper’s con-
demnation of the Myth of Metals as an “exact counterpart” to Nazi racial
policy, and Julia Annas’s infamous appraisal of the Myth of Er as a “lame
and messy ending” to “an otherwise impressively unified book.” At the
heart of our discomfort around the myths of the Republic is the objec-
tion that Plato’s resort to the language of myth is in and of itself prob-
lematic. At one level, myth seems to be a vague and imprecise medium for
conveying philosophical ideas. Much of the confusion and disappoint-
ment surrounding the Myth of Er, for instance, has to do with the con-
spicuous difference between the stylistic conventions of myth from
those of logical argumentation. As the complaint goes, the long and
careful philosophical argument spanning the breadth of the Republic
ought to have sufficed on its own to carry out its central task—a defense
of justice and the just life—so that capping it off with a myth seems to
undermine what had come before. To not only accept the myth as neces-
sary, but to give it the last word, suggests a kind of failure on the part of
philosophy to communicate on its own terms with its audience.?
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Then there are the fantastical literary excesses that lend myth its char-
acteristic inscrutability. Myths, unlike arguments, abound with de-
tailed descriptions that seem to serve no obvious purpose other than to
enrich the story somehow. To the extent that they are not as clear or as
direct in presenting their message, it is difficult to tell if the myths that
Plato wrote into the Republic make a distinct philosophical contribution
that would not have been better made in a more analytic form.? In the
case of the Myth of Er, the details of the story are so convoluted that
readers, in fact, cannot agree as to whether it is meant to support or to
subvert the Republic’s main arguments. Either way, the myth remains
an awkward puzzle: had Plato written it as supporting material for the
dialogue’s central ideas, it becomes a redundant iteration, in a different
medium, of the preceding lessons, and an unnecessarily confusing one
at that.* But the alternative interpretation—that we ought to read the
myth as a kind of subversive commentary on the rest of the Republic—
raises more questions than it settles, as it takes on the burden of having
to explain why Plato would intimate, in this roundabout manner, the
opposite of what he means to say.”

There is a further level at which the myths of the Republic invite skep-
ticism, and it is that the deliberate deployment of myth, especially for
political use, can be seen to be manipulative, deceptive, or dangerous.
This is a philosophical betrayal of a different kind, consisting not only
in the choice of an inefficient medium of expression, but also in the cal-
culated abuse of myth’s obscuring qualities to help close off certain
claims from further scrutiny. The Myth of Metals in Book III, for in-
stance, has time and again shocked readers for its seeming cynicism, and
for what this might suggest, in turn, about Plato’s political thought. One
of the more disturbing effects of myths like the Myth of Metals is that
they can mislead their audiences into conflating certain social or po-
litical arrangements with the natural order of things, so that they seem
beyond revision or challenge through critical examination and other
philosophical channels. For this reason, myth, employed or tolerated in
a political context, is often synonymous with a kind of falsehood told in
the service of an end that only alleges to be noble.

Hence, Plato’s willingness to use myths in the service of his political
vision is routinely taken up by his critics as evidence of his authoritari-
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anism, while his defenders are put in the position of having to excuse
his myths by first justifying his greater philosophical agenda.® They tend
to do so, more often than not, by casting the myths as unfortunate but
necessary devices to persuade the unphilosophical: convincing the citi-
zens listening to the Myth of Metals to be content with their assigned
stations in the kallipolis; coaxing the audience of the Myth of Er into be-
lieving in the advantages of justice, even if they might not have followed
all of the philosophical arguments Socrates had made for it before
launching into this strange story. On this line of interpretation, Plato’s
use of myth becomes at best a concession to a reality in which not
everyone is capable of philosophy in its purest form, and those who are
not must instead be reached through an inferior rhetoric.”

If these are grounds for being suspicious of the myths interspersed
between the arguments of the Republic, they are exacerbated by Plato’s
own seeming dismissal of myth, and his reputation for having inaugu-
rated a distinction between the language of myth and the language of
logical argumentation.® As we have seen, the canonical position that
Plato occupies in the Western intellectual tradition is tied to his ground-
breaking efforts to define philosophy as an enterprise that deals in the
latter rather than in the former, and demands, in turn, that knowledge
is grounded in reasons rather than in unexamined conventions. When
Plato critiques the Greek mythological tradition as being morally inco-
herent and intellectually arbitrary, or, in passing formulations, unfavor-
ably contrasts mythos to logos, he appears to dismiss the discursive
qualities specific to the genre of myth as inadequate, if not counterpro-
ductive, to the aims and tasks of this project.’

Given so many reasons to find them unsettling, what would consti-
tute a more satisfying reading of the myths of the Republic? A defense
against these considerations would have to recognize that the myths are
an important, integrated part of the Republic, rather than pieces of rhe-
torical ornamentation tacked on as an afterthought: the myths cannot
be read separately from the whole, and the whole would be incomplete
without the myths."° But such a reading would also have to respect the
distinctiveness of the myths as myths, rather than treat them as passages
that are stylistically undifferentiated from the rest of the work: their
literary status as myths has something to add to the coherence of the
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Republic as a philosophical work." In particular, it would have to an-
swer to the suggestion that the use of myth is at some level antithetical
to our commitment to the philosophical ideal that no one view of the
world, however deeply entrenched in a society, is immune to criticism
and revision.

The aim of this chapter is to present what I believe to be the most
promising approach toward meeting these requirements and, in so
doing, to shed light on a use Plato makes of the literary genre of myth
that is very different from those generally recognized by his readers. A
convincing reading of the myths of the Republic, I argue, would have to
give an account of the larger philosophical project uniting them. My own
reading is built around a literary observation: three major myths of the
Republic—the Myth of Metals, the Allegory of the Cave, and the Myth
of Er—share a common plot, which recalls the experience of being deliv-
ered from a state of dreaming, underground, to wake up into a new
reality aboveground. In each of these myths, the story about dreaming
and waking comes to mark a transitional juncture in the educational
curriculum of the kallipolis, in which citizens who have undergone a cer-
tain education are then tested for the qualities of a philosophic nature.
Together, they explore a question of existential importance for Plato’s
purposes in the Republic: Can and to what extent does a philosophical
education shape the natures of its subjects? Sustained across the myths
of the Republic, then, is a project that is at once more coherent and more
overtly philosophical than commonly acknowledged.

In what follows, I try to make the case that these three myths of the
Republic are at their most compelling and intelligible when they are
read together this way."? In so doing, I attempt to give novel reinter-
pretations of individual myths, especially of the Myth of Er. But I also
aim to draw attention to a distinctive philosophical function that the
literary genre of myth can fulfill in Plato’s political writings. Plato cer-
tainly wrote myths in various forms and for different purposes across his
dialogues—a practice that scholars have documented extensively—but
our understanding of the range of possibilities that he saw in the me-
dium will be significantly expanded by this account of the myths
in the Republic.”® This is not only because it is in the context of Plato’s
most widely read work of political theory that his recourse to myth has

printed on 2/12/2023 5:24 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

NATURE AND MYTH IN PLATO’S REPUBLIC 41

attracted the most controversy, but also because these myths instantiate a
particularly intriguing use of the genre.

The philosophical inquiry at the core of the Republic’s myths is one
that relies on the distinctive power of the medium of myth, absent in
rational argumentation, to navigate a special kind of tension. A myth,
on the one hand, has the unique capacity to ossify concepts in ways that
resist critical engagement. In each of the three major myths of the Re-
public, Plato harnesses this function in order to posit an authoritative
understanding of the nature of individuals, and with it, of the political
reality in which they reside. In so doing, he draws attention to the sur-
prising ways in which the self-understanding of philosophers—and the
activities and practices stemming from that understanding—are an-
chored in conceptual frameworks that are deeply ingrained into our
worldviews.

On the other hand, a myth can simultaneously alert us to the provi-
sionality of such understandings and open up the possibility of revising
them. This chapter tracks how each myth in the sequence builds on the
previous myth’s efforts to assert a definitive account of the content of
an individual’s nature. In so doing, it stresses another aspect of Plato’s
preoccupation with the genre and its potential: while myths can help
mold certain deeply entrenched frameworks in our worldviews, these
same frameworks can be further reworked by other, subsequent myths.
Read this way, the myths of the Republic offer an insight into the capacity
of myth to convey both the authority and the provisional status of the
unconditioned norms underlying political life.

THE MYTH OF METALS

Myths cushion the Republic at its most critical junctures. The question
of justice, the dialogue’s primary topic of investigation, only enters the
discussion with Cephalus’s mention of “the tales told about what is in
Hades” and their effect on how one might perceive life, both retrospec-
tively and in anticipation of what follows.!* The decisive challenge that
Glaucon poses to Socrates—to defend justice on its own terms, stripped
of its rewards—takes the form of a myth about a ring that turns its master
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invisible.® When Socrates answers that challenge, he defines justice in
terms of three parts that make up a soul, first introduced to the investi-
gation when the Myth of Metals identifies the corresponding parts that
make up his ideal city, kallipolis. And the so-called philosophical digres-
sion spanning Books V to VII of the Republic culminates in what is
perhaps the most iconic image of philosophy yet written, the Allegory
of the Cave. It is in this way that the famously enigmatic Myth of Er
comes to conclude, not only the Republic, but also a sequence of philo-
sophically significant myths running through it.

When the myths of the Republic are read in conjunction with each
other, several new observations come to light. We see, for instance, that
at some basic level the Myth of Metals in Book III, the Allegory of the
Cave in Book VII, and the Myth of Er at the end of Book X all tell a sim-
ilar story: the protagonists are underground, asleep, until they ascend
to an upper realm and wake up there. The Myth of Metals asks the citi-
zens of the kallipolis to think of their early upbringing as something they
dreamed up while being fashioned in the earth, and now, fully formed
and awake, they have been brought up into the world. The freed pris-
oner in the Allegory of the Cave makes a famous ascent, also likened to
the process of waking up, from an underground cave into the more per-
fect world above; and in the Myth of Er its eponymous protagonist
journeys through the afterlife before he ascends back to the world of the
living, and wakes up on his funeral pyre.'®

Furthermore, at stake in each of these stories about slumber and
awakening is the question of how the natures of individuals ought to be
reconceptualized following a transformative event. As we shall see, the
Myth of Metals and the Allegory of the Cave are explicitly concerned
with the effect that particular stages of the kallipolis’s educational cur-
riculum leave on the natures of their subjects. Er's awakening in the
Myth of Er, on the other hand, coincides with the reincarnations of souls
who have traveled with him in the afterlife, who are born into new na-
tures that have been determined in part by the patterns of lives they se-
lected at the end of their shared journey.

Why this periodic retelling of the same story? The parallel plots shared
between the three myths suggest that they are doing similar work—that
each telling of a myth about waking up aboveground marks a new at-
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tempt to achieve a similar end. The Myth of Metals and the Allegory of
the Cave occur at two pivotal moments in the education of the guard-
ians who are to rule over the kallipolis: the former after a basic educa-
tion in music and gymnastics, and the latter with an elite education in
dialectic, the highest level of philosophical training offered to the city’s
potential philosopher-kings. At these stages, the pool of prospective
guardians is periodically purged of its less promising candidates. My hy-
pothesis is that the periodic recurrence of the plot common to the three
myths and the periodic sorting of the city’s leaders are related, and that
this relation will illuminate both the content of the Myth of Er as well
as the larger mythic endeavor it concludes. In order, then, to investigate
how these observations might come together, we must begin with the
Myth of Metals, where Plato first subjects his readers to a tale about
waking from an underground slumber.

The Appeal to the Rigidity of Nature

The Myth of Metals is famously a story about the natures of individuals,
and about using them as a foundation for organizing a city, by requiring
all citizens to practice that role for which they are most naturally
equipped. According to the myth, a god has mixed gold into the con-
struction of the rulers, and silver, iron, and bronze into the assistants,
farmers, and craftsmen, respectively. The city is to be arranged around
these natural aptitudes, so that all its citizens are instated to their rightful
places.”

At one level, a crucial element of this political vision is an appeal to a
rigid conception of individual nature: the myth demands that its audi-
ence thinks of these natures as fixed, like pure metals that cannot be
transformed from one into another. This fixed understanding of the na-
tures of individuals, in turn, gives the myth the gloss of radicalism for
which the Republic is so often criticized—most famously by Karl Popper,
who found in this myth evidence for the “racialism” that Plato shared
with the key ideologues of modern totalitarian politics."” Like race, the
comparison suggests, the natural dispositions of the citizens cannot be
helped and are determined from birth. The view that individuals are nat-
urally one way or another has been ascribed to the Myth of Metals even
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by commentators who thought much more highly of Plato than Popper
did, and remains implicit in most conventional readings of the myth."”
And when nature is held to be something that is determined and per-
manent, it is easy to see why appealing to its authority might be a par-
ticularly effective political tool: by invoking the idea of a natural order,
those propagating the myth to the citizens of the kallipolis can claim to
restore politics to a state somehow less arbitrary than one offered by ex-
isting human institutions.?

The Revision of a Rigid Concept

At another level, however, the myth’s appeal to the authority of nature
is not so straightforward. The Myth of Metals is also known as the Noble
Falsehood because Socrates prefaces it as such. The word he picks,
yevvaiov, translates to “noble” in the sense of well-born, or of a char-
acter befitting one’s birth or descent.” The falsehood may be yevvaiov,
in the sense that it is born out of noble intentions, the deception not-
withstanding, but also in the sense that the thing being lied about con-
cerns the circumstances of the citizens’ birth: the myth tells them that
metals have been mixed into their “genesis [yéveoig],” or their manner
of birth.*? As it happens, the falsehood of the myth consists not only in
the claim that the citizens were born with metals in their souls—and
that their natures are accordingly fixed in a correspondingly rigid way
from birth—but in a total reconceptualization of what it means to be
born in the first place. In the myth, birth is essentially redefined as an
event that occurs, not at the moment when a citizen is biologically born,
but at some point after he has completed the educational curriculum in
music and gymnastics described in Books II and III. This is the central
lesson of the first half of the myth, which readers often overlook for the
later passages about metals and hierarchies for which the myth is better
known. It is therefore worth revisiting these lines carefully, though they
may already be familiar to us. The myth begins:

I'll attempt to persuade first the rulers and the soldiers, then the
rest of the city, that the rearing and education we gave them were
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like dreams; they only thought they were undergoing all that
was happening to them, while, in truth, at that time they were
under the earth within, being fashioned and reared themselves,
and their arms and other tools being crafted. When the job had
been completely finished, then the earth, which is their mother,
sent them up.?

According to these opening lines, the citizens of the kallipolis have not
truly lived until this moment in their lives. Rather, they are told that they
have been asleep through the first years of their upbringing, during
which they have undergone a basic education in music and gymnastics,
and that these years were lived, not really in this world, but inside the
womb of their mother, the earth. It is there that their natures were
formed. Only upon the completion of this process of gestation were they
released aboveground, to wake up into their current reality.

The nature of a citizen, according to the myth, is defined by those
qualities with which he is born—this time around. It is what comes
through at the end of a basic education, and not necessarily the attri-
butes one has at the beginning of his biological life.** This is not to claim
that biology plays no role in Plato’s conception of individual nature; the
myth still assumes that members of the several classes in the city will
“for the most part” produce offspring like themselves, and poor obser-
vation of the city’s breeding regulations is to blame for the eventual de-
terioration of the kallipolis.> The point of the myth, however, is that the
circumstances of biological birth alone are inadequate for determining
a citizen’s place in society, and that institutions in the city must rede-
fine the measures of a person’s nature around a more appropriate
standard. What the myth takes care to emphasize is not the norm
whereby a child inherits the nature of his parents, but the possibility
of exceptions—like the occasional birth of bronze or iron children to
golden or silver parents, and vice versa—and the requisite protocols for
handling them.? For any child whose makeup deviates from that of his
parents, the city must restore “the proper value to its nature.””

There are, then, two distinct parts to the principal political maneuver
of the Myth of Metals. The first is the premise, familiar to the conven-
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tional reading of the myth, that the natures of individuals are fixed from
“birth” and remain stable thereafter, so that an entire society can be
reliably organized around these enduring constants. The second is the
fact that the myth makes this appeal to nature as a source of normativity
while swapping out its content. Put another way, the radical innovation
of the Myth of Metals is the representation of culture as nature: it covers up
the fluid character of a much more continuous process of socialization,
like education, and takes its product to be a static thing, as though the
individual citizens transformed by it had really possessed those qualities
all along.?®

It bears emphasizing that the first part of the myth’s work—as the
objections of Popper and other readers imply—affects a particularly
deep-rooted and uncritical aspect of the citizens’ worldviews. In both
the traditional conception of nature as the set of attributes with which
one is born biologically, and the myth’s insistence that it instead refers
to those attributes one is left with at the end of a primary education,
there is an implicit understanding of nature that stands in for a default
prior to the design of the city. It is a set of circumstances that the citi-
zens are to regard as natural, part of the way things are, somehow irre-
ducible or beyond question. One status quo, then, is being replaced
with another in the Myth of Metals. If the myth is successful in what it
aims to achieve, the citizens of the kallipolis will have gone from taking
the manner of their lives for granted, to taking as given a different po-
litical reality and their places in it.

If our conception of nature is especially foundational to the way we
perceive the world, it is through the traditional medium of myth that
Plato tries to tap the authority of this fraught concept. When a myth of-
fers a kind of just-so story about the way things are in the world, we
might expect this to work differently on the psychology of its audience
than would propositions that come up in ordinary arguments. Unlike
discourse bound by the expectation of rational justification, a myth
might simply present a set of circumstances as part of the natural order
of things, as though they already hold the normative status of those
deeper aspects of one’s worldview that are most taken for granted and
rarely come up for critical examination. As Plato was well aware, the psy-
chological effect of such stories is that they influence one’s thinking
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even when they aren’t taken entirely seriously.” It may be the case that
these fanciful stories invite us to let down our critical guard—for what
would be the point of taking apart such tales using the rules of logic and
fact?—and that the ideas they depict as static, unchanging realities con-
sequently sit all the more easily on our subconscious.

It is in this way that the Myth of Metals can be accused, as it is in
Popper’s account, of usurping the powers of traditional myths for gains
that are political rather than philosophical. Even if it claims to serve
philosophical ends, like the rule of philosophers in the city, its selective
appropriation of the mythic genre may still remain an obstruction to
philosophical thinking: it portrays a certain political arrangement as
being fixed into the natural fabric of the world and, in so doing, further
removes it from ordinary channels of rational contestation and critique.
What this line of interpretation gets right, I think, is that in writing the
Myth of Metals, Plato indeed sought to channel something of the ossi-
tying effect that a myth is capable of having on a concept that funda-
mentally grounds our understanding of ourselves and our world. What
such readings miss, however, is that this is only one part of what the myth
does. The other feat—a revision of how its audience is meant to under-
stand the content of that concept—is also something that Plato works
into a subsequent myth, told at a later juncture of the educational cur-
riculum of the kallipolis.

THE ALLEGORY OF THE CAVE

Three books later, a new awakening takes place in the Republic.>® A pris-
oner who has dwelled in an underground cave all his life is suddenly
forced to turn around and scale the path to the world above. Whereas
he had known only the darkness of the cave before, now his eyes open
to the light of the sun for the first time in this upper realm. These strange
prisoners of the cave, Socrates emphasizes, are “like us” to the extent that
we, too, have yet to open our eyes to knowledge. A person informed by
opinion but not knowledge may be said to be merely “taken in by dreams
and slumbering out of his present life,” so that he is at no point ever
awake: “before waking up here he goes to Hades and falls finally asleep
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there.”! It takes a wakeful mind to see past the illusions of the things
people tend to believe, and Socrates tells us that the politics of the kal-
lipolis or any desirable regime must amount to rule “in a state of waking,
not in a dream as the many cities nowadays are governed by men who
fight over shadows with one another.”* Like the earthborn citizens in
the Myth of Metals who wake up from the dream of their previous lives,
the freed prisoner in the so-called Allegory of the Cave is delivered out
of the earth from his state of slumber and into a different reality. To de-
cree, as this story does, that he is to return to the cave and rejoin the
community of its denizens, is to envision the possibility of reordering
politics around this new reality.

A Dialectical Awakening

The Allegory of the Cave does not tend to attract the kind of controversy
with which the Myth of Metals or the Myth of Er is often met; many
readers do not even consider it a myth. After all, the story is clearly de-
livered in the service of a philosophical point that Plato wishes to make
about the nature of reality, and it does not so much share in the tropes
of existing mythological tradition as it builds on a vocabulary of images
that Plato creates and develops himself in the analogies of the Sun and
Divided Line spanning Book VI. There are, however, equally compel-
ling reasons to acknowledge those features of the Allegory of the Cave
that render it a lot more like a myth than the kinds of argumentation
undertaken in the passages surrounding it. It is, prominently, a self-
standing narrative told through a set of striking images, which are
elaborated using an unusual level of detail. Although the Allegory of the
Cave does not feature deities or supernatural elements typically found
in traditional myths, the story unfolds in an extraordinary, if not fan-
tastical, setting that—for all its strangeness—conjures a coherent and
vivid world.

It may suffice, for now, to set aside thornier questions of categoriza-
tion for the more modest suggestion that Plato intended to revisit in the
Allegory of the Cave the specific literary form in which he wrote the
Myth of Metals.* Like the Myth of Metals, the Allegory of the Cave tells
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a story about the experience of coming out of a subterranean slumber.
This story is also placed at a critical turning point in the educational cur-
riculum of the kallipolis, so that the motifs of dreaming and waking
similarly serve as a metaphor for the transformative effect that educa-
tion can have on the natures of its subjects. Socrates designates the cave
as an “image of our nature in its education and want of education”—the
light-filled reality of the world aboveground represents educated nature,
and the sleepy darkness of the cave its privation.** The prisoners’ un-
derstanding of their own natures is tied to their perception of reality:
they have not “seen anything of themselves and one another other than
the shadows” they cast on the cave wall, whereas one who has escaped
the cave knows his soul to be most truly at home in the upper realm and
nowhere else.?

The story offers that the nature transformed by a certain education is
the more legitimate and true. The Myth of Metals had presented an ed-
ucation in music and gymnastics as capable of forming for the citizen a
new and more valid nature to replace the authority of biological nature;
the Allegory of the Cave makes an analogous claim about a new, more
sophisticated kind of education. Having undergone the preliminary ed-
ucation in music and gymnastics, and having subsequently been sorted
on its basis, a select pool of potential guardians now faces a second round
of selection, in which they are to be educated in the abstract sciences
(arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, and harmony) leading up to the study
of dialectic.* Progressing through these studies, Socrates tells us, is akin
to being led out of the cave in the Allegory, and learning to see in the
light of the sun.

The Allegory of the Cave, then, can be read as the continuation of a
project begun in the Myth of Metals, whereby a story about an awak-
ening makes a particular kind of assertion regarding the effect of edu-
cation on the natures of the potential guardians. Those candidates chosen
to advance to the next stage of the curriculum are those whose natures
had successfully undergone the transformation intended by the relevant
education. Both narratives give an account of this transformation by pre-
senting the successfully educated nature as categorically more natural
than its uneducated counterpart.
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The Progression from a Cultural to a Dialectical Education

How, then, are we to think about the relationship between these parallel
assertions about the natures of citizens, repeated at different stages of
the educational program of the kallipolis? There are two important dis-
analogies between the Myth of Metals and the Allegory of the Cave that
call for some elaboration. The first concerns a difference in how educa-
tion is represented in each story. We recall that the Myth of Metals had
compared the experience of the citizens” preliminary education to
dreams. In the Allegory of the Cave, by contrast, it is only uneducated
nature itself that is represented as a dream or a state of diminished reality;
the education in dialectic is instead portrayed as a slow and painful
awakening, and the nature transformed by this process as the final and
desired condition of being awake.

At one level, the discrepancy can be chalked up to the qualitative dif-
ference between the types of education at the center of each myth.
Gymnastics and music, Socrates tells us, had educated the potential
guardians “through habits . . . not knowledge.”” Dialectic, by contrast,
requires its practitioner to look beyond the world of happenstance phe-
nomena to discern the whole containing the particulars, and Socrates
accordingly insists that those guardians who now embody this nature
learn to see both in the light of the upper realm as well as in the dark-
ness of the cave.’® In the Myth of Metals, the sum total of the citizens’
experiences prior to the completion of their preliminary education is an
old reality permanently lost, like a dream one cannot return to, whereas
the Allegory of the Cave portrays dialectic as an art that equips its stu-
dents to traverse dream and reality precisely because they can distin-
guish between those realms. “But you we have begotten [¢yevvricapev],”
he tells the would-be guardians of the kallipolis in a hypothetical speech,
to “have been better and more perfectly educated and are more able to
participate in both lives.”® Giving weight to the difference between an
education in dialectic and one in music and gymnastics establishes the
relative authority of philosophy over habit, and casts the more basic ed-
ucation as a temporary prelude to the definitive transformation of the
guardians and their initiation into true reality.*’
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The inauguration of a philosophical education as a definitive peda-
gogical endpoint to override all prior educations in habit might hardly
be a surprising proposal to find in the Republic. But here a second point
of disanalogy between the Myth of Metals and the Allegory of the Cave
suggests a somewhat different reading. Unlike the Myth of Metals, which
is presented as a myth intended to be addressed directly to the citizens
of the kallipolis, the Allegory of the Cave is told just to Socrates’s inter-
locutors, Glaucon and Adeimantus. This means that by the time they
have completed the dialectical stage of their education, the guardians
of the kallipolis would have heard no more than one myth making a
claim about what their true natures consist in. Consequently, the cen-
tral lesson of the Allegory of the Cave—that one’s true nature is in fact
a nature transformed by a dialectical education—is something that these
guardians learn, not from a placeholder myth told during a phase of their
upbringing when they could not have known better, but over the long
years of a comprehensive dialectical education.

But Glaucon and Adeimantus—and through them, we the readers—
encounter this lesson in the form of a story they have heard before. To a
reader made familiar with the structure of the Allegory of the Cave
through the Myth of Metals, the seeming conclusiveness of the dialec-
tical awakening depicted in it is undercut by the very fact that it deposes
an analogous awakening from a previous myth along the way. If the mo-
ment of waking in the Allegory of the Cave is meant to help draw a
sharp distinction between a discriminating education in dialecticand a
blind education in culture—much like the distinction between knowl-
edge and habit—the same myth, by virtue of what it shares with the
Myth of Metals, also points to their fundamental similarity. At the end
of the day, dialectic remains a form of education that seeks to make
knowledge a kind of habit: “steady and strenuous participation in
arguments”—the content of dialectical training—is, for Socrates, “a
gymnastic that is the antistrophe of the bodily gymnastic.”*

What the Allegory of the Cave tells us instead is that all practices and
institutions taken for granted in the social and political culture of any
society are, to some extent, like the Myth of Metals. When the institu-
tional frameworks orienting one’s sense of self come to be perceived as
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natural, they are, in fact, founded on much shiftier ground than they project
themselves to be. And although such frameworks might predictably in-
clude the accepted norms and practices of Athens that so often bear the
brunt of Socrates’s critique, and even the content of a preliminary cultural
education in the kallipolis, they also include some of the tacit premises
underpinning the highest philosophical education that the kallipolis has
to offer to its guardians. If, in the Allegory of the Cave, Plato draws on a
familiar narrative template in order to make another revisionary assertion
about the content of individual natures, he does so while suggesting, at
the same time, that even a philosopher’s self-understanding—and the
philosophical pursuits framed by this understanding—rest on the scaf-
folds of ingrained concepts we come to take for granted, and which
lend themselves easily to being the subject of myths.

THE MYTH OF ER

Compared to the Myth of Metals and the Allegory of the Cave, the Myth
of Er can be especially bewildering to read: it is teeming with opulent
literary descriptions of the afterlife, and what purpose it is meant to serve
in the larger scheme of the Republic, whether political or philosophical,
is ambiguous. Read in conjunction with the earlier two myths, however,
the Myth of Er begins to make much more sense than it does on its own.

Like the Myth of Metals and the Allegory of the Cave before it, the
Myth of Er is structured around an awakening from a dream and a re-
birth out of the earth. Its hero-messenger, Er, is killed in a battle but then
comes back to life in order to tell the story of what he has seen in the
other realm, as though he had merely slept through the ordeal and had
“all of a sudden .. . recovered his sight and saw that it was morning and
he was lying on the pyre.”*? The journey from the afterworld back to the
world of the living is an ascent—a journey that Er makes with the souls
sent to be reincarnated as they are carried “up to their birth.”* The
myth in its entirety describes a cycle of reincarnation, and the souls in
question face a choice concerning the lives into which they are to be reborn
when they next open their eyes. According to the myth, the “ordering
of the soul” changes as it makes its way through the life it chooses, and
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what happens in the afterlife, presented as a thousand-year dream be-
tween waking lives, has an effect on the content of that choice.**

In both the Myth of Metals and the Allegory of the Cave, such stories
of awakening were, explicitly, a metaphor for the transformation of nature
by education, and these narrative interludes were accordingly located in
places in the Republic concerned with the testing and sorting of citizens
who have undergone the corresponding stages of the kallipolis’s educa-
tional curriculum. If we take seriously the observation that the same story
is repeated in the Myth of Er, this also encourages us to read it as a myth
about these same topics—of education and of testing for its effects.

The Prelude to the Myth

Whether education can make a lasting impact on the natures of indi-
viduals is an important question in the Republic because the time frame
with which it is concerned goes beyond a single lifetime.*> The Myth of
Er is framed as an account of the rewards of justice, both in life and in
death.*® One way of thinking about such a task is to begin by asking
whether anything of the complex educational program of the kallipolis,
geared at creating justice in souls and in the city, matters in the long run.
Certainly, Socrates did not leave out considerations about the afterlife
when designing the educational curriculum of the kallipolis’s guardians.
After the preliminary training in music and gymnastics, and a sequence
of intermediate studies culminating in an education in dialectic, the
guardians descend into the metaphorical cave to apply their lessons to
the political affairs of the city. This includes fifteen years of service in
the offices related to war, and “the rest of their lives” in a less systematic
mix of philosophical engagement, the ruling of the city, and educating
the next generation of guardians.”’ But rather than conclude his sum-
mary of the guardians’ education there, Socrates brings them instead to
a curious place: the Isles of the Blessed, where they are to dwell for eter-
nity as they continue to receive public honors from the city.* In so doing,
Socrates extends the story of the guardians’ education and testing into
the afterlife—the subject of the myth that concludes the Republic.

In his prefatory remarks to the Myth of Er, Socrates raises the
question of how individual human nature is to be conceptualized on
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such a scale.*” Until this moment in the Republic, the discussion had con-
sidered the soul only as it is embodied in the material world and, signifi-
cantly, in political society. The soul, however, being immortal, outlives
the conditions of the lives it inhabits. As such, Socrates maintains, its
true nature has yet to be revealed. Rather, the embodied soul is not un-
like an ancient sea god, who appears to us buried in aquatic debris:

Just as those who catch sight of the sea god Glaucus would no
longer easily see his original nature because some of the old
parts of his body have been broken off and the others have been
ground down and thoroughly maimed by the waves at the same
time as other things have grown on him—shells, seaweed, and
rocks—so that he resembles any beast rather than what he was
by nature, so, too, we see the soul in such a condition because
of countless evils.*

To isolate the soul from human life and examine it from an eternal van-
tage point, like that of the afterlife, would be to draw it “out of the deep
ocean in which it is now, and the rocks and shells were hammered off. . . .
And then one would see its true nature.”"

Socrates hypothesizes that the true nature of the uncorrupted soul is a
perfectly philosophical soul.” Just as philosophy—the love of wisdom—
draws the soul toward a realm of eternal truths, the soul in its natural
state is a soul stripped of all that is transitory in the world.*® But Socrates’s
presentation of both nature and philosophy comes into odds with an un-
derstanding sustained throughout the earlier two myths of the Repub-
lic: that a political education, publically administered in a temporal
city, not only shapes a soul’s nature but can also make it more philo-
sophical. Are the effects of earthly institutions on the soul—even those
geared toward philosophy—mere seashells and rocks grafted onto its na-
ture, ready to fall away when it is lifted out of the social and political
settings in which it was embedded during life? Or can the things of this
world leave a more lasting mark on that which is immortal?

These, I hope to show, are the questions at the heart of the eschato-
logical myth concluding the Republic. The Myth of Er can be read as a
response to two demands that have emerged from these prefatory obser-
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vations: first, that the project of the guardians’ education is to be evalu-
ated at the scale of the afterlife; and second, that the nature of the soul
in the afterlife and the place of philosophy there have yet to be investi-
gated. On this reading, the Myth of Er becomes a meditation on
whether education acquired in a political setting may be conducive to
the construction of a genuinely philosophic nature that persists through
time, even in the absence of the societal structures that helped cultivate
it. The myth thus takes up a coherent line of inquiry, raised in the pre-
vious two myths of the Republic, on the extent to which the natures of
individuals can be formed by the educational apparatuses of the city.

The Thousand-Year Journey: An Education in Cosmic Justice

The first half of the Myth of Er describes the journeys of the souls in the
afterlife; a report of how they choose the patterns of their next lives makes
up the second. At one level, one half of the myth may seem to follow from
the other because the primary purpose of the souls’ journeys is judg-
ment and retribution for justices and injustices committed in the pre-
vious life.’* These journeys last a thousand years, and they contain ten
lifetimes” worth of pleasures or terrors, for those judged just and unjust,
respectively. Only when these moral debts are paid do the souls have a
clean ledger from which to begin their next lives.> But at another level,
the experiences accrued on these thousand-year journeys are more di-
rectly connected to how the souls make their choices. Significantly, it is
this second, rather than the first, connection between the two halves of
the myth that accounts for the alarming intricacy of the configuration
of its world.

In the Myth of Er, the afterlife boasts a deliberate and convoluted ge-
ography. The journeys of the souls begin at a “certain demonic place,”
with two openings in the ground and two more in the heaven above.”®
There, the souls are judged, and their judgments are attached to them
as signs, before they commence their journeys of retribution—the just
through one of the heavenly openings toward a path full of pleasures and
rewards, and the unjust through an opening in the ground to a path full
of terrors and punishments. A thousand years later, a curious thing hap-
pens: the journeys loop back to the demonic place of judgment. Two
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groups of souls, returning from their separate journeys through the
second pair of openings in the heaven and the earth, reunite to tell each
other about what they have seen on their respective paths. They go to-
gether to a meadow, where their numerous stories, too many to recount
in the myth, are devoured eagerly.”” Then they journey to a certain van-
tage point from which they get a good view of the Spindle of Necessity
that holds the cosmos together. Finally, they are taken to Necessity’s
daughter, Lachesis, where they begin the process of choosing the pat-
terns of their next lives.

If the point of the journey thus far is solely about retribution for the
ills and merits of one’s life, there is no obvious explanation—on logical
grounds or from Greek eschatology currently available to us—as to why
the thousand-year journeys must circuit back to the place of judgment,
or why the myth emphasizes, to the extent that it does, the exchange
of information between the souls who have completed their respective
journeys. The signs carried by the souls also figure into the confusion:
clearly, they are meant to be read—but by whom, and to what end?*® Read
on its own, the careful construction of these details in the myth can seem
excessive, in the way of a pointlessly fanciful story. Commentators have
accordingly refrained from ascribing any philosophical purpose to these
odd features of the journey.”

But when the Myth of Er is considered in light of the educational
project of the Republic, the oddly elaborate program set out for the souls
in the afterlife begins to make more sense. The stranger details of the
myth—the convergence of the souls’ journeys at the place of judgment,
the signs they are made to carry from and back to this place with the
strange geography, and the vibrant exchange of stories about each
journey—can all be read as contributing pieces to a systematic educa-
tion in justice and its centrality to the constitution of a harmonious uni-
verse. Even when a soul in the myth experiences firsthand the rewards
or punishments particular to the conduct of his own life, he does so in
a fashion that juxtaposes his subjective journey against those of others,
and reveals something about the organizing principles by which they all
fit together. This is because the demonic place, where each thousand-year
journey begins and ends, is set up in such a way that calls for the com-
mingling of a multiplicity of perspectives (see Table 2).
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As a consequence of differences in both the time they have spent in
the afterlife and the judgments passed on them, souls have differently
limited perspectives on the details of how retribution works in this world.
Souls who traveled the heavenly path, for instance, have no experience of
the underground path, and the souls yet awaiting judgment do not even
know which of the paths will be theirs. But their convergence in one place
also permits them to access, at the same time, an abundance of infor-
mation about experiences beyond their own. When, for example, souls
return from their journeys, presumably still carrying their telltale
signs—appearing “full of dirt and dust” if they had been judged unjust,
and “pure from heaven” if they had been just—they are seen, and their
stories of terror or pleasure eagerly devoured, not only by other returning
souls but by those newly arrived souls, yet to depart on their own
thousand-year journeys.®® Hence, for departing and returning souls
alike, the demonic place of judgment offers visual and auditory instruc-
tion in the unmistakable advantage of falling in the group that wears
signs of justice and travels through the heavenly path.

Of course, the deceptively simple moral lesson that it is better to be
just than unjust has been told in less roundabout—though perhaps no
less problematic—ways elsewhere. The myth at the end of the Gorgias
features an overtly educational program, also involving the visible
branding of souls with a list of their deeds, in which “everyone who is
subject to punishment rightly inflicted by another . . . become([s] better
and profit[s] from it, or else [is] made an example for others, so that when
they see him suffering whatever it is he suffers, they may be afraid and
become better.” Those who fall in the latter category are “simply strung
up there in the prison in Hades as examples, visible warnings to unjust
men who are ever arriving.”®" But it bears emphasizing that instruc-
tion in the advantages of justice is not quite so didactic in the Myth of
Er.%2 The structure of its eschatological journey mandates that the each
of the different paths to the same lesson is always an exercise in drawing
connections, in learning where one’s own experience and subjective
viewpoint fit into the greater scheme of things. At the place of judg-
ment, the souls themselves actively inquire others about journeys that
were not their own, and must discern what is relevant in the wealth of
information at the crowded site.
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Table3. The progression of the meaning of justice in the eschatological journey

Location in journey —Quality of perspective Meaning of justice

Judgment More subjective The name given to my deeds in life
(or, if I am judged unjust, its opposite)

Retributive Retribution for my own deeds, which
thousand-year is an experience I have in common
journey with others on my journey

Return to the The logic that all souls receive the
demonic place of appropriate retribution for their deeds
judgment and the in life, despite the variety of both the
neighboring lives they led and the journeys they
meadow traveled in the afterlife

Gazing upon the More objective The harmonious principle holding
Spindle of Necessity together the cosmos

Moreover, lessons in the retributive advantages of justice are only one
part of the instruction that souls receive in the Myth of Er. The exercises
at the demonic place of judgment prepare their subjects, at the end of their
thousand-year journeys, for a vision of the coherent universe held to-
gether by the Spindle of Necessity. Along the arc of that journey, the per-
spective that the souls have on their world widens progressively—from
the limited gaze they have on their own paths of retribution, to the ex-
change of information that occurs back at the place of judgment, and to
the view of the structure of the universe. Even the passage to the Spindle is
approached gradually; the souls at first see it as a column of light, and the
intricate stem and nested whorls of the Spindle do not come into visibility
until the following day, when the souls move closer.®* For each soul making
this journey, these shifts in perspective correspond to shifts in the meaning
of justice. The structure of the souls’ journeys tracks a lesson in the unity
of cosmic justice as experienced from vantage points that gradually pro-
gress from the subjective to the objective: what is at first the retribution
for the deeds committed in one’s own life develops into a comprehensive
system of retribution for all souls in the afterlife, until justice finally cor-
responds to the harmony of the whole cosmos (see Table 3). In the Myth of
Er, then, souls are subjected to an immersive education in cosmic justice
before they are sent to choose the patterns of their subsequent lives.
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The Choice of the Next Life: The Test of the Educated Soul

The Myth of Metals and the Allegory of the Cave had told stories about
waking up into new natures. These stories were told at places in the Re-
public corresponding to major junctures of the kallipolis’s educational
curriculum, where a program of tests selected for individuals whose na-
tures had been suitably transformed at the relevant stage. The moment
when the souls in the Myth of Er choose the patterns of the lives into
which they will be reborn can be construed in similar terms. This choice
requires “looking off toward the nature of the soul” with special care
and—as Socrates interjects in the myth to stress—amounts to the ulti-
mate test of a soul’s mastery of “that study by which he might be able to
learn and find out who will give him the capacity and the knowledge
to distinguish the good and the bad life, and so everywhere and always to
choose the better from among those that are possible.”%*

Choosing well would require the capacity to resist packing one’s sub-
sequent life with superficial advantages, and to make one’s calculations at
the scale of the thousand-year journey that follows at the heels of a single
lifetime. It would require knowing the shape of a just soul and the ability
to discern it when it is embedded in lives as diverse as those belonging to
all who traveled the heavenly path. The intricacy of the journey in the
afterlife leading up to this moment may be accounted for because its edu-
cative agenda prepares the souls for the choice, and the content of the
choice itself serves as a test for the effects of that cosmic education.

Readers of the myth might object, at this point, that the souls gener-
ally give little consideration to their experiences on that journey when
choosing the patterns of their subsequent lives.®® Rather, for many, those
lessons in the rewards of virtue, much less in the harmony of the uni-
verse, appear to have been lost, and they make their decisions “according
to the habituation of their former life”—a life they had more than a thou-
sand years to forget.®® Consequently, not many souls in the myth make
an informed choice, and it is unclear if any of them chooses a philosophic
life. Even Odysseus, who arguably makes a well-considered choice of a
quiet life as a private citizen, is said to be reacting to the memories of
his previous life.*” Only those souls who had suffered greatly during their
journeys of retribution fare a little better: they make more careful, un-
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hurried choices, not only “because they had labored” themselves but also
because they “had seen the labors of others.”®® But there are accompa-
nying dangers to being affected in this way by the experiences and spec-
tacles of only one’s own journey, as those souls who had instead trav-
eled along the heavenly path are just as likely to rush their decisions.®
One such soul hastens to choose the tyrant’s life because he had not ex-
perienced those labors for himself but was instead “one of those who
had come from heaven, having lived in an orderly regime in his former
life, participating in virtue by habit, without philosophy.””° If the choice
of a pattern for one’s next life is meant to serve as a test of the education
acquired on the eschatological journey leading up to this moment, it is,
then, a test that nearly all of the souls in the myth appear to fail.

These underwhelming results, however, may raise significant con-
cerns about the test, but do not go so far as to invalidate it. What they
do instead is hold to a much higher standard the philosophical qualities
for which the souls in the Myth of Er are being tested, and with which
the Republic is ultimately concerned. At one level, it should be unsur-
prising that so many of the souls make unphilosophical choices when
pressed to put their understanding of a good life to the test: much of the
educational curriculum outlined in the Republic—and the subject of the
Myth of Metals and the Allegory of the Cave—had thus far been devoted
to the filtering of natures through increasingly rigorous tests of char-
acter, and some routine attrition is to be expected as well at this final
round of examination. The need for such vetting becomes clear, for in-
stance, in the case of the soul from the virtuous city who chooses the
life of a tyrant: it is not enough, his example tells us, to have been vir-
tuous in one’s conduct in life, but it takes another round of education in
justice, and the administration of another test, to discern whether one
has come to possess a philosophical nature.

But at another level, the ambiguities generated by the difficulty of the
test pose a more nuanced philosophical question regarding the relation-
ship between education and the nature of the individual soul. The story
of the soul from the virtuous city, in particular, is cause for concern, because
it suggests the possibility that even citizenship in a city like the kallipolis
offers no guarantee of the kind of wisdom required to pass the cosmic
test.”! Whereas education in the kallipolis, as depicted in the earlier myths,
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had been geared toward molding the natures of its citizens as though
instilling habits, the true test of a philosophic nature—as the example
of the soul from the virtuous city indicates—must be able to distinguish
an individual’s most deeply ingrained qualities from those habits that
merely reflect the character of his city.”

That test, then, sets upon itself the task of identifying the soul on
whom the educational apparatuses of his city and those of the afterlife
have achieved a combined effect of a particular kind. In the worst case,
habituation in the norms of a virtuous city can end up hindering one’s
capacity to choose well, as a thousand years of journeying through heav-
enly sights and experiences can bring a soul to underestimate the stakes
of the choice, and life in a city where virtue is the norm may dull the
moral senses.” In the correctly aligned nature, however, the educational
curriculum of a well-ordered city should serve as a foundation, rather
than a liability, for higher levels of instruction and testing that take place
in the afterlife—so that a soul trained in the forms of justice in the city
and the soul would also be better equipped to recognize it in the cosmos
and in the myriad forms of life possible in it.

On Whether the Things of the World Mark Our Immortal Souls

The Myth of Er, then, portrays an extension of the project of education
and testing begun in the kallipolis—one that seeks to select for the thor-
oughly philosophical soul who remains so through multiple cycles of
reincarnation. This search, we have seen, had proceeded analogically, by
returning periodically to a common narrative pattern that was used to
denote a shift in the content of individual nature after a certain educa-
tion: in the Myth of Metals, the citizens of the kallipolis wake up into
natures that had in fact been fashioned during a prior education in music
and gymnastics, just as the freed prisoner in the Allegory of the Cave
realizes that his true nature belongs in the realm of the Forms that he
encountered through his education in dialectic. To the extent that the
Myth of Er echoes the framing of these earlier myths, it appears to il-
lustrate a continuation of the same experiment by which the natures of
individuals are educated and then tested for the effects of that educa-
tion. The ultimate test of the aggregate effect of education on an indi-

printed on 2/12/2023 5:24 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

NATURE AND MYTH IN PLATO’S REPUBLIC 63

vidual soul, the myth suggests, would occur outside of the particular po-
litical context in which the majority of the enterprise was executed.

A reading of the Myth of Er that extrapolates its content from the
Myth of Metals and the Allegory of the Cave, in turn, helps us see the
extent to which Plato was invested in thinking critically about the ef-
fect of the institutions of the city on the soul. Readers of the Republic
often have a difficult time with the city-soul analogy because they tend to
feel pressured to choose which of the two embodiments of justice the book
is really about. Justice writ large and small, in the city and in the indi-
vidual soul, can often seem like two parallel manifestations of the form
that do not quite converge.”* But to ask, as the myth does, whether a philo-
sophical education can leave a lasting effect on the nature of its subjects, is
also to raise the question of whether the just city can in fact help make
the soul more just.

So can education change one’s nature? The answer offered by the
Myth of Er is ambiguous at best: because habituation in the ways of a
virtuous city is an insufficient guarantee for virtue that endures through
the greater scheme of things, the experiences of the afterlife must sup-
plement the education of cities to pick out the possessors of true justice
and philosophy, who are few and far between. And yet, even the combi-
nation of the education of the city and that of the afterlife seems to have
had at most a muted effect on the vast majority of the souls depicted in
the myth. The inconclusive ending of the Myth of Er leaves much room
to wonder if any soul could or does in fact end up with a nature perma-
nently reformed by the education imposed upon it.

But there is a deeper significance to this answer. It is consistent with
the recurrent pattern of education and testing that structures the Re-
public, which hinged on an understanding that education is a continuing,
aggregative endeavor that builds over the course of an entire lifetime,
if not even longer. At critical junctures in this process, the standard for
determining the content of an individual’s nature was regularly written
over. Even an education culminating in the alignment of one’s soul with
the harmonious universe, the pattern would suggest, is part of an ongoing
mission undertaken in a cosmos eternally in flux. If this is the case, then
claiming that our nature is essentially philosophical, as Socrates sug-
gests in his meditation on the sea god Glaucus, is not so simple. While

printed on 2/12/2023 5:24 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

64 POLITICAL AND PHILOSOPHICAL BOUNDARIES

the dream of a truer nature somehow more indelible than one shaped by
impermanent institutions may be a crucial philosophical ideal to which
to aspire, the myths of the Republic seem to imply that there is no essen-
tial human nature as such, and that the durability of a philosophical
nature depends more on the continual striving toward that ideal than in
any possibility of its ultimate realization.”

In turn, the myths intimate something of the fragility of Plato’s phil-
osophic enterprise, and how closely it is interwoven with the inquiry
pursued in its myths. If a central project of the Republic concerns the
progressive formation of the philosophical soul to whom the steward-
ship of the kallipolis may be entrusted, the conceptual interventions
made in the myths play a critical role in how that process is to be un-
derstood. We have seen how, in making radical new claims about what
individual natures consist in, the myths periodically sought to recalibrate
the working understanding of the concept of nature. A distinctive fea-
ture of these mythic claims is that they are at once authoritative and provi-
sional. That is, in the myths of the Republic, a nature reformed by edu-
cation is presented as stable, accompanied by a sense of inevitability or
destiny. Yet recurring revisions in the sequence of myths, of what gets to
be designated as the nature of an individual, bring attention to the pro-
visional character of such claims; a state of the soul equated with an
individual’s true nature might come up for revision later on in the educa-
tional curriculum. This paradoxical combination of authority and pro-
visionality has the effect of demarcating the contours of strict—and yet
ultimately elastic—norms and expectations that govern the roles individ-
uals inhabit in their city. In this way the myths accommodate the tension
between unconditioned and conditioned thinking—the need to take a
certain political reality for granted in order to operate within it, and
admitting to its limits without knowing where those limits might be.”®

THE MYTHIC PROJECT OF THE REPUBLIC

When Plato was writing the Myth of Metals, the Allegory of the Cave,
and the Myth of Er into the Republic, he was tapping into the conven-

printed on 2/12/2023 5:24 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

NATURE AND MYTH IN PLATO’S REPUBLIC 65

tions of an existing genre that had lately come under increased cultural
scrutiny. Traditionally, Greek mythology consisted in a loose body of
canonical tales, which usually dealt in significant but undemonstrable
subject matter—such as the nature and origins of the cosmos, or the
deeds of deities and ancient heroes—and which formed a vital part of
the fabric of Greek culture. From as early as the seventh century BC,
however, pre-Socratic philosophers had begun referring to myths pejo-
ratively, usually as a polemical way of distinguishing their own work
from what had formerly passed for conventional wisdom.”” Plato’s im-
mediate predecessors and contemporaries inherited and intensified the
practice as they sought to invent new ways of presenting ideas that as-
pired to a more rigorous standard of truth than the unverifiable, unde-
monstrable qualities of mythic narratives.”® Myth and its associated tra-
ditions, they were keen to show, were emblematic of an increasingly
obsolete orientation to theorizing about the natures of things, which
stood in contrast to the approaches that their own work and discourse
were better equipped to capture. Myth was understood in opposition,
in particular, to the trappings of the kind of critical thinking that would
come to be epitomized in the meticulous, detail-oriented arguments that
make up the bulk of Plato’s work.

In a number of ways, the paradoxical qualities we find in the myths
of the Republic were features that the ancient critics of myth had begun
to pick out to characterize the broader genre of myth, in contradistinc-
tion to the superior rigor of the burgeoning norms of argumentative dis-
course. First, the myths of the Republic posit certain claims about the
content of the natures of individuals in such a way that these assertions
are impervious to further interrogation. Because myths are imagined
stories, pressing them for reasons or facts, as one might in an argument,
is beside the point. Indeed, Socrates—whose philosophical examinations
are otherwise known to revert to a method of relentless questioning—is
careful to shield his myths from claims to truth or authorship, that he
may not be called to answer for them.” Second, the provisional status
of the myths’ claims about the content of individual nature may be non-
committal, even irresponsible, in a way that claims and reasons given
in arguments are not. Socrates’s method famously catches interlocutors
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when they contradict themselves, on the implicit premise that arguments
must build on themselves without contradiction.®® Myths, by contrast,
are not held to such standards of consistency, so that each subsequent
myth in the Republic can supplant the description of individual nature
in the myth that came before it.

Given the separate norms that Plato appears to uphold in his argu-
mentative investigations and in the myths that he tells, his readers often
attempt to argue for their compatibility in one of two ways. First, they
can insist that the myths end up conveying the same conclusions that
Plato elsewhere reaches through logical argumentation, and that, by
virtue of their appeal as stories, the myths may even communicate these
lessons more memorably to a wider audience.®! This tends to be the line
of interpretation favored by readers who wish to emphasize the rhetor-
ical effectiveness of myths as instruments of persuasion—usually for au-
diences who may be incapable of philosophizing through more rigorous
channels, but also for those individuals who, in order to integrate the
philosophical lessons of the arguments into their worldviews, require the
support of the parts of their souls that are more readily moved by vivid
stories and images.®* Second, Plato’s readers can also point to the pos-
sibility that the myths were designed to be constructively unsatisfying
when ensconced in his philosophical texts. On this view, the most jar-
ring aspects of such myths—their inscrutability, the nature of the claims
or the events depicted in them, or any number of seemingly unphilo-
sophical elements that can be engineered to generate a deep sense of dis-
satisfaction—can ironically direct its audience the other way, jolting
them into recognizing unfounded sources of belief and sharpening their
faculty for critical judgment.®

Myths certainly have the potential to serve philosophical ends in both
these capacities, and Plato explicitly acknowledges such functions or
takes advantage of them in a number of his other myths. The cosmo-
logical myth of the Laws, for example, is presented as an effort to per-
suade a skeptical young man toward piety, just as the myth at the end of
the Phaedo is introduced in response to an interlocutor’s admission to
not having been wholly persuaded by the preceding arguments for the
immortality of the soul.** When applied to the myths of the Republic,
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however, such accounts miss the larger picture. Here, the respite from
critical thinking that myth permits is part of the point, not something
to be apologized for. Taken together, the myths of the Republic demon-
strate how myth can create spaces for taking certain foundational
concepts—like one’s own nature—for granted in ways that are pivotal
to Plato’s understanding of what it means to be a philosopher. To take a
concept, practice, or institution for granted is admittedly dangerous for
philosophy, and the pains Plato takes to warn against the temptations
of falling into such cognitive habits—even the habits of virtuous
cities—are testament to his caution. All the same, the Republic also draws
attention to his conviction that a philosopher cannot be made overnight,
but requires a lifetime or more of practice and habituation into natures
like those celebrated in the myths. And so in Book II of the Republic,
when the discussion of the educational program of the kallipolis begins
in earnest, Socrates likens the project to the creation of myths: “Come
now,” he exhorts his interlocutors, “let us educate our guardians as if
we were at leisure and telling myths.”®

Positing, as the myths do, that a particular conception of one’s
nature is to be taken for granted—that is, at once authoritatively yet
provisionally—must be considered a foundational part of how Plato
believed philosophers are formed. In the myths of the Republic, individ-
uals seem to be told what they are before they are expected to grow into
those roles. The coherence of their ideas about themselves and their place
in the world is not given, but constructed and reinforced through narra-
tives that already assume an illusion of unity that isn’t in fact there. If
myths assist in providing such concepts through which a philosophic
nature builds its own understanding of itself, they can also ground the
philosophic activity of one who thinks of himself in these terms.?”

The three myths of the Republic, then, form a coherent inquiry re-
garding the political manipulation of individual human nature. They
also reveal a paradoxical doubleness to the endeavor, whereby a myth
can advance a normative assertion about the nature of the citizens and
the political reality they inhabit, while simultaneously admitting to the
provisionality of that claim. In so doing, they tell us something more
general about the potential of myth. Certainly Plato uses myth across
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the dialogues in a myriad of ways that are not exhausted by this account,
just as he expresses famous misgivings about the way myths are received
in his time. But the myths of the Republic posit the possibility of a mythic
project that is particularly coherent and compelling from the perspec-
tive of political theory.

Political myths may appear to be essentially unphilosophical, because
they seem to present certain political conditions as being fixed into
nature, beyond critical challenge or revision. What Plato’s use of myth
in the Republic demonstrates, at one level, is the extent to which a phi-
losopher’s self-understanding and activities rely on the stability of
such implicit narratives about reality that are taken for granted. At
another level, the unified inquiry pursued in the myths also speaks to
the paradoxical plasticity of such narratives and understandings, and
their capacity to be revised by subsequent myths.®® In forging an inti-
mate connection between the myths and the educational curriculum
of the philosophical city, the project draws attention to the power of
myth to reshape the conceptual frameworks through which its audi-
ences imagine themselves and their political reality. In this instance,
myth also comes to bear a more complicated relationship to Plato’s
philosophy. Plato’s myths and his philosophy are neither directly op-
posed to each other, nor is the former a force to be made merely sub-
servient to the ends of the latter, but the two are very much mutually
entwined.

The centrality of Plato’s myths to his philosophical project would go on
to make a deep impression on some of his most prominent followers in
modern philosophy and political thought. The protagonists of the
chapters that follow—all astute and important readers of Plato—did
not all read the myths of the Republic the way I have here. But they
each paid close attention to Plato’s practice of writing myths into his
philosophical works, and they were inspired, in turn, to emulate or to
reinvent the practice themselves. Plato, as we have seen, looked to the
literary genre of myth as a resource for reworking the basic conceptual
building blocks of the philosophical and political imagination. An
important contingent of his modern admirers would go on to build on
this insight. These authors similarly viewed the literary genre of myth
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as a medium that could be used to access certain parts of our world-
views that are especially thick and deeply ingrained, and especially
difficult to parse through more conventional forms of philosophical
discourse. Paying attention to this legacy, then, also allows us to see
Plato in a different light: as the inaugurator of what we might call a mythic
tradition in political thought.
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THE UTOPIAN FOUNDING MYTHS OF

MORE AND BACON

MYTH AS A STABILIZING FORCE

FOR POLITICS AND KNOWLEDGE

WHEN THOMAS HOBBES sought to distinguish his Leviathan from a
way of writing about politics that struck him as more wishful thinking
than of practical relevance, he cautioned to his readers that his own work
was not to be counted among “the Platonic, the Utopian, and Atlantic
republics.” Such boasts were, by the time Hobbes was writing, some-
thing of a knowing wink at an audience already well-acquainted with a
burgeoning industry of writing about imagined commonwealths, and
who would have been, in particular, predisposed to measure new entries
to the field against the canonical works that constituted its most iconic
points of reference. Plato’s Republic, Thomas More’s Utopia (1516), and
Francis Bacon’s New Atlantis (1626) remain, in our time as much as in
Hobbes’s, an unsurprising trinity making up the best known, as well as
the most influential, exemplars of utopian literature in the history of po-
litical thought: the classical model that inspired the genre, the work by
More that coined the term, and its most famous imitation.>

It is a well-known and oft-repeated observation that utopia, the genre
of speculative political fiction invented by More, was partly modeled
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after Plato’s Republic.® The publication of More’s Utopia had the effect
of recovering, on the one hand, a constellation of Greek—and pointedly
Platonic—political ideas, and spawning, on the other, a chain of imita-
tions that similarly reached back to the Greek traditions that had been
amplified in More’s work.* This was true especially on the Continent,
where the influence of Utopia culminated in such works as Tommaso
Campanella’s The City of the Sun (1602), the theocratic utopia arranged
around a natural religion and the community of wives and property
familiar to readers of the Republic.’

But it wasn’t until the posthumous publication of New Atlantis that
utopian writing properly caught on in England, and it was in this later,
seventeenth-century English context that the genre thrived and left a
lasting, continuous legacy. While the immediate popularity of Utopia
had resulted in the swift importation of the term “utopia” into the En-
glish language, English imitations of it had been notably scarce. Over
the course of a seven-decade period following the publication of New
Atlantis, however, “dozens” of utopias were being written. Numbering
among them were James Harrington’s Oceana (1656), Margaret Caven-
dish’s celebrated work of early science fiction The Blazing World (1666),
and Henry Neville’s The Isle of Pines (1668); and it was also during the
peak of this productive period that Hobbes published Leviathan (1651).°
New Atlantis, it has accordingly been suggested, marks a critical turning
point that helped to transform utopia from a concept to a literary genre.”

Utopias, if anything, constituted a self-referential genre. New utopias
freely embraced the fact that they were imitating something that had
come before, often going so far as to insert themselves into the fictional
universes created by their predecessors.® And if Hobbes, writing at a his-
toric high point for utopian writing, could venture to repudiate the
genre by invoking the Platonic, Utopian, and Atlantic commonwealths
in the same breath, this was in part possible because the same grouping
of these texts had been encouraged by the very authors who defined the
genre, and reinforced in their immediate contemporary reception.

Just as Utopia was explicitly marketed to its readers as a work con-
tinuing in the tradition of Plato’s Republic, Bacon took care to anchor
New Atlantis to familiar points of reference supplied by both More and
Plato. Notably, New Atlantis derived its title from the myths of Atlantis
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featured in Plato’s Timaeus and Critias—dialogues often read as sequels to
the Republic.” Comparisons to both Utopia and the Republic were cer-
tainly inescapable in the reception of Bacon’s work. A pseudonymous
publication from the same decade, for example, presented its own
project—an endeavor to supply an alternative ending to New Atlantis—
as “an Atlantic scheme” that hoped to outdo the constitution and laws “of
Plato’s community, revived by King Utopus or any later Republican.”?

What features of the Republic can we expect to be preserved or dis-
carded when it is reinvented this way? Notwithstanding the abundance
of studies on the lineage linking these three works, scant attention has
been paid to the continuity between the myths that Plato, More, and
Bacon each wrote into them. If myths are an indispensable feature of
the Republic, both Utopia and New Atlantis also have their own myths.
They are sets of stories about iconic and foundational moments in the
history of More’s and Bacon’s respective utopias, to which presently ex-
isting institutions can be traced, and in reference to which they are le-
gitimized. These founding myths, as they might be described, perform
the central function of defining not just the institutions of the polities
depicted in Utopia and New Atlantis, but the character of their socie-
ties, their values and norms, and their identities as communities. To
whatever extent the social arrangements depicted in Utopia and New At-
lantis are intended to represent political ideals, the myths at their center
are vital to those visions.

The decisions, on the part of More and Bacon, to invent myths for
Utopia and New Atlantis indicate that both authors regarded such sto-
ries to be an important element for inclusion in a sketch of an ideal com-
monwealth. The aim of this chapter is to unpack why they might have
thought so. It argues that the incorporation of founding myths into the
texts of Utopia and New Atlantis represents the elaboration of a Platonic
legacy, and in particular the legacy of Plato’s myths.

Like Plato, More and Bacon took the traditional literary genre of myth
to be a uniquely powerful resource for politics and philosophy. This
itself marks the rediscovery of a distinct way of thinking about myth
from within a Platonic framework, and a turning point in the tradi-
tional reception of Plato’s myths. In particular, More and Bacon shared
Plato’s original investment in the power of myths to shape the norms
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that end up defining the characters of political communities. They drew
an intuitive connection between the medium of myth and the concepts
that frame what gets taken for granted in a society. They sought, in turn,
to take advantage of this link to stabilize the politics of their respective
utopias. By using myths as a stabilizing force, More and Bacon ultimately
aimed to create and to sustain political environments conducive to the
protection of philosophy as a distinct sphere of intellectual activity
with different demands from those of ordinary life.

PLATO’S MYTHS IN THE PLATONIC TRADITION

Before we turn to More’s and Bacon’s decisions to incorporate myths into
their respective reimaginings of Plato’s Republic, the significance of these
gestures must be understood against the background of the reception
of Plato and his myths leading up to their time. More, and later Bacon,
were heirs to a multifarious and conflicting array of Platonic legacies,
across which a number of considerations helped determine the inter-
pretive lenses through which Plato’s readers approached his myths.
Over centuries, readers found themselves divided on the extent to which
Plato could be said to have developed a coherent philosophical system;
whether his philosophy was compatible with Christian theology; and to
what degree it was necessary to engage directly with his dialogues as lit-
erary texts. By the Renaissance, philosophical interest in Plato’s myths
had been nourished predominantly within the context of a tradition that
took an affirmative stance on all three of these points of contention. It
was the product, in particular, of a negotiation between strands of in-
terpretation inclined to emphasize the primacy of reason in Platonic phi-
losophy, and those that embraced a theological claim to the superiority
of revealed wisdom.

More and Bacon had varying levels of investment in the ancient debates
over Plato’s philosophical coherence or his compatibility with Chris-
tian doctrine. However, they were in agreement in their appreciation of
Plato as a stylist, and were, in their own ways, interested in cutting
through the veneers of the interpretive traditions in which Plato’s texts
were often mediated. Consequently, Plato’s myths have a rather different
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legacy in Utopia and New Atlantis than they do in the frameworks in
which they were traditionally received. To locate the significance of Plato’s
myths in a sociopolitical context, divorced from the language of divine
revelation, was to chart out a very different possibility for myth that
was human and earthbound in its focus.

The Skeptical Tradition in Platonic Reception:
Resisting Philosophical Coherence

The most important question confronting Plato’s early interpreters was
arguably the issue of whether his writings presented their readers with
a coherent system of philosophy. Those inclined to answer in the nega-
tive drew on the skeptical spirit of Socrates’s inquiries and the aporetic
endings of the Socratic dialogues, which, in Plato’s depiction, seemed to
explore problems of philosophical significance without settling on any
conclusive answers." The portrait of a Plato who resisted systems in favor
of the critical suspension of judgment was at the center of the interpre-
tive tradition upheld by the central figures associated with the institu-
tional afterlife of Plato’s Academy, which adopted this position about
three generations after Plato’s death and continued to develop it into the
first century BC.!?

For this tradition of so-called Academic Skeptics, Plato’s myths appear
to have taken on a relatively marginal role for understanding his thought.
While some of these early proponents of skepticism followed Socrates’s
example in writing down nothing of their own philosophies, and the
texts of those others who did leave written work did not survive, they
would have been largely suspicious of the supernatural motifs in the
myths—which often drew from religious images suggestive of dogmatic
worldviews—and they would have been especially averse to the myths’
characteristic resistance to further inquiry.”® To the extent that they
studied Plato’s dialogues, those passages that exhibited the tenacity of
Socratic refutation would have received far more attention. The myths
would have been considered, at best, as admissions of the impossibility
of certain knowledge.

Against the skeptical Platonic tradition centered on the Socratic
spirit of critical inquiry, however, a rather different interpretive approach
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would come to locate a unified philosophical system in Plato’s thought
by focusing on the metaphysics of the theory of Forms." Being able to
thus affirm and defend the coherence of Plato’s philosophical system
was a defining element of the tradition that would eventually come to
be known under the heading of Neoplatonism."

The Neoplatonic Tradition in Platonic Reception:
Theological Metaphysics

This rich and varied tradition, which flourished in late antiquity from
the third to seventh centuries AD, and which later experienced a dra-
matic revival in fifteenth-century Renaissance Italy, might be best char-
acterized by reference to a shared metaphysical principle: that the uni-
verse was unified around a single highest Form, the goodness of which
manifested in varying microcosmic degrees in the diversity of all the
things and creatures in existence.

The most comprehensive and influential effort to assert the coherence
of Plato’s philosophy in such terms appeared in the writings of Plotinus,
who crystallized an image of the world that derived its content, not just
from a constellation of Forms referenced throughout Plato’s corpus, but
in particular from a supreme and singularly unifying idea, akin to the
Form of the Good discussed in Book VI of the Republic, the idea of “the
One” in the Parmenides, and the anthropomorphic figure of the Demi-
urge in the Timaeus.' Plotinus’s gloss on Platonic metaphysics had the
accidental effect of rendering it more easily compatible with religious
trends in late antiquity, but also with monotheistic traditions in Chris-
tianity, Judaism, and Islam. This association would in turn prove to be
critical to the survival of Plato in late antiquity and beyond.

Assimilating Platonic ideas to a landscape dominated by Christianity
in particular did, of course, come with additional hurdles: Plato’s Chris-
tian defenders first had to find ways of explaining the value of the
thought of a pagan thinker who was born before the birth of Christ and
who bore no relationship to biblical scripture; and even if it could be
granted, along Plotinian lines, that Platonic metaphysics promoted de-
votion to a single, unifying ideal of goodness vaguely resembling the
Christian conception of God, it was still more difficult to reckon with
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the priority that Plato placed on human reason, rather than on the aid
of divine grace, as a sufficient means of accessing that ideal.

Hence, a second question that split the reception of Plato was whether
his philosophy was indeed compatible with Christianity. Those who
would answer in the negative would condemn the infiltration of Platonic
influences in Christian theology as a pagan corruption of true religion."”
In a well-known early Christian polemic against the authority of pagan
philosophers, for instance, Plato is singled out as “a spice-dealer to season
all heresies.”®

But for the heirs and protectors of the intellectual tradition that paid
homage to Plato and Plotinus, their essential compatibility with Chris-
tian doctrine could yet be defended using a combination of two lines of
thought. They could insist that reason, for Plato, had allowed him to
arrive at a set of true ideas about the divine during an epoch when the
providential guide of Christian religion was yet unavailable; but that
these ideas were those that Christians would already know through
faith alone.” They could also insist that Plato’s thought contained reli-
gious truths because he had in fact been divinely inspired, as a pro-
phetic instrument of God’s design for human history. For this latter
account, the descriptions in the Ion and Phaedrus of divine poetic in-
spiration acquired special importance, as they seemed to confirm Pla-
to’s awareness of his own role as a vessel of a higher power, and, by ex-
tension, his writings as records of the esoteric wisdom to which he had
been privy. It was in this context that an older designation for the phi-
losopher as “the divine Plato” (6 O¢log ITAdtwv)—weaponized, ironi-
cally, in Proclus’s attempts to assert the superiority of Platonic theology
against the growing popularity of Christianity in late antiquity—became
newly resonant.?

The negotiation of Platonic philosophy with Christianity had impor-
tant interpretive consequences for how the relationship between Plato’s
logical arguments and his myths came to be conceived. In contrast to
the place of primacy occupied in the skeptical Platonic tradition by the
critical spirit of the arguments, later Neoplatonism ended up dimin-
ishing both the assumption that reasoning in this vein is the singular—
if not sufficient—path toward wisdom, as well as Plato’s own agency in
writing up a philosophical corpus that lent itself to valuable knowl-
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edge. Conversely, in subscribing to the model of the divinely inspired
philosopher, the Neoplatonic tradition came to elevate the epistemic
status of Plato’s myths as a medium that contained revelatory wisdom
going beyond knowledge that might be reached through argumenta-
tion alone.?!

Philosophical interest in Plato’s myths, then, was overwhelmingly
nurtured in the context of Neoplatonism. In contrast to an interpretive
approach that emphasized the skepticism at the heart of the Socratic
investigations depicted in Plato’s dialogues, the path that led to the em-
brace of Plato’s myths was one that chose the radical coherence of Pla-
to’s metaphysics over an ethical commitment to the suspension of judg-
ment; the theological extension of that metaphysics over the rejection
of dogma; and the model of an inspired philosopher, conversant in the
language of divine mysteries, over that of a critical philosopher dealing
in the precision and rigor of logical disputation. Approached from this
framework, Plato’s myths—to the extent that they were taken to be
the by-products of the philosopher’s encounters with eternal religious
truths—were above the ordinary reach of human reason, but were
also capable of being deciphered through reason. Rationalized this way,
Plato’s myths in the Neoplatonic tradition were famously allegorical, so
that it was possible to draw exact connections between specific elements
in the stories and the deeper religious meanings they represented.?? As
a result, when Plato’s opponents in late antiquity—often hailing from
rival philosophical schools—took it upon themselves to attack him, it
was often on the grounds that his philosophy was incomprehensibly
mystical. Colotes, a discipline of Epicurus, famously accused Plato of
intellectual hypocrisy in penning the Myth of Er: the myth represented
a betrayal of Plato’s own principles for rejecting poetry and the Greek
mythological tradition in Book I, and it in turn had the effect of turning
his entire philosophical work into one such “myth about Hades” that
bears no relevance to philosophy.?

Two important exceptions in the ancient reception of Plato’s myths
deserve mention. Whereas the Academic Skeptics were largely uninter-
ested in the myths, and the Neoplatonists gave them special standing as
objects of allegorical analysis, only Cicero (106—43 BC) and Plutarch (ca.
45-120 AD) were known to have written philosophical myths themselves
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after Plato’s model.?* Cicero, in particular, famously concluded his own
Republic with an overt homage to the Myth of Er: a dream vision of
the cosmos beyond mortal existence, illustrating the greater harmony
of the universe and its implications for the nature of our earthly du-
ties.”> The Dream of Scipio, as the passage came to be known, was
preserved in a fifth-century commentary by Macrobius, the Roman
Neoplatonist, and for centuries it served as an authoritative text
on cosmology, and otherwise exercised continuous and significant in-
fluence throughout medieval and Renaissance thought, even through
long periods in which interest in Plato himself suffered.?® Despite its
distinctiveness and renown, however, the Dream of Scipio does not ap-
pear to have had a significant effect on how Plato’s myths were received
by subsequent generations of philosophers. If anything, Cicero’s myth
was itself subjected to the same Neoplatonic methods that would pre-
dominate the interpretation of Plato’s myths into the time of More and
Bacon.

Well before this time, however, a third point of contention had begun
to gain increased salience in the reception of Plato’s philosophy: the ques-
tion of whether studying Plato’s ideas necessarily demanded close en-
gagement with his original texts. It had long been possible, both within
and outside of the Neoplatonic framework, to place no particular im-
portance to the texts of the dialogues, and to accept that the ideas they
contained were valuable regardless of their form—whether because these
ideas were eternal and divine, or, as later readers would suggest, because
rationality itself was universal.”” However, the Italian Renaissance bore
witness, on the one hand, to the celebration of eloquence as a virtue in
and of itself, and, on the other, to the first complete Latin translation of
Plato’s works, by Marsilio Ficino (1484).”® Newly available means of di-
rect access to Plato’s prose, and thereby of appreciating its eloquence
firsthand, made it not only feasible to devote sustained attention to the
literary construction of the dialogues, but methodologically preferable
to do so.

In particular, the flourishing of the Neoplatonic tradition in fifteenth-
century Italy had the effect of bolstering the special status of Plato’s
myths and their literary qualities. Collecting together all of the extant
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dialogues of Plato did little to shift the balance of attention back to the
dialogues in which the skeptical spirit of Socratic refutation was fully
on display.” Instead, Platonic philosophy in the Italian Renaissance sup-
plemented the monotheistic metaphysics derived from the more mys-
tical instantiations of the theory of Forms in the later dialogues with a
theory of Christian love, drawn from the accounts of love and beauty in
the Symposium and Phaedrus. Crucially, emphasis on the emotive and
aesthetic dimensions of the mania of love served as a counterweight to
the rationalism found elsewhere in the Platonic corpus, and elevated the
status of poetry as a necessary extension, not only of Plato’s philosophy,
but also of his politics.*® In his commentary to the Republic, Ficino
maintained that the banishment of the poets from the Republic is not a
total banishment, but merely a partial one: the poets have no place in
the city, where they are prone to inflaming the worst passions of the
throngs inclined to misinterpret them, but they may remain in exile,
outside of the city but still within the bounds of the state itself, so that
virtuous philosophers may consult them and discern the true allegor-
ical meaning of their inspired poetry.*!

More and Bacon: Departures from the Neoplatonic Tradition

The Neoplatonic framework helped form, in different incarnations, the
background against which More and Bacon were each reading Plato:
More against the intellectual ripples, acutely felt in his own Erasmian
circles, of the Renaissance revival of Plato and Plotinus in Italy; Bacon
against the background of the popularization of Neoplatonic ideas in En-
glish literary culture, and in classical scholarship on the Continent.*
But although they inherited an intellectual and cultural tradition in
which Plato’s myths were valued as allegories for revealed wisdom—at
once above ordinary human reason and in need of decoding by elite
philosophers—More and Bacon approached them somewhat differently.
Each held scattered views on the central questions that had been forma-
tive in shaping the Neoplatonic approach to Plato’s myths. But on the
question of whether engaging with Plato’s ideas necessarily demanded
reading his texts directly, both were committed to answering in the
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affirmative. More’s and Bacon’s decisions to emulate the literary con-
struction of the Republic attest to a shared appreciation for Plato as a
stylist, and their evaluation of Plato’s myths must accordingly be un-
derstood in this context.*

More was an early proponent of reading Plato in the original Greek;
he taught himself the language and, alongside Erasmus and the friends
they had in common, advocated strongly for Greek education in the uni-
versity curriculum.** Bacon was more explicit in his rejection of the
reigning conventions and biases mediating the interpretation of Plato’s
philosophy. On the one hand, he criticized “Plato and his school”—by
which he meant the Neoplatonic tradition and its theologically inflected
metaphysics—for their “dangerous and subtle” tendency to mix philos-
ophy with “theology and traditions.” Such an approach, he insisted, has
produced “fanciful and tumid and half poetical” results, which he al-
ternately called a “false” or “fantastic” philosophy.* On the other hand,
he was equally critical of the opposite tradition, stemming from what
he believed to be a misreading of Plato’s skeptical statements, which were
surely made “in jest and irony, and in disdain of the older sophists.” He
charged the skeptical tradition of having “made a dogma” of the dis-
avowal of certain knowledge, and in so doing, “doomed men to per-
petual darkness.”® In advocating instead for a middle path that avoids
the extremism of both these rival Platonic traditions, Bacon passed over
much of the metaphysical and theological concerns that had grounded
the traditional appreciation for Plato’s myths.”” Like More before him,
Bacon would find himself largely unencumbered by those Neoplatonic
commitments, yet still attentive to the literary features of Plato’s writing,
when he set out to rework the Republic on his own terms.

The founding myths written into Utopia and New Atlantis, as we
shall see, presented a remarkable departure in the reception of Plato’s
myths—an achievement that had more in common, say, with Cicero’s
myth-writing than with any traditional institution of Platonism.
More and Bacon shared the Neoplatonic premise, absent in the skep-
tical tradition, that Plato’s myths were a significant part of his phi-
losophy. But their versions of the myths would address, not esoteric
mysteries, but the norms that underwrite emphatically this-worldly
communities.
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THE PLATONIC LEGACY OF THE UTOPIAN
FOUNDING MYTHS

The early editions of Utopia came encased in supplementary material
framing the work as a revival of and improvement upon the Republic—
one breathing new life into an old work most deserving of resuscitation,
but which also brought to completion a project Plato had only just
begun.’® The comparison was even put in verse, attributed to Utopia’s
purported poet laureate, and included in the front matter of the first
edition:

“No-Place” was once my name, I lay so far;
But now with Plato’s state I can compare
Perhaps outdo her (for what he only drew
In empty words I made live anew . . .)*

More had not authored all of these notes himself—much of it had been
the work of friends called upon to commend the book to its readers—but
the self-conscious references to the Republic were clearly something of
an inside joke he shared with the other philhellenists in his circles.** No
other author is referenced as often in Utopia as Plato. So it was that the
tradition of utopian writing that More launched was built on recogniz-
ably Platonic foundations, and constituted a renewal and reworking of
the Republic.

New Atlantis, in turn, presents itself as an endeavor to both continue
and surpass the legacies of More and Plato. As its title suggests, Ben-
salem, the utopian island nation at the center of the work, is framed as
a novel and superior incarnation of the civilization depicted by Plato in
his myths about Atlantis. New Atlantis accordingly integrates the his-
tory of Bensalem into a chronology laid out in the corresponding pas-
sages in Plato’s Timaeus and Critias. Utopia makes an appearance in New
Atlantis as a foreign book familiar to a priest distinguishing the local
marriage customs from those in the “Feigned Commonwealth” de-
scribed by “one of your men.”*

If More and Bacon self-consciously framed their utopias as landmarks
of a coherent genre with Platonic roots, they also invented myths for
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their imagined commonwealths. Much like the Republic itself, Utopia
and New Atlantis each features a distinct set of myths interspersed
throughout the text.

The comparison is complicated, of course, by the fact that Utopia and
New Atlantis are unambiguously intended to be read as works of fiction,
which make no overt claims to the kind of rational argumentation that
had demarcated the myths of the Republic from the rest of the dialogue.*?
In utopian writing, the Platonic tension between argumentative and fic-
tional modes of philosophical presentation ceases to be a meaningful
distinction, because the genre’s ostensible stake in the Republic has less
to do with Plato’s original point of departure—the more abstract ques-
tion of what justice is—than with the project of envisaging a fictional
polity in as much vivid detail as the author’s imagination will allow.*®
As such, the myths that More and Bacon created for Utopia and New
Atlantis cannot complement the rest of the exposition in the same dis-
tinct way as do the myths of the Republic—not when they are part of
works that are already fanciful fictions. Certainly readers of Utopia and
New Atlantis have described both works in their entirety as being akin to
myths in and of themselves, referring to either text as a “fable,” a “fairy
tale,” or, as in Howard White’s characterization of New Atlantis, as “a
rewriting of a Platonic myth.”**

All the same, these fictions within fictions stand out as a distinct
literary feature that endures across the reinvention of the Republic into
the respective utopias of More and Bacon. They indicate that both
authors had a particular interest in the genre of myth, and, above all,
that they each felt that an account of an ideal commonwealth called
for the incorporation of such stories. What is preserved, then, in their
early modern reinterpretation of the Republic isn’t necessarily the
lesson that myth and logical argumentation might be juxtaposed in
political philosophical writing to complementary ends. For their pur-
poses, the more salient Platonic insight was the broad conviction that
myth had the potential to be a uniquely constructive resource for po-
litical thought.
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The Founding Myths of Utopia and Bensalem

At the center of the stories told about Utopia’s origins is the conquest of
the land by one King Utopus, who proceeds to give Utopia its name, its
superior culture, and its island geography. References to Utopus occur
three times in Utopia. The first occurs near the opening of Book II—
almost immediately after Hythloday, More’s fictional interlocutor, has
commenced his descriptive account of Utopia—and recounts Utopus’s
successful invasion of the land and his subsequent transformation of it
from a peninsula into its present island form.** Utopus makes a brief re-
appearance a few pages later, in a description of the design of Utopian
houses, where it is revealed that he had drawn up the more foundational
aspects of the standardized 1,760-year-old city plans, but had left room
for flexibility on smaller matters like ornamentation and the heights of
buildings.* The third and final mention of the monarch occurs toward
the end of the book, in a discussion of Utopian religion: whereas the in-
digenous population had been deeply divided over religion prior to the
conquest, Utopus puts an end to civil strife by setting laws that, within
some loose constraints, promote religious freedom and toleration.*” Ad-
ditionally, in the contemporary reception of Utopia, Utopus appears to
have been a popular point of reference for any reader looking for a stylized
way of invoking the imaginary island, and references to the republic
revived by King Utopus supplied easy synonyms for Utopia itself.*®
The equivalent figure in New Atlantis is a lawgiver named King Sol-
amona, the founder of Bensalem’s most important institution, a center
for scientific research that bears his name, and whose elusive members
hold positions of unparalleled honor in Bensalemite society. The account
of Solamona’s achievements, however, is only the last in a larger sequence
of elaborate stories presented to the shipwrecked European sailors when
they first pose questions about the island to a local governor. The first of
these stories recounts the miraculous event that prompted the conver-
sion of Bensalem to Christianity, in which a volume containing the Old
and New Testaments—universally comprehensible to the entire, multi-
lingual population—floats to the coast of Bensalem beneath a great
column of light.*’ Following a brief interruption, the governor returns
to the sailors the next day and narrates two episodes from Bensalem’s
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pre-Christian history: Bensalem’s bloodless victory, led by one King
Altabin, over the mythical Atlantis; and King Solamona’s founding of
Bensalem’s laws and major institutions.>® The latter event occurs about
a millennium after Atlantis is eventually destroyed by a flood, and this
span of time tracks the fragmentation of the world from a more con-
nected past—made possible by a distant, golden age of navigational
technology—and the retreat of Bensalem from the rest of the world and
its shifting fortunes. Together, the governor’s stories depict the origins
of Bensalem’s most defining features: its identity as a Christian nation,
and its unique policy of isolationism, combined with an unequivocal com-
mitment to the gathering and protection of knowledge.

There are, of course, important differences separating these two sets
of founding narratives, and how they are presented in each work. The
origin stories in Utopia center just on King Utopus and his founding
acts, whereas New Atlantis features three such stories, spanning over a
millennium, about three separate events from Bensalem’s history. The
accounts of Utopus barely add up to three paragraphs in the text of
Utopia, whereas the governor’s stories together take up about a third of
the extant text of New Atlantis. And while the passages concerning
Utopus are integrated into descriptions of particular features of Utopia,
the governor’s stories in New Atlantis are—by virtue of being told by a
separate narrator—differentiated from the rest of the text.

These differences notwithstanding, both sets of stories are distinct lit-
erary elements in Utopia and New Atlantis that recognizably play into
the tropes of a common genre. They are origin stories about significant
features of their respective societies that endure into the present. The
tone is celebratory, and imbued with the authority of tradition. The sto-
ries showcase larger-than-life, if not fantastical, events: the creation of a
channel wide enough to transform a peninsula into an island, a grand
military victory against a mythical civilization, divine miracles and giant
universal floods. They also make reference to preestablished mytho-
logical traditions, either by reproducing narrative tropes common to
Greek mythology, such as the figure of the lawgiver in the mold of Solon
and Lycurgus, or by grafting their own histories onto an existing myth-
ological timeline, like the sequence of events described in Plato’s myths
about Atlantis. They are, in essence, imitations of classical myths.
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Perfect Beginnings and Political Preservation

More and Bacon would not have made these myths occupy such a cen-
tral place in Utopian and Bensalemite politics had they not shared an
intuitive appreciation of the traditional literary genre of myth and its
power to shape culture. Certainly, they were echoing a political preoc-
cupation that had been prominently voiced elsewhere—especially in ca-
nonical, or soon-to-be-canonical, works that sought to grapple with the
political lessons of ancient Rome—for the importance of foundings and
founding stories in determining the characters of peoples.”!

But in particular, they were, like Plato, deploying the literary genre
of myth to calibrate certain foundational aspects of the way its audiences
might conceptualize the natural order of things in their world. In ap-
plying this lesson to the construction of Utopia and New Atlantis—works
that were overtly fashioned after the Republic—they were also taking up
and amplifying essential themes from the politics of the kallipolis. This
confluence of Platonic echoes is most evident in how More’s and Bacon’s
invented myths target two particular conceptual frameworks: ways of
imagining the end of politics, and the nature of time.

Politics as Preservation

More and Bacon evidently saw myth as a medium capable of helping sta-
bilize politics around a particular status quo. Most conspicuously, they
sought to harness this resource by using their myths to construct a
thick conception of politics as an essentially preservationist enterprise.
As myths of founding, the stories about Utopia’s and Bensalem’s de-
fining institutions assert a sociopolitical ideal fully realized from the
very beginning, designed to remain in its original form for perpetuity.
The most central features of Utopia and Bensalem purportedly owe
their origins to the events described in these myths; by anchoring pre-
sent political arrangements in such concrete beginnings, More and
Bacon can present them as less arbitrary than those institutions born
from unknown or contingent circumstances. At the same time, the founding
myths endow the existing political orders in Utopia and Bensalem with
exceptional—and in some cases, providential—origins, and present
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them as structures that have since withstood the test of time. Conse-
quently, the myths end up projecting the message that the institutions
they depict are worthy of maintenance. Very little, in fact, has changed
in either country since the introduction of the reforms described in
their respective myths; we are told, for instance, that all cities in
Utopia are more or less identical reproductions of a template first laid
down by Utopus.”® The founding myths, then, are the driving force
behind the preservationist ethic that dominates Utopian and Bensalemite
politics.

The project should be familiar to students of Plato, not only be-
cause its conservationism is a vision espoused and upheld in myths, but
because it lends renewed expression to a set of Platonic assumptions
about what ideals look like when they are projected onto the sphere of
politics. Most importantly, More and Bacon reproduce Plato’s presup-
position that there exists not only a good but a uniquely correct way of
founding a society—so that fidelity to those inaugural conditions is
what constitutes political virtue in Utopia and Bensalem. This image of
politics echoes, in particular, the perfectionism implicit in an under-
standing of the kallipolis as the best political regime, uniquely superior
to all other possibilities. It also reaffirms the Republic’s celebration of
self-sufficiency as a moral virtue, manifested in the economically self-
sufficient city and, most prominently, in the figure of the philosopher who
cares for his own soul in a world otherwise vulnerable to corruption.>

The conscription of a familiar motif helps reinforce these themes in
the utopian founding myths. We recall that, in the central myths of the
Republic, Plato had employed a recurring image—delivery out of the earth,
itself a standard trope in the Greek mythological tradition—whenever he
sought to make a revision to the standing conceptualization of individual
nature. The image of the earth also carries special meaning in More’s
and Bacon’s founding myths; the accomplishments of Utopus and Sol-
amona are famously stories about the conquest of the natural environ-
ment through the conquest of geography. Just as Utopus’s first founding
act is the digging of a channel that cuts off Utopia from the mainland, the
equivalent passage in New Atlantis depicts Solamona scanning his is-
land’s size, quality of soil, waters, and ports to gauge its agricultural and
industrial potential, and, ultimately, its capacity to support itself without
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further contact with the rest of the world.>* These are both mythical feats
of isolation, which protect the respective lands from potential contami-
nation by external forces that may cause them to deviate from the per-
fection of their original form. As he contemplates the landscape of his
island, Solamona sees that it “might be a thousand ways altered to the
worse, but scarce any one way to the better,” and this conclusion leads
him to lay down a final set of quarantine laws, that they may “give per-
petuity to that which was in his time so happily established.”™ In
these passages, the earth stands in for a natural prior that only gains va-
lidity once it is modified or authorized in alignment with the ideals of
perfectionism and self-sufficiency championed by the corresponding
founders. We might say that these episodes in the respective founding
myths portray moments in which the authority of nature is written over,
and endowed with new values.

Time and Degeneration

To the extent that More and Bacon were using the founding myths to
shape a deep, default understanding of politics as a practice aimed at pre-
serving a given status quo, part of this effort also entailed reframing a
related understanding of the nature of time, as a degenerative force that
was essentially antagonistic to the longevity of human creations. The
perpetually self-sustaining founding acts celebrated in the myths are
presented as extraordinary political achievements precisely because they
defy a tacit expectation that institutions, once inaugurated, typically do
not preserve their original form for so long. Instead, the picture of time
suggested in the myths is essentially cyclical or in flux, so that the feats
of their founding figures constitute a triumph against the degenerative
effects of the passage of time.>

This, too, is a theme of the Republic, but with an added twist. Com-
mentators of utopias have often suggested that the Hesiodic core of the
Myth of Metals translates easily to a Christian point of departure,
whereby humans reside in a fallen world, and the project of early modern
utopias had been the restoration of politics to an Edenic state of nature
somehow truer than the fallen state in which we find ourselves.”” Playing
on Hesiod’s account of the ages of man, Plato charts the eventual decline
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of the kallipolis under the rule of a progressively unimpressive lineage
of leaders, each containing less gold and silver in their souls than did
the generation that came before.”® More and Bacon, by contrast, take
such trajectories of decline to be the natural course of all civilizations,
but they stop short of sharing Plato’s view that even the best constitu-
tion will eventually cave to the force of its current. The static character
of Utopian and Bensalemite politics, then, presents an alternative ending:
it suggests that a better constitution than that of Plato’s vision is yet pos-
sible, one that can stand as a corrective to the default condition of nature.

In New Atlantis, in particular, Bensalem’s perseverance against the
current of time is overtly framed as the amending of a Platonic account.
This is dramatized prominently in Bacon’s reworked version of Plato’s
myths of Atlantis, which deserves more sustained treatment. Plato’s orig-
inal myths, spread between the Timaeus and the Critias, are said to
have been passed down from Solon, the legendary lawgiver of Athens,
who in turn learned of Atlantis from an Egyptian priest he met on his
travels.” Notably, Plato introduces the Atlantis myth in the Timaeus
during a discussion of traditional Greek myths; at stake in the passage
is the premise that the myths of a civilization represent the oldest form
of historical knowledge available to its people, and are therefore a marker
of its age.®”

The connection that Plato drew between myth and historical longevity
is perhaps what made the Atlantis myth especially attractive to Bacon,
who develops the theme in his own variation on the myth. When the
governor of the House of Strangers tells the story of Bensalem’s ancient
victory over Atlantis, he presents it as a more accurate account of the
“poetical and fabulous” record familiar to the European sailors through
the writings of “a great man with you.”®! He begins by dismissing many
of the descriptive details about Atlantis laid out in the Critias, but sticks
closely to the sequence of events narrated in the corresponding myth in
the Timaeus: in an ancient time predating the memory and records of
the Greeks, the world’s oceans had been more navigable; Atlantis, one
of the great civilizations that flourished in that time, made an attempt
to conquer and enslave the rest of the known world, but was eventually
put down; and sometime afterward Atlantis was destroyed by a natural
disaster. In staying faithful to Plato’s outline, Bacon’s updated version of
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the Atlantis myth preserves the overarching message of the original as
it is presented in the Timaeus—that the trajectories of human civiliza-
tions are, by default, governed by cycles of destruction and recovery, so
that nations as great as Atlantis at its peak might be destroyed overnight,
their cultural achievements lost, and human knowledge left to start over.

There are two places in this history where Bacon has the Bensale-
mite governor explicitly correct Plato’s account. First, he insists that it
had not been the ancestors of the Athenians, but instead the forces led
by the Bensalemite King Altabin, who stopped the invasion of Atlantis;
and second, that the cause of Atlantis’s final demise was not an earth-
quake, but a great flood.®? In making the latter alteration, Bacon seems
to have been motivated by a desire to transpose the more varied cycle of
natural disasters in Plato’s myth—which goes through floods, earth-
quakes, and the destruction of the world by fire—onto a streamlined
cycle of recurring floods that begins with the biblical flood.®®

The combined effect of these changes is that the myth told by the Ben-
salemite governor asserts the singular superiority of Bensalem on a
value scale original to Plato’s myth, updated with a Christian timeline
so as to elevate Bensalem’s exceptionalism onto a providential register.®*
The greatness of Bensalem, Bacon’s revised myth tells us, had always sur-
passed that of any other civilization mentioned in Plato’s account, and
its continued preservation, in turn, is a providential exemption from the
natural course of time.® It is in this sense, according to the myth, that
Bensalem might be considered a new and superior Atlantis: one that
saves itself from the fate of the first Atlantis, if not the fate of all other
civilizations.*

Knowledge, Myth, and Intellectual Aristocracy

There are obvious and intuitive reasons as to why both More and Bacon
might have framed the distinguishing virtue of Utopia and Bensalem
in terms of their longevity.” Through their own involvement in the tu-
multuous politics of their times, both authors were intimately acquainted
with the value and scarcity of lasting political stability. But as Bacon’s
retelling of the Atlantis myth suggests, one particularly compelling
reason for measuring a nation’s greatness by its longevity was that the
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survival of civilizations went hand in hand with the preservation of their
repositories of knowledge. A “young people,” according to his myth,
needs centuries, if not millennia, to rebuild its culture in the wake of
the most recent flood to have struck its region, a process that is slowed
even further in the absence of the means to leave posterity with “letters,
arts and civility.”®® By contrast, the continued survival of Bensalem’s
own technologies, even through ages in which “navigation did every
where decay,” equips its envoys to go out in ships to collect knowledge
from all the corners of the world, and to sustain dominance over a
one-sided “trade, not for gold, silver, or jewels; nor for silks; nor for
spices . .. but only for God’s first creature, which was Light.”® Simi-
larly, Hythloday draws a clear connection between the long history of
Utopia, its superior form of government, and the Utopians’ superlative
“diligence and zeal to learn,” especially from the ideas and inventions
of now-bygone empires.”

The priority of the status of knowledge in these accounts suggests a
certain picture of the relationship between politics and intellectual ac-
tivity in Utopia and Bensalem, and in turn, between myth and philos-
ophy, broadly construed. More’s and Bacon’s founding myths uphold
an ideal vision of political stasis, which stands in a complementary re-
lationship to a progressive epistemic ideal that champions the advance-
ment of knowledge. Politics, if it is established the right way, does not
really ever get better in the worlds of Utopia and Bensalem, but knowl-
edge does. Moreover, the extreme political stability that the founding
myths promote is, for More and Bacon, precisely what allows knowl-
edge to build on itself without interruption by external forces.

The thought that political stability might help prop up a protected
sphere for the flourishing of knowledge is reflected in the institutional
structures of Utopia and Bensalem, which make special provisions for a
separate class of elites to devote their time to scholarship. The resulting
intellectual aristocracy is perhaps one of the most readily identifiable
legacies of the kallipolis in Utopian and Bensalemite politics. The respec-
tive members of the intellectual classes are, like in the kallipolis, se-
lected on the principle that scholarship ought to be pursued by those
most suited for the task. They are exempt from other forms of labor, so
that they may be employed full-time in intellectual pursuits.”! In Utopia,
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this arrangement serves as a kallipolean rejoinder to a question raised
in Book I—in the context of which Plato’s name is invoked—of whether
philosophers ought to be insulated from politics: all but one of the named
public offices in Utopia are filled by individuals elected from the ranks
of the scholars.”? And even though the corresponding class of scholars
in Bensalem do not govern, their status and influence in Bensalemite so-
ciety conspicuously surpass those of its political officers.”” Bensalem’s
scholars exercise their own discretion in what information they choose
to disclose to the state: the reasons behind their local visits and requests
are shrouded in secrecy, and aspects of their research are withheld from
the public.”* Salomon’s House, their flagship research institution, is uni-
versally understood to be the “eye” and “lanthorn” of the land, if not “the
noblest foundation . . . that ever was upon this earth.””

Given the centrality of the founding myths to the political culture
sustaining these particular institutional arrangements, the function as-
signed to myth in Utopia and Bensalem might be described as one in
which it bears an instrumental relationship to philosophy, here broadly
construed as the pursuit of knowledge. The resources of myth, on this
view, provide an effective means of stabilizing those political condi-
tions that permit individuals to engage in theoretical activity with spe-
cial focus. In particular, this approach to myth recalls the professed
function of the Myth of Metals from Plato’s Republic, which recruits
the traditional powers associated with the genre of myth in the service
of establishing a separate class of intellectuals among the citizenry. Sure
enough, Bacon concludes the sequence of myths told by the Bensale-
mite governor with an account of the creation of Salomon’s House.”

This is admittedly a conservative, if not a cynical or troubling, way
of designating myth’s relationship to philosophy. To use myth as a tool
for conserving the political conditions of an intellectual aristocracy is to
court an array of charges that Karl Popper, writing about the Myth of
Metals, had once characterized as a betrayal of the values of philosophy
itself. It might be unjust, for example, to exempt the class of intellectual
elites from the everyday hardships, demanded of the rest of the citizenry,
involved in meeting the basic material needs of the commonwealth.
Moreover, there might be something fundamentally deceptive about
telling fictitious stories that discourage even these elite scholars from
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seeking the truth about the origins of their institutions. When myths
are deployed to “arrest political change,” the character of intellectual
inquiry in that community also suffers, resulting in what Popper calls a
closed, rather than open, society.”’

Such concerns may be impossible to shake from More’s and Bacon’s
use of myth in Utopia and Bensalem. As long as the founding myths lie
at the crux of the conservationist culture that is so essential to the iden-
tities of both commonwealths, which in turn grants special protections to
an autonomous sphere set aside for the pursuit of knowledge, More and
Bacon can appear to wield myth’s powers as a form of social oppression—a
convenient shortcut around the need to provide rational justifications
of the status quo, or to make room for revisions to it. But this line of
interpretation, though warranted in one sense, does not fully capture
the deep connection that both authors drew between political stability
and the very possibility of cultivating knowledge that lasts, or the suspicion
that myth might have something distinctive to offer toward the creation
and maintenance of this extraordinary condition. Nor, at the very least,
is the most conservative rendering of myth’s function in their common-
wealths the most subtle or insightful lesson for More and Bacon to have
drawn from their engagement with Plato’s myths.

In the Republic, Plato had shown the literary of genre of myth to be
an especially effective tool for molding concepts that are deeply foun-
dational to one’s worldviews; but he had availed himself of the resource
while also conveying something of philosophy’s dependence on these
thick frameworks, and of their capacity for revisiting and reworking by
subsequent myths. The founding myths of Utopia and Bensalem pre-
serve the nuance of Plato’s vision in at least two ways.

First, they are as much an instrument for upholding intellectual ar-
istocracies as they are a claim about the nature and value of scholarship.
Intellectual pursuits, as they are represented in Utopia and Bensalem,
are set apart as a class of activities with needs and aims that are different
from those of other forms of labor in the commonwealth, such that they
require their own space and devoted practitioners if they are to be en-
gaged in properly. Giving primacy to this kind of activity, as both com-
monwealths do, is an enterprise that comes at no insignificant cost for
the state, especially when whatever benefits it might confer on the com-

printed on 2/12/2023 5:24 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

THE UTOPIAN FOUNDING MYTHS OF MORE AND BACON 93

monwealth or on the formation of its leaders are less tangible and more
difficult to isolate, and require longer stretches of time to take effect. It
is in turn expedient to have the services of myth at the disposal of this
enterprise, because myths that work to normalize the way things are as
they stand also end up protecting existing institutions from perennially
coming up for renewed justification. Instead the founding myths of
Utopia and Bensalem help their respective societies take it for granted
that the provisions they make for the autonomy of scholarship are part
of a default that is worth preserving. If More and Bacon deemed that the
proper practice of this occupation required the aid of myths and their
normalizing power, one way of understanding their verdict is that they
were also making a broader, practical statement acknowledging the par-
ticularity of theoretical activity, the difficulty of translating the value we
place on it into instrumental justifications, and its reliance on the ex-
ternal crutches of politics and culture in order to thrive.

Second, while the founding myths lay the groundwork for the pres-
ervationist politics of Utopia and Bensalem, they are not themselves
monolithic stories. Their open-ended and playful character is easier to
appreciate in the context of the more general ambiguity surrounding the
presentation of Utopia and New Atlantis, which perennially leaves readers
returning to the question of how earnest More and Bacon were in de-
picting their ideal commonwealths in the ways that they did. Keeping
with the exploratory tone of the larger texts—less wholesale endorse-
ments of the institutions they describe, and more invitations for readers
to commit fully to the imaginative exercise without losing their critical
distance—the founding myths embrace and advertise the dynamic pos-
sibilities of their genre.

For a start, both sets of founding myths are stories of refoundings that
depict the introduction of reforms to an existing political community
and its circumstances. Utopus integrates his soldiers with an indigenous
population, modifies a land that was almost an island already, and es-
tablishes laws and institutions that are framed as improvements on what
was there before.” For all their dramatically lasting repercussions, the
events at the center of Bensalem’s myths similarly uphold the contin-
uous history of the island nation without causing political rupture. The
emphasis on reform, rather than total invention, gives a softer edge to
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the myths. They advocate the preservation of the status quo because
further reform upon it is unnecessary, which is not quite the same thing
as being opposed to reform in and of itself. At the very least, their subject
matter suggests that More and Bacon held a more dynamic view of myth,
as an instrument of radical social change as well as of social preserva-
tion, and were keen to remind their readers of both of these functions.

Furthermore, the myths openly draw attention to their constructed
status. We see this most clearly in the names that Bacon and More chose
for the figures who feature in their myths. Commentaries abound on
the names of people, offices, and places invented for Utopia and New At-
lantis, which are famously riddled with wordplay and irony.” In the
founding myths, however, the protagonists’ names have the particular
effect of inverting the etymological claims made in association with
them. Utopia’s founding myth claims that King Utopus gave the island
its name, but More’s readers—aware of the meaning behind Utopia’s
Greek name, a pun on 00-16106 (“no-place”) and ed-tomog (“good-
place”)—would know that the name of the commonwealth is in fact
prior: More clearly named Utopus after the island, rather than the other
way around. A similar kind of reversal is at work in the names of Ben-
salem’s kings. The governor offers two competing etymologies of Salo-
mon’s House: some Bensalemites believe it was originally named after
its founder (with some of the vowels getting corrupted over time), while
he himself thinks that Solamona named it after the biblical King Sol-
omon.® The self-referential answer reserved for Bacon’s readers, how-
ever, is that both Solamona and the house he founded would have been
named after the biblical figure. The elaborate suggestion of linguistic cor-
ruption in the etymology of Salomon’s House, at the same time, may
throw new light on the naming of King Altabin. Altabin’s name is sup-
posedly intended to evoke the Latin, bini-alta, for “twice-lofty,” but it
also shares its first letters with those of Atlantis itself—as though derived
from the same phonetic root, then modified in a similar instance of cor-
ruption.®! By using the names of their characters to nod self-consciously
to the process by which the myths had been retrofitted for the utopias
they serve, More and Bacon signaled to their readers that they were
working with a playful and reflexive genre, even and especially when
they were using it toward seemingly orthodox ends.
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Thus the conservative character of the Utopian founding myths is si-
multaneously coated in a layer of open-endedness, self-awareness, and
play. If this makes the message of the myths more indeterminate than
readers might tend to appreciate, it is an ambiguity that More and Bacon,
following Plato, seemed to believe the traditional medium of myth was
particularly well suited to accommodate. Myth, on this expansive
view, was a genre that could wield its authority to ossify the founda-
tional concepts of a commonwealth’s political culture, but its versatile
features also allowed room for it to be presented on a note of self-
conscious qualification.

It is not clear if the use that More and Bacon made of the genre in the
founding myths is the instantiation of a more fully worked-out theory
of myth on the part of either author, or if it is just one window into the
possibilities of myth preserved in their reimagining of Plato’s Republic.
For More—who penned no small number of fables and “merry tales,”
eagerly participated in humanist debates on the forms of communica-
tion that best serve a community, but otherwise did not leave evidence
of having reflected explicitly on the subject of myth—the answer may
very well end with the latter interpretation.®” In Bacon’s case, however,
the nuanced presentation of the myths of New Atlantis also appears to
be of a piece with the author’s overt investment in the analysis of clas-
sical mythology. In particular, the relationship between knowledge and
the unique features of myth was a subject of endless fascination for
Bacon, and a topic to which he devoted extended, focused study.

“THE CROWNE” OF MYTHOGRAPHERS

A small collection of essays written in late middle age, about a decade
and a half before the publication of New Atlantis, launched Bacon’s repu-
tation among his contemporaries as “the crowne” of mythographers.®?
Of the Wisdom of the Ancients (1609), dedicated to Bacon’s “nursing-
mother the famous University of Cambridge,” was a commentary on
thirty-one classical myths.3* The collection presented each myth as an
allegorical story about more general truths in the ways of the world: for
instance, the myth of the ill-fated flight of Icarus, who fails to heed his
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father’s warning to fly neither too close to the sun nor too close to the
sea, was a parable about the virtues of moderation and the dangers of
excess in any pursuit. Allegorical analyses of myths in this vein were
hardly a novelty at the time.® Bacon’s collection had a direct antecedent
in Natale Conti’s celebrated Mythologiae (1567), which was a standard
source in the Renaissance for the interpretation of Greco-Roman my-
thology.*® Nonetheless, Bacon’s book was a best seller, even more so than
New Atlantis, and Bacon took pride in the commercial success it enjoyed
across Europe.?’

Of the Wisdom of the Ancients marked the high point of a prolonged
period, lasting nearly two decades, in which Bacon showed conspicuous
interest in the study of myths.® But if the work secured the coronation
of Bacon as an authority on and defender of the hidden wisdom con-
tained in classical mythology, this crown also seems to fit ill against his
reputation as the father of the modern scientific method. In the first
pages of the Dialectic of Enlightenment, for instance, Horkheimer and
Adorno prominently hold up Bacon—and his devotion to the ideal of
the rational conquest of nature—as the prototypical embodiment of the
Enlightenment struggle to escape myth.® In this vein, scholars of myth
have pointed to Bacon’s theory of idols as an early articulation of the
modern criticism of myth, as a force that is opposed to intellectual pro-
gress: just as Bacon believed the path to scientific knowledge demands
that we first clear our minds of the distorting effects of the idols that in-
fluence our perception of reality, so must modern thought work to break
down and overcome the biases of the deeper mythic frameworks em-
bedded in our worldviews.*°

Bacon’s reverence toward the wisdom of classical myths goes to high-
light the extent to which his views on myth resist reduction into more
modern categories. As far as the literary genre of myth was concerned,
Bacon took a nuanced stance on its ultimate usefulness for the progress
of scientific knowledge. On the one hand, he insisted on drawing a dis-
tinction between the wisdom at the core of ancient myths and the fabu-
lous expressions in which that wisdom is encased; only the former was
worthy of being distilled and preserved by the modern scholar. On the
other hand, he did not believe the connection between the valuable con-
tent of myths and their form to be entirely arbitrary. Rather, he recog-
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nized that mythical expressions can offer communicative resources that
are unique to the form. One way of understanding Bacon’s general fas-
cination with myth, as well as his particular interest in reworking the
genre of Platonic myth, is to see that they were part of an even broader
program of literary experimentation. By studying and experimenting
with myths, Bacon sought to appropriate their resources toward the de-
velopment of a richer, more progressive language for scientific inquiry
than those available in his time.

The Two-Part Model of Myth

In Of the Wisdom of the Ancients and in his other remarks on myth,
Bacon advances a model of myth made up of two constituent parts: a
core, consisting in a kernel of natural wisdom; and an encasing of cor-
rupted, fabulous expressions that stands as a barrier between a myth’s
true, ancient meaning and its modern interpreters. Bacon believed that
there once existed an ancient time, predating Greek antiquity and written
records, when humanity still retained memories of Edenic knowledge,
or the natural knowledge that Adam possessed when he had mastery
over all nature in the Garden of Eden.” The wisdom of this ancient age,
otherwise buried in “oblivion and silence,” was in turn preserved in the
myths of classical Greece—and what written records modern audiences
had of these myths were, besides scripture itself, the only remnants
available to them of that original state of knowledge from which hu-
manity had fallen away.”? These slivers of prelapsarian knowledge were
exposed to new elements of corruption with each successive phase in the
chain of preservation through which they got passed down, all the way
to modern times.*> However, in that golden epoch preceding classical
antiquity, a somewhat less corrupted ancient wisdom was encoded in
fabulous stories, which their credulous Greek inheritors ended up be-
lieving literally and celebrating in their religion.

So it was that, in Bacon’s account, “sacred relics and lights airs
breathing out of better times” came to be “caught . . . and so received into
the flutes and trumpets of the Greeks,” forming their mythology.”* The
task of the modern scholar was to devote serious attention to myths,
which may seem frivolous on the surface, but which in fact contained
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lost wisdom in need of recovery. But such study was also to entail ex-
tracting what is valuable knowledge from the fabulous expressions en-
crusted around it. Myth, then, called for a method of interpretation like
the kind of allegorical analysis Bacon undertakes in Of the Wisdom of
the Ancients, whereby the fantastical narrative elements in myths are
stripped away to reveal essential lessons about the natural workings and
moral order of the universe.

Here, Bacon’s method may recall the approach stemming from the Neo-
platonic premise that Plato’s myths were objects of divine revelation—
and the Neoplatonic tradition was indeed a major source of influence
for the mythographical conventions that Bacon adopted when he looked
for allegorical meaning in classical myths. Just as Bacon sought to apply
rational tools to the expressions of myth to unveil their true, hidden
meaning, Neoplatonic interpreters of Plato’s myths had presumed
that they contained divine truths that could only be accessed if they
were taken apart in this allegorical vein. A key difference, however, was
that for Bacon, the valuable wisdom contained in myths was not depen-
dent on the providence of revelation, which ordinarily fell beyond the
scope of human reason. Instead, his theory of myth seems to suggest
that the resources of modern reason were in and of themselves suffi-
cient for recovering a body of natural knowledge that had been lost or
corrupted over the course of human history.

On this view, mythical expression itself is less the language in which
a divinity chose to reveal itself to its chosen vessel, and more an incidental
inconvenience for the modern scholar, who is forced to sort through the
seeming nonsense in order to retrieve the kernel of true knowledge
hidden in its midst. If it were possible to articulate these mythic lessons
in a more straightforward and transparent fashion instead, this might
seem to be Bacon’s preference: translating ancient wisdom into a mode
of presentation more readily accessible to reason would then be the cor-
rective that modern scholarship could offer to the imperfection of the
mythic form. Bacon alternately describes the myths of antiquity as “a
veil . .. of fables” standing between perished wisdom and the reach of
extant knowledge, and as “grapes ill-trodden,” where “something is
squeezed out, but the best parts are left behind and passed over’—as
though the task of the modern student of myth were a matter of lifting
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a veil, or reassessing the grapes of wisdom with fresh eyes and picking
one’s way through the valuable residue.” It would seem, in turn, that
many of the characteristic literary features of myths would have to be
discarded before their valuable content can be integrated into a modern
and progressive body of scientific knowledge. Notably in New Atlantis,
Salomon’s House has a strict prohibition against rhetorical adorn-
ment, exaggeration, or “affectation of strangeness” in the description
of nature and its workings, which are to be presented by the Fellows

“only pure as is.”%¢

The Relationship between Myth’s Content and Its Form

Bacon’s remarks on myth may appear to suggest, then, that the wisdom
hidden in myths did not necessarily have to take the form in which they
were passed down, and that their core of significance can and ought to
be reconstructed in an altogether different mode of expression. Yet Bacon
was adamant that the link between mythic content and mythic expres-
sion was anything but arbitrary for the ancient creators of myth. At one
level, this was merely because he believed that the cognitive capacities
of the ancient mind were limited to such expressions.”” But at another
level, Bacon also believed that the expressions of myth were uniquely
useful in their own right for their ancient authors, and that their orig-
inal function could prove instructive even to the modern scientist.

In Of the Wisdom of the Ancients, Bacon isolates two “strange” and
“contradictory” uses of myth as a device for communication: the first
was to “disguise and veil the meaning,” and the second was “also to clear
and throw light upon it.”® The clarifying function of myth is largely ped-
agogical, and Bacon takes it as given that myths can help present com-
plicated ideas in ways that are both simpler and more accessible—much
like the way, as he notes with admiration in The Advancement of Learning
(1605), King Solomon made a practice of teaching through “excellent
Parables and Aphorisms.” Mythical expressions can, in particular, help
clarify meaning, because they allow for inventions and abstract ideas to
be cast in “vulgar” images, so that they might “find an easier passage to
the understanding.”° Bacon’s point here is not to be confused with the
famous Lucretian apology for poetry, as a kind of “honeyed cup” that
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helps disguise the bitter medicine of philosophy as it is presented to
his readers.!” What Bacon finds special in the form of myth is not so
much the ornamental veneer it could lend to otherwise less palatable
content, but instead its capacity to introduce new or unfamiliar concepts
in terms of the familiar.

Bacon had good reason to be interested in this particular feature of
myth, because it potentially held the key to a recurring concern in his
thought over the reception of scientific knowledge in society. In much
the same way that he fixated on the problem of ensuring the achieve-
ments of civilization are not lost to the degenerative effects of time, Bacon
feared that the individual scientist, with his scattered discoveries and in-
ventions, could not leave lasting legacies in a society ill-prepared to re-
ceive and preserve them. In a confessional preface to The Great Instau-
ration (1620), Bacon expresses anxiety regarding “what is now done in
the matter of science,” which he characterizes with “only a whirling
round about, and perpetual agitation, ending where it began.” His own
work, by contrast, having been built on the correct foundations, has the
potential to rise above this lamentable condition, inaugurating an en-
during and coherent renewal of the arts and sciences. But the threat of
failure is a considerable possibility, and the “solitary” enterprise of his
scientific efforts could very well end up meeting the fate of the others,
especially given “how hard a thing” his work is “to win faith and credit
for.”192 Against the background of these misgivings, it is easy to see the
wider appeal that myth and its special pedagogical potential held for
Bacon. If classical myths had offered their ancient authors a repository of
images that eased the transmission and integration of novel ideas into a
familiar cultural landscape, there were valuable lessons to be gained from
their study—not only for fostering the understanding of scientific discov-
eries by a modern audience, but also for promoting their preservation by
society at large, so that future generations may continue work on them.

It is far less clear what Bacon means when he also credits myth with
the capacity—at least as notable, if not useful, as its potential to clarify
ideas—to veil and to disguise meaning. One likely possibility is that he
felt an element of mystery was necessary in the presentation of certain
ideas. In Of the Wisdom of the Ancients, he voices his suspicion that the
obscurity of myths was, for the most part, “designed and meditated from
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the first” by their ancient authors, and “purposely shadowed out.”* This,
he observes, is a feature that myths may have in common with religion, which
also “delights in such veils and shadows.” In the case of religion, the use
of parables and ambiguous metaphors to cloak meaning is a form of
“honour” aimed at “communion between divinity and humanity.”'** It
has the effect of lending a sense of gravity to religious truths that ought
not to be approached lightly. When such truths are cast in terms of the
extraordinary and marvelous, they can inspire humility in an audience
tasked to work harder to comprehend their sacred subject matter. The
same goes, Bacon suggests, for the ancient wisdom contained in myths:
their creators may have deliberately made them opaque, in a fashion
appropriate to the level of reverence that their subject matter ought to
demand of their audience.

The need for humility before that which is not yet understood was an
important concern for Bacon’s scientific project, and a useful lesson for
the modern scholar to try to adapt from the study of ancient myths. To
be sure, Bacon was unequivocal in his position that mythical language
had no place in natural inquiry."”> However, he was also uncommonly
apprehensive over the limitations of logical argumentation as a discur-
sive medium. Throughout his famous critique of the cognitive “idols”
that hamper the progress of human understanding, Bacon takes pains
to emphasize that the language of logic is inadequate to the task of freeing
the mind from the influence of its idols. So long as such idols—or the
various implicit distortions that the human mind imposes on its view
of the world—continue to govern our thinking, the work of present
scientific methods, no matter how rigorous, would amount at best to
“some magnificent structure without any foundation.” In particular,
when attached to such false starts, logical arguments have the adverse
effect of further reinforcing their distortions, and making them all the
more difficult to overcome: “that art of logic,” when it comes “too late
to the rescue, and no way able to set matters right again, has had the
effect of fixing errors rather than disclosing truth.”” On these grounds
Bacon calls the “vicious demonstrations” of logic “the strongholds and
defenses of Idols,” so that their combined effect does “little else than
make the world the bond-slave of human thought, and human thought

the bond-slave of words.”1®
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The proper language of natural inquiry, for Bacon, is one that avoids
such risks—a language whose veneer of authority and methodological
rigor does not inadvertently cover up its own limitations. Instead, Bacon
envisions a scientific mode of presentation that accomplishes several re-
lated effects: it ought to be clear, not only with regard to the content it
seeks to convey, but also with regard to the epistemic status of that ar-
ticle of knowledge. It ought to be able to signal where that knowledge is
incomplete and ripe for further investigation by prosperity; it ought to
inspire its audience to examine its claims critically and against evidence,
rather than to accept them passively."”” Bacon does not seem to believe
that the resources of any one existing genre or form of expression are
adequate to his vision, and this stance is reflected in the stylistic range
of his own work. He deliberately constructs The New Organon (1620),
for instance, not “in the Form of a regular Treatise,” but as a collection of
aphorisms, whose fragmentary form might leave “room for suspicion that
there are many more behind,” and encourage readers “to contribute
and add something in their turn.”"'

Accompanying Bacon’s devotion to scientific experiments, it seems,
was a corresponding commitment to literary experimentation. Bacon’s
studies of myth, as well as his engagement in New Atlantis with the
model of Plato’s myths, have to be understood from within this experi-
mental framework. The expressive form particular to myth—though
flawed and inappropriate to modern scientific inquiry—was neither
arbitrary nor insignificant, and Bacon felt that its model may offer re-
sources that more conventional modes of presenting knowledge do not.
As the founding myths in New Atlantis demonstrate, he saw that there
was great potential in the genre for reinvention and appropriation
toward new ends, and that this insight, in turn, deserved a modern
audience.

The founding myths of Utopia and New Atlantis, then, are at once a con-
servative and a progressive extension of the possible functions of myth
that were brought to light under Plato’s use. As More and Bacon took
the model of the Republic and transposed it into the novel literary genre
of utopian writing, they also imported recognizable aspects of the Pla-
tonic myth into Utopia and Bensalem—in particular, by channeling
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the traditional authority of myth into a stabilizing force, in the service
of a political vision that reserves a protected space in society for the
pursuit of knowledge.

At the same time, the literary construction of the founding myths be-
trays that they are more dynamic and self-reflexive than might be sug-
gested by their preservationist function. For More and Bacon, the genre
of myth is also a site of play, double meanings, self-awareness, refound-
ings, and reinvention. In turn, the capacious range of myth’s possibili-
ties and the richness of its resources help inform Bacon’s interest in
mythography. Myth is worth studying, for Bacon, because there may be
ancient wisdom hidden in it, but also because it is important to experi-
ment with such forms in our literary expressions. Only by applying
ourselves diligently to this more ambitious project might we hope to
transcend the limitations of existing modes for presenting knowledge.
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3
AN ENLIGHTENMENT FABLE

Leibniz and the Boundaries of Reason

MYTH AS A NECESSARY SOLUTION TO THE

DISCONTENTS OF RATIONALISM

CHAPTER 2 HAS SHOWN HOW, when More and Bacon looked to the
example of Plato’s Republic as a model for the genre of utopian litera-
ture they developed, they were also confronted with the decision to im-
port elements of Plato’s myths into their work. The central role played
by the founding myths of Utopia and Bensalem suggests that More
and Bacon took from Plato’s examples an appreciation for the political
value of myth—one that distinguished itself, in particular, from the
revelation-oriented appreciation for Plato’s myths in the Neoplatonic
tradition, which had placed the significance of myth in a realm beyond
politics and human agency. But what More passed over, and what
Bacon was only beginning to intuit, were the philosophical, rather
than political, implications of their cautious embrace of myth and its
contributions.

In Voltaire’s Zadig (1747), the eponymous protagonist encounters an
angel reading from the “book of destinies,” a book that lends its reader
privileged knowledge of the future, however improbable its prophesies
might seem in the present. Although Zadig himself cannot decipher the
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strange language in which the book is written, the angel will appeal to
its authority in order to justify his increasingly outrageous actions, in-
cluding the drowning of a child who is otherwise destined to grow up
to be a murderer.! Voltaire had not yet invented Dr. Pangloss, but none-
theless the unmistakable target of the parody in Zadig was Leibnizian
theodicy—the insistence on the intelligibility of a universe whose tra-
jectory is ultimately opaque to human cognition. But more specifically,
Voltaire’s angel and his book of destinies were taking aim at the Petite
Fable concluding Leibniz’s Theodicy (1710).2

The Petite Fable is a myth that supplies the most vivid and fanciful
illustration of Leibniz’s famous doctrine that God had chosen to create
only “the best of all possible worlds.” Stylistically distinguished from the
imposingly dense essays comprising the Theodicy, the myth shares ob-
vious similarities with the Myth of Er, as well as with the Dream of
Scipio, Cicero’s homage to Plato’s myth at the end of his own Republic.
Like its predecessors, the Petite Fable presents a dream vision about the
afterlife and the construction of the cosmos, and serves as the conclu-
sion to a philosophical treatise concerning justice—a resemblance that
Leibniz chose to underscore by giving the book its conspicuously Hel-
lenizing title. The myth follows the petition of the Roman tyrant Sextus
Tarquinius, as he appeals to a pantheon of Greco-Roman deities re-
garding his fate. Had he been instead given a virtuous nature, he la-
ments, he would not go on to commit the Rape of Lucretia, for which he
is destined to be shunned and exiled for the remainder of his life. The
myth culminates with the appearance of Pallas Athena in an elaborate
dream dreamed by a high priest of Jupiter, who has taken over Sextus’s
inquiry. There, the goddess of wisdom reveals all the possible worlds that
could have been created, including ones in which Sextus does not commit
the crime. Each of these worlds constitutes a separate room in the “Palace
of Fates,” with each room containing a book of the entire history of that
world—“the book of its fates,” the detail that inspires Voltaire’s parody.’
Upon being presented with such a visualization of all the fates of all the
possible worlds in one place, the high priest is able to see that their beauty
invariably pales in comparison to that of the world that contains the
crime of Sextus, which is also the world we happen to live in. Our world,
then, is deemed the best among all possibilities, as only a perfectly
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rational God could have chosen to create—and the high priest wakes
from his dream.

Why did Leibniz conclude the Theodicy with such a myth? One way
of motivating the question is to begin with the suggestion that what made
the Petite Fable an easy target for Voltaire’s mockery is related to the an-
tiquarian spirit with which we tend to approach Leibniz’s doctrine of theo-
dicy today: as the last breath of a doomed project to defend a holistic way
of conceptualizing reason and its place in the world.* Leibniz’s theodicy
essentially consists in a justification for the continuity of reason and faith,
or in the position that there exists no boundary separating the realm of
philosophy from that of theology. To assign to reason this way the over-
arching powers of knowledge traditionally attributed to divine revelation
was to commit to what Christia Mercer has described as a “radical ratio-
nalism™ a conception of reason’s boundaries that denies any limitations
to what humans are capable of knowing through rationality alone.?

If this strikes us as naive—the stuft of a philosopher’s wishful
thinking—we would find ourselves in good company. The reception of
the Theodicy suggests that some of the fanciful qualities of the closing
myth end up being reflected in Leibniz’s philosophical system, so that it
shares with the myth a certain mysticizing mentality associated with the
genre of such stories. The most common critiques of the Theodicy tend
to converge around the charge of advancing a lofty account of the uni-
verse that is removed from the realities of the experienced world: to
declare that the created world—just as it is—is the best among all pos-
sibilities seems not only to deny all the ways in which it comes up short,
but also to falsely designate as intelligible that which is senseless.® This
was Voltaire’s discomfort with the Theodicy, immortalized in Can-
dide (1759), and it was Hume’s when he suggested no philosopher had
been so “extravagant” as to claim “so bold and paradoxical an opinion”
as Leibniz’s apparent denial of meaningless suffering in the world.”
While his contemporaries and interlocutors in the Enlightenment are
celebrated for their mission of wresting reason from intellectual laxity,
fable, and superstition, Leibniz himself seems to stand for a misguided
departure from these ideals—recalling, for instance, Bertrand Russell’s
well-known characterization of Leibniz’s metaphysics as “a kind of fan-
tastic fairy tale, coherent maybe, but wholly arbitrary.”
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The aim of this chapter is to explore the relationship between Leibniz’s
doctrine of theodicy, as a philosophical position on the nature and lim-
itations of human reason, and the decision on the part of its author to
compose a myth around this doctrine. I suggest that the two things are
indeed related, but not for the reasons one might think. The myth is not,
for example, a more palatable way of rearticulating a doctrine that had
already been presented in a more rigorous language earlier in the trea-
tise. Nor, more significantly, is the myth an inadvertent admission of a
lapse in philosophical rigor, whereby the imprecision of the myth’s pre-
sentation either reflects or disguises the doctrine’s inherent weaknesses.
Rather, Leibniz deploys the myth as a deliberate, philosophical solution
to the problems generated by his own commitment to rationalism.

Leibniz’s unlimited conception of reason envisions a universe that
humans have the capacity to know fully using only the power of their
own reason—a promise that is as ambitious in theory as it is impossible
in practice to meet within human lifetimes. Reconciling the discon-
certing gap between what is theoretically intelligible and what is practi-
cally knowable leads Leibniz to arrive at a theodicy that is inherently
paradoxical, whereby an active and emancipatory vision of reason’s ac-
tivities ultimately rests on an unconditioned story that makes provisions
for its suspension in the name of the divine. The Petite Fable can be read
as a diagnosis and expression of this paradox. It is, in essence, a philo-
sophical myth in the Platonic tradition, which, in telling a deeper story
about the way things are in the world, also tells us why such a story is
both provisional and necessary.

LEIBNIZ CONTRA BAYLE IN THE PETITE FABLE

The Essays on Theodicy was the only book Leibniz published during his
lifetime, and it constituted a response to the work of Pierre Bayle, against
whom Leibniz had a long-standing disagreement concerning the bound-
aries of reason and faith.” The book was born out of the conversations
he had with his patroness, the Electoress Sophie-Charlotte, over Bayle’s
Historical and Critical Dictionary (1697), and the greater part of the Theo-
dicy reads as a point-by-point commentary on passages of interest from

printed on 2/12/2023 5:24 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

108 POLITICAL AND PHILOSOPHICAL BOUNDARIES

Bayle’s oeuvre. The sprawling work is unified, however, by Leibniz’s ar-
gument for theodicy, a doctrine that is often reduced to the dictum that
we live in “the best of all possible worlds.” But as a rejoinder to Bayle,
Leibniz’s theodicy amounts first and foremost to a specific position that
he took on the question of reason’s boundaries against those of faith.

Bayle had argued for setting limits on reason’s realm; Leibniz was
against. For both philosophers, reason consisted of an active and crit-
ical faculty, independent from the senses, that could help sift truth
from untruth through sustained reflection and examination. Bayle
turned the full power of this critical faculty against superstition and
the unsubstantiated beliefs of his day, relentlessly exposing the absur-
dities at the heart of so many conventions in the cultural heritage of
Europe that were upheld merely for the sake of tradition. But Bayle,
unlike Leibniz, spoke of reason as a purely destructive force, which
could set its user on the path toward certain knowledge only to the extent
that it identifies false or poorly grounded beliefs, but was “too feeble” on
its own “to be led back to the truth.” Reason, he suggested, “is only proper
for raising doubts, and for turning things on all sides to make disputes
endless.”® This meant, at one level, that reason required the guidance
of revelation in order to arrive at truth, but it also meant, at another
level, that religious doctrine had to be kept at a safe remove from the
disruptive capacity of reason for raising endless doubts." Bayle’s solu-
tion had been to limit the scope of reason so as to decouple it from
matters of faith.

Leibniz did not share Bayle’s destructive view of reason, but empha-
sized its constructive function as a faculty engaged in “the linking to-
gether of truths.”'? Through the gradual and systematic assembly of its
own discoveries, reason would build up knowledge toward those divine
truths that are otherwise known through faith."* By insisting on the con-
tinuity between the realms of reason and faith, Leibniz sought to re-
store to reason its expansive capacity to know the highest good and
everything that fell under its dominion. The doctrine of theodicy sup-
plied this solution: only the best of all possible worlds, and nothing less,
would have been selected for creation by a perfectly rational God; and
as such, human reason can be said to participate in the same rational
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laws that govern the divine will, and committing to this conception of
divinity is both an act of reason as well as one of faith."

The Petite Fable

Leibniz concludes the Theodicy by illustrating this doctrine in the form
of a myth. The myth, to which he affectionately refers as a “Petite Fable,”
is structured around two layered parts: the first half is a faithful recon-
struction of an allegorical scene taken from the Dialogue on Free Will
(ca. 1439) by the fifteenth-century humanist Lorenzo Valla.® In the second
half, Leibniz supplies an original extension of Valla’s story where it
breaks off.

Valla’s original fable—reproduced in the first half of the Petite Fable—
imagines an allegorical conversation between Apollo and the tyrant
Sextus Tarquinius. Sextus has come to Apollo for a prophecy regarding
his own fate, and Apollo responds by revealing to him the sin that he is
destined to commit in the future, and the consequent life of exile and
suffering that awaits him. Sextus protests, pointing to the gifts and sac-
rifices he has brought for the deity, and asks for a better prophecy. To
this, Apollo answers that he merely foretells the future, and that Sex-
tus’s fate and his sins are his own: if Sextus has any objections, he
should instead be making his complaint to Jupiter and to the Fates.

In Valla’s dialogue, the imagined exchange between Sextus and Apollo
ends here, on an aporetic note, but Leibniz opts to “carry the little fable
still further” in the adaptation that forms the second half of the Petite
Fable.' In his continuation of the story, Sextus goes to Jupiter with his
complaint after all. Jupiter ends up offering Sextus a choice: if he agrees
to give up his crown in Rome, the Fates will grant him a different future.
Sextus rejects the offer and returns to Rome, resigning himself to his
doomed fate.

Jupiter’s high priest, Theodorus, who has witnessed the encounter,
asks the omnipotent deity why he did not simply grant Sextus a nature
incapable of sin. Jupiter instructs Theodorus to go to Pallas Athena for
his answer, which takes the form of a dream vision presented to the high
priest when he falls asleep at the temple of the goddess in Athens. In the
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dream, Theodorus finds himself transported to the Palace of the Fates.
Pallas Athena leads him through halls containing worlds in which Sextus
accepts Jupiter’s proposal and abandons Rome: in one, he leads a quiet
life in Corinth and finds treasure in his garden one day; in another, he
moves to Thrace and marries the daughter of the king. When Theodorus
enters the most beautiful hall among them all, its splendor is so over-
whelming that he briefly loses consciousness, and the goddess has to re-
vive him. He learns from her then that this hall contains the created
world as is, whose sinning and suffering Sextus is a mere speckle in the
grand vision of a deity who has, quite literally, thought through every-
thing in the process of choosing the best among all the possible worlds.
Theodorus wakes from his dream and, satisfied that he now “owns the
justice of Jupiter,” throws himself into his earthly duties with the utmost
zeal and joy.”

The Limited and Unlimited Accounts of Reason

Leibniz was clearly pleased with the unusual ending he had put together
for the Theodicy, which he believed would present “difficult but impor-
tant truths” to his readers in “an easy and familiar way.”"® But taking
this unusual ending as a merely rhetorical recapitulation of the central
philosophical doctrine can obscure just how carefully Leibniz had con-
structed the myth around the debate that had inspired the work in the
first place. To the extent that Leibniz had perceived the disagreement be-
tween himself and the late Bayle to principally concern the boundaries
of reason, he took special pains to ensure that their contrasting positions
were reflected in the two-part structure of the Petite Fable.

In the first part of the Petite Fable, Valla’s original fable serves as a
mouthpiece for Bayle’s stance that the boundaries of reason are limited
against faith."” Valla had written the Dialogue on Free Will to protest
the growing presence of philosophy in theological disputes, and the pas-
sage excerpted in the Petite Fable was intended as an illustration of the
limitations of philosophy in settling matters of faith. The hypothetical
dialogue it stages between Sextus and Apollo begins to tackle the me-
dieval puzzle of reconciling God’s benevolence, the freedom of the
human will, and the fact of the presence of evil in the world, but the in-
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