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The Discipline


The widely accepted English translation of Plato’s most famous work’s title, The Republic, does not make adequate sense in context of its content. This is true for two reasons. The first (and most obvious) reason is that Plato’s work neither describes a republic
 nor how a republic should be run; if one is to examine his work in a political context this title is inappropriate, “The Enlightened Despot” would be far more suitable. The second reason why “The Republic” is nonsensical in context of its subject matter is that Plato’s work is not meant as a treatise of government’s proper nature, structure, and goals. Plato’s “city in speech” is not meant to exist in an actual physical space, but rather is merely an imaginary construct built to help illuminate the actual purpose of Plato’s writing: the nature of and what is Justice.


Unfortunately, one cannot merely rename The Republic “On the Nature and Workings of Justice,” for not only is that title stuffily narcissistic, it does not adequately encompass The Republic’s subject matter. Since Plato’s work brings up the nature and working of his ideal city-state (much of the work is devoted to defining it) as a large component of his exploration into Justice itself, the title must cover both themes. As well, Plato does not only define Justice in context of a society, but for the individual as well. A more broad title that can cover all of these points therefore is not only more useful but is most necessary, for to emphasize a few points over the others damages the work’s overall impact, since each theme must be supported by the others. A new proposed title for The Republic is thus presented, The Discipline. This title shall now be tested against The Republic’s three previously mentioned themes
, and hopefully it will emerge as the most appropriate title.


The Republic’s entire focus is an attempt to decipher, declare, and defend Justice’s “true” nature. Plato spends the earliest part of his work
 (through his mouthpiece Socrates) nullifying two other Justice definitions
, then, deciding that neither person is currently capable of discerning the true nature of Justice, undertakes to discover its true definition via a lengthy dialectic dialogue with Adeimantus and Glaucon. The entire purpose of both Plato’s and Socrates’ inquisitions into life was to philosophize about the “secret” of Life, i.e., what must one do to live the best life. They reached the decision that the best kind of life is the just life, since only then are the body and the soul’s (the physical and metaphysical) demands satiated to the highest degree. And, they also decided that the best just life is the “true” one, since only true Justice can bring about both bodily and soulful happiness to the highest degree. Therefore, finding the true definition of Justice is the goal of every philosopher, for now they are seeking both Truth and the Meaning of Life.


Thus, every philosopher has a certain Discipline they must follow to achieve their goals. The Discipline is the search for Justice. For only Justice will solve the philosopher’s dual-purpose, uncovering the Truth and discovering the Meaning of Life. The discipline of a philosopher not only includes a quest for the true meaning of life (what is Justice), but also how they must conduct themselves. They have to be willing to--not just willing to, but must be able to--screen out all subjective influences (the desirable and the spirited as Plato names them), relying totally on deductive reasoning to produce the “right” answer. The second piece of this philosopher’s discipline is an acknowledgement that to reach this goal, they may be forced to disagree, argue with, and potentially humiliate (via their successful argument) their colleagues and peers, thus burning personal bridges in pursuit of Justice. Lastly, they must accept the fact that the Justice they discover may not be particularly to their own or anyone’s personal liking. What people opine about Justice is irrelevant, only Justice is relevant.


After Plato establishes that his work will be an exploration into the nature of Justice, he goes about deciphering it. His method involves the creation of a “city in speech,” an ideal city-state
 that Socrates, Adeimantus and Glaucon build and define with the ultimate goal of discovering true Justice. They establish the city’s three main classes, the rulers whose role is to guide and control the city, the city’s fighting personnel (known as auxiliaries) whose job is to defend the city and conduct war, and the money-earning class whose job it is to perform a society’s other necessary duties, ranging from merchants to cobblers to farmers. The three components of a “good city” are thus evident; the rulers are wise, the soldiers are courageous, and the city displays moderation because the knowledgeable guardians temper the varied and numerous desires of the lower classes with their own knowledge of which desires should be emphasized. Since each class is also performing its own duties and not interfering with the business of another, a harmony is reached, and Justice is found. Therefore, this city is both Just and Good, thus true Justice (for it is good and true) has been found and widespread Justice has been proven to surpass widespread Injustice.

Since Plato described this ideal city in his Republic, there must be an inherent discipline to it if our hypothetical neo-title is to work. The Discipline of this city is the will and the ability to enforce the doctrines that Socrates and his companions decided upon so that this most Just city can exist, despite natural human instinct to the contrary. An acceptance of widespread censorship and a brutal eugenics system are not concepts readily accepted by most humans, but if the collective good of the city is at heart (since Justice can’t exist in a bad city, and the good city must be good for all), then it is necessary that the philosopher-kings rule and the rest are content to be ruled, each contributing to society what one is able to achieve. Although this discipline is hard to advocate and even harder to conscientiously implement, it must be done
 if Justice is to be achieved on a scale larger than the individual.


Now that a Just city has been established “in speech,” it is now easier to determine what makes a Just individual since we now have an entire city’s worth
. Socrates divides the components of the human soul into three parts, the rational (reason), the desirable (fulfilling one’s needs), and the spirited (emotions). He then relates each component of the soul to that displayed in the city; the individual’s reason (or wisdom) derives from the knowledgeable rulers, the spirit from the courageous auxiliaries, and the desirable from the needs of the city’s entire populace. Moderation therefore, comes into play when the desirable and spirited portions of the soul are balanced, allowing the rational side to come to the fore (which parallels the process through which the city reaches Justice). If this moderation is present, the man will then tend to his own business and not meddle in other’s affairs, thus a Just man has been created, for he is wise, balances his spirit and desire, and does not interfere with what doesn’t concern him.


The Discipline that a single person must achieve then is the easiest to define (in fact it is rather similar to the Just city’s regimen), but it may be the hardest to implement. The truly Just man or woman must first be willing to partially suppress both their wants and their emotions, for only then will their judgment not be as greatly clouded by feeling or need. Once a person stifles their soul’s Desiring and Spirited thirds, they are able to let the Calculating (the rational) portion to come to the fore and dictate a person’s lifestyle. This self-discipline is difficult, primarily because a Just person must become Just on their own, outsiders can not accomplish this for them. This obstacle becomes harder to hurdle when one understands that the Desiring and Spirited parts are the more vociferous thirds, they will fight harder to take over a soul’s direction than the more reserved Calculating portion, and a person must consciously repress their desires and spirit to achieve their goal of true Justice. Finally, a person may have to curb their inherent ambition, for they cannot step outside their natural means in order to preserve internal Justice. Maintaining this strict internal discipline is not an easy task, but must be accomplished if one is seeking to be Just.


It appears that The Discipline has survived its test. It conforms to and helps unite Plato’s three main themes: What is Justice, how is Justice applicable on a large scale, and how is Justice applicable to an individual. While scholars have well established that The Republic may not be the most suitable title for Plato’s work, and there are certainly other titles that may suitably sum Plato’s aims, The Discipline achieves its goals by being able to adequately describe what regimen one must adhere to in order that one may become truly Just.

� Please note that this title was come up with before consciously reading Bloom’s notes on adequate titles for The Republic, and is not intentionally meant as a derivative of his suggestion: the “regime.”


� A republic, according to The American Heritage College Dictionary is, “a political order in which the supreme power lies in a body of citizens who are entitled to vote for officers and representatives responsible to them.” Plato does not give the “vox populi” much of a voice in organizing his government.


� To remunerate the three themes: what is Justice, what makes a just city, and what makes a just man.


� Book I to be more precise.


� Cephalus/Polemarchus’ definition that Justice is “giving each to what is owed to him,” and Thrasymachus’ definition that Justice is “the advantage of the stronger.”


� Much of Book’s II through VI deal largely with the construction of his city, ranging from the general categorizing of the populace into three classes to more refined ideas such as what particular kinds of music and poetry are acceptable. Although such in-depth digressions into the “city in speech” can confuse some into using The Republic as a political work, these digressions actually serve to enunciate Plato’s belief that the happiness (i.e. “Justness”) of the whole is superior to the individual wants of any one part, and the happiness of the whole is only possible if these specific rules are impressed upon the city.


� Socrates was forced to go into delve into his “city in speech” in great detail to satisfy his companions. Plato himself doubted its feasibility and longevity (through his detailing of its failure in Book VIII). 


� Plato’s evaluation of the just individual is found in Book IV.





