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FOREWORD

George Soros

When I first read Karl Popper’s The Open Society and Its Enemies, it struck me with the force of revelation. At the time, in the late 1940s, I was an undergraduate studying at the London School of Economics. I had experienced and survived the war in my native Hungary, including the Nazi occupation and the deportation of over four hundred thousand of my fellow Jews to Auschwitz. When I left for England in 1947, Hungary was occupied by Stalin’s Red Army and heading rapidly toward Communist rule.

So, I had direct experience of what Popper called closed societies, where the enforcement of the official dogma of the one-party state leads to repression and totalitarianism. And I had an immediate enthusiasm for the concept of an open society—which recognizes that human understanding is inherently imperfect and tries to build a government that allows people with different interests and ideas to live together in peace. I was fortunate to have Professor Popper as my tutor for a year at the LSE. After I graduated, I found a job in the financial markets, where the philosophy I absorbed from Karl Popper enabled me to develop my own interpretation of how financial markets functioned, which was at odds with the then-prevailing official dogma. This allowed me to exploit the imperfections of the financial markets and made me a very successful hedge fund manager.

I used my profits to set up a network of foundations called the Open Society Foundations, which were inspired by Popper’s ideas. I have tried to operationalize his teachings in the work of the foundations. They operated on the principle of that critical thinking is a sine qua non. This is evidenced by their focus on education and especially by the development of specialized courses that familiarized students with the concept of critical thinking. The foundations spent a lot of money on giving scholarships to deserving students.

I kept in touch with Popper and was honored to spend time with him in the last year of his life. He delivered a lecture in June 1994 in Prague at the fledgling Central European University (CEU), which I am proud to have founded. I invited him to Budapest in September, to mark the opening of the CEU there, but he passed away that summer.

As I noted, The Open Society and Its Enemies had a profound effect on my thinking, but I learned even more from Popper’s Conjectures and Refutations, and I parted company with him when he introduced the concept of a “third world.” Instead of a third world, I developed the concept of reflexivity, which connects the objective and subjective worlds in a never-ending braid. Here I was perhaps more influenced more by Douglas Hofstadter’s Gödel, Escher, Bach: An Eternal Golden Braid.

Popper never defined what he meant by open society because he disliked definitions—he preferred to focus on concepts and then give them a name. Ironically, although the concept of open society became well known because it was the title of his book, it was just one of the possible titles and was ultimately selected by the publisher. It might be fair to say that I have placed greater weight on the concept of open society than Karl Popper did.

The term “open society” was first given currency by the French philosopher Henri Bergson, who used it in his 1932 book The Two Sources of Morality and Religion. One source was tribal and led to a closed society; the other was universal and led to an open society. Popper argued that universal ideas can also lead to a closed society if they are adopted by a one-party state. Having firsthand experience of closed societies, I strongly support his contention.

This goes to show that the core idea on which Popper based his philosophy, namely, that our understanding of reality is inherently imperfect, is valid. Those who try to prove it wrong by claiming to be in possession of the ultimate truth are doing tremendous damage to humanity.




INTRODUCTION

Alan Ryan

Karl Popper was one of the most important philosophers of science of the twentieth century, and among the most important philosophers of the century tout court. Unlike most philosophers of science, he was admired by practising scientists, several of whom claimed that he had influenced their work. They included the Nobel prizewinners Sir Peter Medawar and Sir John Eccles. Popper’s influence was reflected in the fact that he enjoyed the rare distinction of being a Fellow of both the Royal Society and the British Academy. Although The Open Society and Its Enemies is commonly thought of as a work of political theory, it is just as much a work in the philosophy of history and social science, and because Popper thought there were no important methodological differences between the social and natural sciences, it bears directly on Popper’s philosophy of the natural sciences, too.

Although The Open Society’s assault on Plato, Hegel, and Marx—its primary targets—rests on ideas formulated in Popper’s philosophy of science, his political interests had underpinned the development of his philosophy of science in the first place. Popper wrote The Open Society and completed a companion essay on the philosophy of history, The Poverty of Historicism, in New Zealand during the Second World War, but their roots lie in Viennese politics, and more specifically in the catastrophes that befell Austrian socialism.

Popper was born in Vienna on July 28, 1902, into a highly cultivated upper-middle-class family; his father Simon was a lawyer, and his mother, Jenny Schiff, an accomplished pianist. His family was Jewish by origin, but his parents converted to Lutheranism before he was born. This was not out of religious conviction or embarrassment at their Jewish antecedents. Simon Popper was, in his son’s words, ‘a radical liberal of the school of John Stuart Mill’; his politics were secular and sceptical, but he believed that going along with one’s community’s religious practices was a form of politeness.

Simon Popper was highly educated and widely read, possessing a library of some 12,000 to 14,000 volumes; and Popper’s background was, as he wrote in his autobiography, Unended Quest, ‘decidedly bookish’.1 On his father’s shelves were Plato, Aristotle, Kant, and the Collected Works of John Stuart Mill in the six-volume translation by Theodore Gomperz. It was a musical household as well, with a Bosendorfer grand piano in the drawing room, and Popper himself held interesting, if unusual, views about the history of music, including a marked preference for classicism over modernism. He sometimes said that Schubert was the last great composer; Wagner he loathed as much on account of the text of the Ring Cycle as for the music; Richard Strauss was dismissed as pastiche.

The First World War broke out as Popper turned twelve; Austria went to war with Serbia on his birthday. He subsequently had a rather fragmented secondary education, but not because of the war; he found the teaching at his Realschule dull and slow-moving, and some of his teachers obnoxiously anti-semitic. He left school at the age of sixteen and began to attend classes at the University of Vienna in 1918, but did not matriculate to attend as a regular student until 1922, a couple of years later than he would have done if he had remained at school. However, it was 1919, the year after the ending of the war, that was one of the most significant of his life, both politically and intellectually. Several of his relatives were committed socialists, as were his closest friends; many of them were Marxists, and for a short time Popper himself succumbed to the charms of historical materialism. He also joined the student wing of the Austrian Social Democratic Party. He was alienated by the easy assumption of his middle-class and highly-educated friends that they were the natural leaders of the manual working class; he at least had tried—and failed—to work as a road-mender. Nonetheless, he was a committed socialist.

What he came to think of as a decisive refutation of Marx’s theory of social and political change was an incident in the summer of 1919 when some young socialists tried to rescue a number of communists being held by the police. The demonstrators were unarmed, but the police opened fire and several of the demonstrators were killed. Popper was not a pacifist in the sense of thinking that a resort to violence was never justified; he had no doubt that Hitler could only be stopped by force. On this occasion, he concluded that although the police were brutal, the demonstrators were misled by Marx’s views on the need to intensify the class struggle, and were likely to get both themselves and those whose lives they hoped to improve killed to no purpose. Writing about these events years later, Popper was no doubt guilty of imposing the lessons of hindsight on his reactions; but he never renounced his view that the social democratic students and the Austrian workers’ movement were morally admirable, deeply and altruistically committed to building a better world. Indeed, he said as late as 1976 that he would have remained a socialist all his life if he had thought that it was possible to reconcile socialist egalitarianism with freedom.

At the time, he was working as a volunteer with Adlerian psychologists trying to help neglected children. So, before he turned seventeen, Popper had already been exposed to the two great redemptive theories of the early twentieth century, Marxism and psychoanalysis. He maintained that the encounter with Marxism made much the more important impact on his thinking, but absent that provocation, he would have been quick to reach the conclusion that psychoanalysis, whether Freudian or Adlerian, owed more to poetry and myth than to science properly speaking. The event which, in memory at least, propelled Popper towards the fundamental ideas of his philosophy of science was far removed from street battles or the struggle to help distressed children; it was hearing Einstein lecture on the theory of relativity. ‘Dazed’ is how Popper later described his reaction. The theory of general relativity made surprising experimental predictions which had been confirmed in May 1919. Had they not been confirmed, the theory would have been refuted, as Einstein himself insisted. The theory had not been proved true—Popper was already working towards his ‘fallibilist’ view that theories can never be proved, although they can be decisively disproved—but it had survived a severe test, and had emerged as a theory worth embracing.

His Adlerian and Marxist colleagues displayed none of Einstein’s theoretical modesty, and none of his readiness to abandon a much-loved theory in the face of a decisive refutation. They were verificationists, pointing to evidence that was in line with their theoretical allegiances while either ignoring evidence that contradicted their beliefs or rewriting the theory to turn apparent contradictions into verifications. The most obvious example is the psychoanalytical concept of resistance, which enables the analyst to claim either that the patient’s acceptance of a diagnosis confirms it, or that the patient’s rejection of the diagnosis demonstrates resistance and therefore likewise confirms it. We cannot know how much of this was clear to Popper at the age of seventeen; if he had read as widely in his father’s library as he appears to have done, he would have encountered Mill’s claim in On Liberty, that the strength of our conviction should be proportionate to the ability of our beliefs to withstand the severest criticism we can direct at them. Subsequently, at least, he thought that Marxism was not so much non-science as bad science; Marx had made many predictions that had proven false. In his sixties, and responding to new work in the sociology and history of science, he dismissed much of social science as only ‘dubiously’ scientific.

At the University of Vienna, Popper studied mathematics and physics as well as philosophy and psychology. He later recalled that he had given no thought to how he would eventually earn his living, since the economic situation made it impossible to plan a career. Nonetheless, he was certified as an infant teacher in 1925, gained his PhD in cognitive psychology in 1928, and qualified as a secondary school teacher in 1930. Like many upper-middle-class families, the Poppers had lost almost all their savings in the inflation at the end of the war. To avoid burdening the family, Popper took a variety of jobs both before and during his time at the University of Vienna, from road-making at one end of the spectrum to giving German lessons to American students at the other. Between 1922 and 1924, he was apprenticed to a cabinetmaker; he was, however, already obsessed with the philosophy of science, and his carpentry suffered. He joked in his autobiography that it was only when he became a lecturer in philosophy in 1937 that he finally discovered how to work on a writing desk while thinking about epistemology.

To secure employment as a secondary school teacher, he had to enrol at the newly founded Pedagogic Institute, although many of the courses were given at the University of Vienna. It meant giving up his work with neglected children, but he was enthusiastic about the prospects of school reform and an eager student. The course involved a lot of educational theory, ‘imported from America (John Dewey) or Germany (Georg Kerstenheimer)’, about which his experience with neglected children made him decidedly sceptical. In fact, his casual remarks about education elsewhere in Unended Quest come very close to denying that teaching is either possible or necessary. Once children have mastered reading and writing, they can take care of the learning process for themselves, albeit with the aid of the persons who are conventionally labelled ‘teachers’. Unended Quest is, in fact, generous to Kurt Bühler, his PhD supervisor, and to Heinrich Gomperz, son of the great Theodore Gomperz, and the key figure in his early philosophical development.

Learning, as distinct from teaching, lay at the heart both of Popper’s account of science and of his defence of the open society. Science is a ‘trial and error’ learning process, and one of the virtues of an open society is its ability to learn from experience. Closed societies resist novelty and therefore pass up the chance to learn from experience. The years from 1925 to 1930 were happy in spite of the uncertain political and economic situation, not least because it was at the Pedagogic Institute that he met Josefina Henninger (always known as ‘Hennie’), whom he married in 1930 when they both took their first teaching posts. The marriage produced no children, but it was a close, if not always a happy, one. Hennie found the move to New Zealand almost unbearable, did not much like London when she and Popper moved there in 1946, and seems to have been frequently depressed even when they moved out of London to Penn in Buckinghamshire. On the other hand, she was indispensable to Popper’s career; she typed everything he wrote, dealt with publishers, and was altogether more deft in dealing with other people than he was.

Popper was not unhappy teaching science to secondary school students, but his passion was by now for philosophy, and more narrowly for the philosophy of science. How far this was a natural outgrowth of his 1928 doctoral work on issues of method in cognitive psychology, is debatable; his thesis was titled Zur Methodenfrage der Denkpsychologie (The Question of Method in Cognitive Psychology). Almost immediately after passing his PhD examination, which involved examinations in philosophy and the history of music as well as psychology, he wrote a further dissertation on analytical geometry to qualify to teach mathematics and science in secondary school. Between 1929 and 1932 he wrote a typescript on epistemological issues that remained unpublished until 1979; but in 1934 he published Logik der Forschung, an incontestable masterpiece and the moment when the essential Popper—a phrase the great enemy of essentialism would have hated—emerged. It was only with the assistance of members of the Vienna Circle, in particular Herbert Feigl, that Popper was able to publish Logik, but the prestige of the series of monographs by members of the Vienna Circle in which it appeared secured it a wide audience. Many years later, Popper grumbled that it had been reviewed more widely than its English translation, The Logic of Scientific Discovery, was when it appeared in 1959.

He was on friendly terms with several members of the Vienna Circle, the group of philosophers usually described as the Logical Positivists, but he was never invited to join.2 One reason was that he was regarded as arrogant, obsessive, and unamenable to argument; the near-paranoia that poisoned working relationships in England after 1946 was visible long before. Doctrinally, he and the Vienna Circle were entirely at odds. The Vienna Circle embraced the so-called ‘verification principle’, the doctrine that the meaning of propositions and their constitutive terms lay in their method of verification. Popper espoused what became known as ‘falsificationism’, the doctrine that what we are interested in in the sciences is the conditions under which we should reject a proposed law or theory; the proposition that ‘all swans are white’ is decisively refuted by one black swan, no matter how often it has been ‘verified’ by sightings of white swans. The Vienna Circle’s view of philosophical analysis was reductive: propositions about physical objects were ‘reduced’ or analysed into propositions about actual and possible sensations. Popper was a common sense realist about the physical world; conversely, he thought there were no unchallengeable statements about observations and sensations. All observation is ‘theory-laden’, and we cannot but approach the world with preconceptions. The Vienna Circle was empiricist and phenomenalist, Popper was a critical rationalist.

Popper and the Vienna Circle were at bottom interested in very different issues; both were a matter of ‘demarcation’, but whereas the Vienna Circle was interested in questions of meaning and looked for a principle to demarcate sense and nonsense, Popper was contemptuous of arguments about meaning, regarded a concern for definition as mostly mistaken, and sought to distinguish claims about the world that could plausibly feature in science from those that could not. The Vienna Circle’s conviction that metaphysics was nonsense was very different from Popper’s view. He held that many metaphysical propositions were not only meaningful but indispensable; but because they were not susceptible of refutation, they were not ‘scientific’. The proposition that every event has a cause is one such; failure to find the cause of an event would not count as a disconfirmation, but only as evidence that we would have to look further to find it. Popper was not a faithful disciple of Kant, but Kant’s insight into the ‘regulative’ function of metaphysical ideas was one he could use.

The success of Logik resulted in invitations to lecture in England in 1935. Popper took a year’s unpaid leave from teaching, as did Hennie, and they began to think about a permanent departure from Austria. Although the political scene was increasingly ugly, Popper was in no immediate danger; unlike many of his philosophical contemporaries, he was not politically active during the 1920s and early 1930s. In retrospect, he said that he thought his Jewishness would prove a liability to the social democrats he supported, though it is not obvious that he was prominent enough for it to have had much effect. In any event, in July of 1927 he was present with Hennie when the police opened fire on a crowd of mostly unarmed socialists and workers protesting the acquittal of some members of the Heimwehr, the Catholic, nationalist, and conservative militia. A socialist and his child were killed. The event confirmed Popper’s view that Austria was on a path that would lead either to civil war or to a fascist dictatorship.

Tensions between socialists and their opponents indeed got steadily worse, and were only exacerbated by the onset of the Great Depression at the end of the 1920s. In retrospect it was easy to see that the socialists had made a crucial error in arming themselves sufficiently to frighten their enemies, though without seriously intending to fight. Their opponents were all too ready to fight, and much better organised. By the time of the Nazi accession to power in Germany in 1933, the Austrian socialists were entirely on the defensive. In February 1934, the Austrian Chancellor, Engelbert Dollfuss, a Christian fascist, launched a coup to suppress the socialist opposition and to bolster himself against the Austrian Nazis to his right. The socialist militias fought a disorganized battle in Vienna and elsewhere, and two days of fighting saw the end of Austrian social democracy. A botched attempt at a coup by the Austrian Nazis a few months later resulted in the assassination of Dollfuss and his replacement as Chancellor by Kurt Schuschnigg. Schuschnigg resisted German pressure to unite Austria with Germany in Hitler’s Third Reich, but the Anschluss of March 1938 was inevitable. Schuschnigg spent the next seven years in jail and the rest of his life teaching in the United States.

Popper left Vienna in 1937, when it became clear that anyone of Jewish origin or socialist political leanings had no future in Austria. He could have gone to England, as F. A. von Hayek and Ernst Gombrich had done, but instead he accepted the offer of a lecturership at Canterbury University College in Christchurch, New Zealand, freeing up a refugee lecturership in England for others in greater need. It is impossible to guess what he expected to find at the other end of the earth, in a country with 1.6 million human inhabitants and thirty million sheep. What he did find was a small, stuffy college which more closely resembled a teachers’ training college or a vocationally oriented community college than the research university that is the University of Christchurch today.

Professors familiar with the injunction to publish or perish will be astonished that Popper had to reassure the Principal of the then Canterbury University College that any research he did would be done entirely in his own time and on his own resources. Popper was already one of the world’s most distinguished philosophers of science, but the news had not yet penetrated to the Antipodes. It would have made little impact if it had. Popper’s contempt for his head of department was withering and his unwillingness to disguise it was imprudent, but it was not wholly unmerited. Popper found intellectual companionship among his colleagues in the sciences, with the economist Colin Simkin, and eventually with the future Nobel Prize winner, John Eccles. His closest philosophical colleague was J. N. Findlay, the Hegel scholar, who was then teaching in Dunedin at the University of Otago.

Popper was an excellent lecturer, warmly remembered sixty years later by his former students at Christchurch. His attention, however, was focussed on events on the other side of the globe, and he was unsurprisingly frustrated at the difficulty of doing anything to assist other scholars to escape persecution. He gloomily estimated that he had at most helped twenty to escape from almost certain death at the hands of the Nazis, which seems a harsh judgment on himself. Of his own relatives, it appears that sixteen were murdered by the Nazis or died by their own hand. Once war had broken out, his isolation was even greater. The Open Society and its companion work, The Poverty of Historicism, were his contribution to the war effort. It may seem surprising that anyone should think that it was ‘war work’ to write two substantial volumes, the first of which demolished almost everything that Plato thought about almost everything from metaphysics to politics, and the second of which did the same for Hegel and Marx. The range of topics that The Open Society tackles is so much wider than anything one could plausibly describe as the intellectual hinterland of Nazism and Stalinism that even a friendly reader might wonder at whom the work was aimed. Few Nazis were likely to be moved by Popper’s assault on Plato, and devout communists were long practised in dismissing their bourgeois critics. As to a presumably liberal and democratic readership, how much would their political allegiances be improved by a better understanding of Heraclitus and other pre-Socratics?

The full answer lies in the book that follows this introduction, but the short answer is simple. In 1936 Popper had given a talk to F. A. von Hayek’s seminar at the London School of Economics on ‘the poverty of historicism’. It was an attack on the idea that the task of the social sciences is to emulate the success of astronomy by predicting the long-term future of society. Popper thought that Marxism in particular was both intellectually and politically disastrous, because it painted a picture of the inevitable triumph of the proletariat that misled everyone who believed it. In New Zealand, he began to expand the essay, and found it turning into another book entirely. So, setting it to one side, he wrote The Open Society and Its Enemies.

The connection with his philosophy of science was not hard to see, but readers who saw The Open Society as primarily an attack on Nazism and Stalinism often paid no attention. Popper had no doubt that science, the process of making bold conjectures about the world and subjecting them to experimental test, was deeply unnatural. The ‘open society’ is not wholly comfortable; its opposite, what Popper and his admirers usually referred to as ‘tribal’ society, is much more so.3 We accept our beliefs uncritically on the authority of tradition or the say-so of priests and elders, and react with shock and surprise to contradiction. This is not a failing of one or a few people or societies; most of us want our beliefs not only to be true, but generally accepted as true, and we are tempted to evade or ignore whatever evidence contradicts them. The scientific community, which is Popper’s model for ‘openness’, exists to prevent our doing so. We are to believe nothing de fide or on the say-so of our boss, head of department, or whomever. Plato, the target of the first volume of The Open Society, stands for all those who claim that they have an unchallengeable insight into the nature of things; Popper’s long-held anti-essentialism is targeted at Plato and Aristotle.

The deeper Popper dug into Plato, the more he found to dislike. Plato was the originator of totalitarian political thought, and all the more dangerous because he was an undeniably great philosopher. Popper thought that Aristotle was infinitely Plato’s inferior. It was not merely that Plato divided the human race into mindless sheep and philosophically enlightened shepherds; he was the originator of historicist fantasies and myths about racial destiny that fed straight into nineteenth-century authoritarianism and eventually into both Marxism and Nazism. Plato’s insistence that everything must be altered if anything is to be altered successfully was dangerous in the same way as Marx’s revolutionary utopianism. This was what Popper dismissed as ‘holistic social engineering’, as distinct from the reformist ‘piecemeal social engineering’ of which he approved.

Getting The Open Society published once he had finished writing it in 1943 was a nightmare. In Britain, paper was rationed, and the prospects of a substantial two-volume work were bleak. Popper tried to have it published in the United States, but after a long delay it was turned down; he thought this was because the publisher’s readers were shocked by the ferocity of the assault on Plato. Finally, right at the end of the war, his friends Hayek and Gombrich came to the rescue, and the book was published by Routledge and Kegan Paul. It was much praised, sold well, and established Popper’s reputation with a wider public. It was also the last time Popper wrote on political philosophy, and with the serialization of The Poverty of Historicism in Hayek’s journal Economica in 1944–45, almost the last time he wrote about the philosophy of the social sciences.4 He was less pleased than irritated that his defence of the applicability of the familiar ‘hypothetico-deductive’ model of explanation to history and the social sciences gave rise to an enormous subsequent literature. He was somewhat interested in economics, but in no other social science, nor in the philosophy of history. His abiding interest lay in probability, to which much of his subsequent work was devoted.

Summarising Popper’s political ideas is not easy, not least because he had no great interest in the politics of Britain where he spent the last forty-nine years of life, and no desire to pronounce on issues of public policy. He had preoccupations, as anyone might who lived through the Cold War and under the threat of nuclear annihilation; he was deeply alarmed by the danger of nuclear war, unwaveringly hostile to the Soviet Union, and a passionate supporter of a more integrated Europe. The end of the Soviet empire in Eastern Europe gave him the pleasure one would expect. It is clear enough from his own account that he was a committed socialist until his thirties, and a pragmatic social democrat in the immediately postwar years.

He says himself how much he liked the social egalitarianism of New Zealand, which he regarded as both a well-governed society and perhaps the easiest society in the world to govern well; he also found the uninhibited liberalism of the United States invigorating, and was less alarmed by the phenomenon of McCarthyism than many critics of the country. The Popper of The Open Society was a mildly left-of-centre reformist of a kind familiar in 1940s Britain: non-Marxist, humanitarian, pragmatic, a defender of the welfare state, a believer as he said in ‘piecemeal social engineering’. That phrase was slightly unfortunate inasmuch as it led some critics to believe that Popper thought that we should be governed by a scientific elite. Nothing could be further from the truth. The analogy Popper relied on was that between the behaviour of a scientific community governed by the ideals of free inquiry and a well-ordered constitutional democracy. ‘Openness’ was crucial. Because he believed adamantly in the logical distinctness of facts and values, he had no doubt that the role of experts, such as it was, was to tell us how to achieve what we had a mind to; it was up to us to decide what it was we wanted to achieve. Anything more was the kind of concession to the pretensions of philosopher-kings that he would not tolerate.

With the passage of time, he became more conservative in much the way that his contemporaries such as Isaiah Berlin did. This was not a principled conservatism, nor the attachment to free-market capitalism of the disciples of Hayek, but the recognition that social reform was harder work than it had seemed in the aftermath of World War Two, and that the modest egalitarianism of the European welfare state was perhaps as much as could reasonably be hoped for. Like many others of his generation, he came to suspect that sustaining a lively and innovative economic system might place more constraints on the pursuit of equality than he had once thought. Again, he was, like Isaiah Berlin, a ‘cold war liberal’, whose antipathy to totalitarianism made him more friends to his political right than to his political left. He was frequently mistaken for a principled neo-conservative of a Hayekian kind, in part because he was a founding member of the Mont Pelerin Society that Hayek took the lead in setting up 1947. Many of its members were devout free-market economists, including Ludwig von Mises himself. However, the guiding principles of the society, as distinct from what its members gravitated towards over the next fifty years, were reformist rather than purist. Hayek himself deplored Popper’s lack of interest in economics. Some of those who have written about Popper’s social and political ideas have thought that he should have been more of a ‘classical liberal’, which is to say a Hayekian, than he was. Whatever he should have been, he was in political matters much more of a pragmatist than that. The only absolute was substantially negative: anti-totalitarianism, and its positive face the protection of an open society.

Popper was an opponent of the politicization of science represented, for instance, by the Soviet geneticist Trofim Lysenko, whose ability to silence his critics owed everything to Stalin’s support, and nothing to science. But Popper understood very well that ensuring that science can be driven only by its own intellectual standards is itself a political as well as a cultural achievement. That illuminates two things of some interest. The first is that Popper was an early proponent of the thought that a liberal society has no duty to tolerate the intolerant. It is not an uncommon view; many writers whose liberalism is built on a theory of rights think that any claim of a right implies a willingness to extend that right to others. Anyone demanding toleration for the free expression of their views must allow the same toleration to the expression of views with which they disagree; conversely, the intolerant cannot expect toleration. For all its obvious good sense, this is a dangerous doctrine. Radical students campaigning on the basis of ‘no platform for racists’ have in the United Kingdom frequently silenced speakers at public events, usually to the benefit of the speakers’ cause rather than their own. The view that only immediate self-defence or the need to prevent a breach of the peace are grounds for silencing someone allows the obnoxious more opportunity to offend their hearers, but it may prove a policy less liable to abuse. Popper’s position was not grounded in any elaborate theory of rights, but in his sense that the enemies of liberal democracy had taken advantage of its freedoms to undermine it in the twenties and thirties. This was not an uncommon reaction among his contemporaries.

A second interesting aspect of Popper’s views on ‘openness’ is his response to positions in the history and philosophy of science that challenged his own emphasis on ‘conjecture and refutation’. The main example was his reaction to Thomas Kuhn’s little book, The Structure of Scientific Revolution. Popper was more measured than some of his then epigone, but like them he deplored what appeared to be Kuhn’s concessions to assorted forms of epistemological relativism. Kuhn argued that for long periods science is governed by a dominant ‘paradigm’, an overarching set of beliefs about the world, about what constitutes good science, and about how to practise it; during these periods, there is little or no debate about deep issues, as scientists practise what Kuhn calls ‘normal’ science. Popper denied Kuhn’s account of the history of science, but added for good measure that the apparent relativism of Kuhn’s position was a threat to civilisation. Popper’s philosophy of science was not politically innocent, but its practical implications beyond the preservation of free speech, the rule of law, and some form of constitutional democracy are few. Social policy is eminently a matter of conjecture and refutation, piecemeal social engineering. George Soros’s Open Society Institute, founded in 1993 but building on the Soros Foundation created a decade earlier, was aptly named, and not only because Soros had been a student of Popper. Its commitment to the rule of law, democratic governance, social reform, and a thriving civil society leaves a great deal of room for the kind of experiments in health care, education, and other forms of social provision that marked the postwar welfare state.

With his appointment to the London School of Economics in 1946, followed by his promotion to Professor of Logic and Scientific Method in 1949, Popper was secure and at the centre of postwar philosophical discussion. He remained at the London School of Economics until he retired in 1969. Although secure, he was not entirely happy. His eminence did not satisfy his craving for recognition; nor did his emphasis on the way intellectual progress proceeds by constant criticism make him any more willing to accept criticism of his own views. One by one, his disciples found themselves repudiated. Only half in jest, students at the London School of Economics renamed his great book The Open Society by One of Its Enemies. Popper had some grounds for thinking that he received less than his due. He was never offered a chair at Oxford or Cambridge, for instance. On the other hand, he was a very difficult colleague, and after he moved to Penn, he became something of a recluse. Matters were not helped by his phobic reaction to tobacco smoke, which made it a nightmare for anyone who invited him to lecture to find a space where he could do so. He was certainly a great man; public honours such as his 1965 knighthood and his appointment as Companion of Honour in 1982 acknowledged the fact. But he was not easy. It is hard not to wonder whether he ever felt completely at home in Britain; at all events, when he died in 1994, it was in Vienna that his ashes were buried.


1 Unended Quest (rev. ed., Routledge, 1992) is an expanded version of the Autobiography that Popper contributed to Paul Arthur Schilp, The Philosophy of Karl Popper, Open Court, 1974; it is not wholly reliable as a guide to Popper’s early life. Malachi Hacohen, Karl Popper: The Formative Years: 1902–45 (Cambridge University Press, 2000) takes almost 600 meticulously researched pages to tell the true story. Among general accounts of Popper’s life and work, Bryan Magee’s Popper (Fontana Collins, 1997) is as good as any. Jeremy Shearmur, The Political Thought of Karl Popper, Routledge, 1996, is the only full-scale discussion of Popper’s political ideas.


2 A.J. Ayer popularised the Vienna Circle’s views for English readers in his best-selling Language, Truth and Logic, Victor Gollancz, 1936.


3 The philosopher and anthropologist Ernest Gellner argued this case at length in much of his work, perhaps most importantly in Legitimation of Belief; Cambridge University Press, 1975; his Conditions of Liberty, published posthumously in 1994, Penguin 1996, explores the nature of the open society and its rivals in ways that Popper might well have approved but never himself did.


4 Poverty was published as a book in 1957 (by Routledge).






Personal Recollections of the Publication of The Open Society*

E. H. Gombrich

Karl Popper’s two-volume work The Open Society and Its Enemies was published fifty years ago. It stands to reason that this happy event was preceded by a long period of preparation and uncertainty. In fact the publication took two-and-a-half years from the moment that he sent the manuscript from New Zealand to wartime England, and by that time, he and his wife were on the boat taking them to London to start a new life here at the LSE.

Though all this is by now very long ago, fortunately I need not rely on my memory of these events, because I was personally much involved, and hence the recipient of any number of letters which I naturally kept. During most of the war such air letters from overseas were miniaturized to save space and weight, and I have no less than ninety-five such aerogramme forms in addition to other communications relating to his job here at the LSE. They make fascinating reading, and all I can try is to give you samples of these surviving documents.

But first a few words about the background. Popper was seven years my senior, and though I had heard of him in my native Vienna, we only met very fleetingly. It so happened that my father, who was a solicitor, had spent the statutory years of his apprenticeship with Karl’s father, who was also a lawyer, and they must have kept in touch, for Karl mentioned in one of his letters how helpful my father had been at the time after Karl’s father had died.

In any case, our friendship only dates from the spring of 1936 when I was a junior research fellow at the Warburg Institute, and he came to this country at the invitation of Susan Stebbing. One of our joint acquaintances must have given him my address. We both lived in horrible bedsitters in the Paddington area, and we met with increasing frequency. I still remember having been incautious enough to mention that I had read a pamphlet by Rudolf Carnap on the question of other minds, and found it interesting. Karl was visibly distressed. “I am greatly disappointed that you found that interesting,” he said, and from then on I remained a little selective in what I told him.

In 1936 I was twenty-seven and Popper thirty-four. My wife and I visited him and his wife Hennie during a stay in Vienna, and we also saw them during the few days they again spent in London in 1937, before sailing to New Zealand, which was then, as Hennie once wrote “halfway to the moon.”

After the outbreak of the war in 1939, I joined the Listening Post, or Monitoring Service, of the BBC. I remember writing to Karl, possibly before that date, but I do not think I received an answer.

Then in May 1943, when the BBC had moved to Reading, I got a letter from him dated 16 April, the first of the ninety-five; it turned out later that Karl had had no idea where I lived, and only got my address almost fortuitously, thanks to a common acquaintance. And so begins the saga of the book, intertwined with that of his Readership here for which Hayek had asked him to apply.

“Dear Ernst” the letter began:


I have not heard from you for a long time and I was very glad to get your cable. I very much hope that all is well with you and your family. The reason why you have not heard from us is that I have been writing a book. The manuscript is finished; its title is “A Social Philosophy for Everyman.” (It has about 700 pages i.e. about 280.000 words.) I believe that the book is topical and its publication urgent – if one can say such a thing at a time when only one thing is really important, the winning of the war. The book is a new philosophy of politics and of history, and an examination of the principles of democratic reconstruction. It also tries to contribute to an understanding of the totalitarian revolt against civilization, and to show that this is as old as our democratic civilization itself.



Let me pause here for a moment to allow Popper’s own description of his book to sink in: that the totalitarian revolt against civilization is as old as our democratic civilization itself.

I feel that too many readers of the book were either dazzled or irritated by its lengthy polemics and all but missed the central point of the argument. The book offers an explanatory hypothesis for the persistent hostility to the open society. Totalitarian ideologies are interpreted as reactions to what is described as the strain of civilization, or the sense of drift which is associated with the transition from the closed tribal societies of the past to the individualistic civilization that originated in Athens in the fifth century B.C.

You may call it a psychological diagnosis, though Karl might not have accepted this description without qualification. In any case, I must return to his letter:


In view of the immense postal and other difficulties it is absolutely impossible to send the book from here to a publisher and have it sent back if it is rejected; for that would mean anything up to one year’s delay in case of one rejection. This is why I need somebody in England who sends the MS to the various publishers …



On 28 April, having received my consent, he sent me the manuscript, together with a letter and other material.


I am ashamed that I have not written to you for such a long time … I cannot tell you how much it means to me that you are there and will look after the manuscript. You have no idea how completely hopeless and isolated one often feels in my situation … But I must tell you what happened so far to the book since I finished it in October [1942]. I had heard that the paper shortage was less pressing in USA; also, the distance is smaller. For these reasons I sent a copy to the USA branch of Macmillan (which, I gather, is quite independent of the English Macmillan). At the same time I wrote to the only friend I had in the USA of whose address I was sure, asking him to act on my behalf. Macmillan turned the book down without even having read it. And this is more or less all I know after 6 months! My friend unfortunately seems to have done absolutely nothing although he had very full instructions. He did not even bother to write before February 16th, acknowledging the receipt of the MS which he got in December! And in this acknowledgment he wrote nothing about what he had done (because he had done nothing and obviously he is not going to do anything); he only congratulates me to [sic] my effort in writing such a big book. I don’t blame him much, after all, it isn’t his book, but you can understand what it means to get such a completely empty letter after waiting for six months!

The situation is really rather dreadful. I feel that if one has written a book one ought not to be forced to go begging to have it read, and printed.



From later conversations I know, of course, who that unreliable friend was, but I am not going to reveal his name. It turns out not to have been quite true that he did absolutely nothing. Feeling quite helpless with such a work which was far removed from his field, he sent it to a well-known professor of Political Science, at one of the ivy league universities. After a time the manuscript was returned to him, with a note saying that it was impossible to advocate the publication of a book which speaks so disrespectfully of Plato.

In the parcel which I received I found a carefully drafted letter which Karl wanted me to send to publishers, together with the manuscript. There were another formidable three pages with the heading: “What I should like you to do,” giving a list of seventeen publishers with their addresses in the order of desirability. There are eighteen points of instructions, some with subheadings a) b) c), but let me just quote item five: “I enclose two different title pages: ‘A Social Philosophy For Everyman’ and ‘A Critique of Political Philosophy’ … The reason why I have two different titles is that I am not quite satisfied with either. What would you say to ‘A Social Philosophy For Our Time’? (Too pretentious?)”

On 4 May, Karl wrote another lengthy letter revising the order of publishers. Up to that point we had very little idea of how the Poppers were actually living in New Zealand, but on 29 July Hennie sent us a very lively three-page letter from which I want to quote a few passages:


We live in a suburb on the hills with a very beautiful view across Christchurch and the Canterbury plains. The climate is as nearly perfect as things in this world can be, very long summers with an abundance of sunshine; … It gets frightfully dry … and the raising of vegetables is not quite easy. I try hard in the little time I have and from October till March we eat only “homegrown” vegetables, mainly peas, beans, potatoes, carrots, spinach, silverbeet, lettuce and tomatoes. It is really never quite sufficient, but we have to make the best of it. The rest of the year we live chiefly on a carrot and rice diet, for economy’s sake. Karl’s salary was never adequate and is now less so than ever … During term-time Karl can only work at the week ends, but during the summer holidays he worked literally 24 hours a day. For the last three or four months he was in a state of almost complete exhaustion; he hardly went to bed because he could not sleep … Karl finished just two days before College started again. On both days which remained from our “holiday” we went to the sea and ate as many icecreams as we could (I had planned it long ago that we would celebrate the end with eating as many icecreams as we wanted).



Poor Hennie! – What she does not say in this letter is how hard she had to work on the book and the correspondence, almost day and night. At a much later date [24 October 1944], she wrote to us: “This isn’t a proper letter at all, I’m just rattling it off on the typewriter … of course, ‘rattling it off’ is terribly exaggerated – I’m the worst possible typist, and the more distance I gain from the last nightmare years of typing, the less I can understand how on earth I managed it.” Let me add, by way of explanation, that Karl always wrote by hand, in the fluent, lucid script of a former schoolteacher. I could not but smile when I saw an item in Sotheby’s catalogue photographed and described as “Popper’s typewriter.” I very much doubt that Karl ever touched its keyboard. He left it to Hennie, in what she described as the nightmare years, to type and retype countless versions and revisions. Not that Karl was not utterly devoted to her. He suffered agonies when she was ill. But he was convinced that the importance of his work had always to override his own comfort, that of Hennie, and possibly also my own, as the future was to show.

Meanwhile, on 19 August I received a long letter dealing with some critical remarks which he had encouraged me to make on reading the book, for instance: “I fully agree with your remark that the humanitarian democratic creed of the West is historically and emotionally based on Christianity. But this fact has no bearing on my theory, as far as I can see. Or has it?” I must have expostulated to him that he ridiculed Hegel, but did not say a word about Schopenhauer, and he replied:


Although Schopenhauer was a reactionary, egoistically concerned only with the safety of his investments (he openly acknowledges this), his absolute intellectual integrity is beyond doubt. To be sure, his “Will” is not better than Hegel’s “Spirit.” But what Schopenhauer says, and how he says it, sufficiently proves that he was an honest thinker; he did all he could to make himself understood. Hegel did not intend to be understood; he wanted to impress, to dazzle his readers. Schopenhauer always wrote sense, and sometimes excellent sense; his Critique of Kant’s philosophy is one of the most lucid and worthwhile philosophical writings ever published in the German language. A reactionary may be perfectly honest. But Hegel was dishonest.



I must not give the impression, however, that this correspondence frequently turned on philosophical issues. Perhaps there was only one other occasion, when I sent him Arthur Waley’s Three Ways of Thought in Ancient China, because I had been struck by certain similarities between his analysis of the Greek situation and that described by Waley. Popper responded by writing that he “had always been much attracted by the Chinese, but always felt diffident concerning the possibility of a proper interpretation, considering how much Plato, for example, has been misinterpreted in spite of the fact that his thought and language has immediately influenced our own.” This remained his attitude. It was never easy to interest him in the ideas of other civilizations because he felt he lacked their context.

And now for the other theme of this symphony. On 9 December 1943 he wrote: “A few days ago I got a truly overpowering airgraph from Hayek, whose indefatigable kindness to me promises no less than to change the whole course of my life.” Hayek had been asked to find out whether Karl would accept a Readership at the LSE. Since the post had to be advertised, Hayek advised Karl “to instruct your friend who is acting for you over here, to apply in your name when such an advertisement is published, and to supply him for that purpose with all the usual information …”. “– Now my poor dear friend who is acting for me over there,” Karl continued, “you see that I have, indeed, no choice: I must trouble you again, much as I should like to spare you.” Four days later Karl wrote:


We are of course terribly excited, and shaken up in consequence of Hayek’s airgraph concerning the LSE readership. I do not think that I shall get it, owing to the fact that I have so few publications; but if I don’t get it, we shall be, of course, disappointed, much as we try to fortify ourselves against such a development. I was so nicely working along with a new paper on probability, and now: “My peace is gone, my heart is heavy.” Don’t think that I am ungrateful. Nobody can feel more strongly than I feel about Hayek. He must have worked for me like anything. And the moral effect of this on me is, of course, tremendous.



In consequence I received more instructions from Karl, his CV, a list of references, and texts and testimonials he had previously had. I also received, then or a little later, two and a half folio pages with comments on the notes of the book. Karl realized, of course, that the notes seemed excessively long and complex, and I had also made certain suggestions. Needless to say he tried to prove that the arrangement he had chosen was the only possible one:


I have most carefully constructed the text in such a way that it is absolutely self-contained for a reader who simply belongs to the educated public, and who has no scientific axe to grind. There is nothing in the text that is hard to understand without the notes. I have spent immense labour on this point.



His comments, in fact, revealed, if that is the word, the importance Karl attached to his book:


I am … definitely against cuts. I believe that the book is of sufficient value to be sometimes a trifle less brief than it might be possible to make it. I do not know any work of which one could not say the same, often in a much higher degree. The book is written with unusual care; I know hardly anybody who is so scrupulous and conscientious in all details as I am; with the effect that, as everybody admits at once, the book achieves a rare degree of lucidity and simplicity; and this in a book which is, as you will admit, thronged with thoughts on every single page. I entirely reject the contention that there is the slightest intrinsic reason for cuts. The extrinsic reason that the book is a very long book, I admit. But since ordinary intelligent people have read through the text in one week-end, it cannot be too long. And regarding the prospect of selling a long book: the ordinary intelligent man does not like to be treated as illiterate or as an imbecile. He is ready, and even proud, to buy a thick book … I know there is no page in the book which is not full with worthwhile thoughts. This cannot be said of so very many books.



He was surely right. And now the period began when he kept sending me revisions and changes to be made to his manuscript. He was still very uncertain about the best title, and asked, on the 22nd: “What do you think of ‘The Open Society and its Enemies’ or of ‘A Social Philosophy for our Time’? which latter title is of course, very pretentious.”

The winter and spring of 1943 and 1944 I had to report to him many disappointments, and a number of publishers who had rejected the book. I believe that is a story that can be told of many important books, but here I can document it. However, in February 1944, I got a letter from Herbert Read, then a director of Routledge, reporting that Hayek had sent him Karl’s manuscript. “I am enormously impressed by it, but before presenting a case to my colleagues I should be glad if you would kindly give me a little more information about the author.” This I did, and Herbert Read acknowledged it gratefully.

Karl received the contract from Routledge in April 1944, but he instantly began to worry about the US copyright. And now he began to rewrite the book, and I was charged with applying these corrections to the manuscript. It is true that I had his approval to engage somebody to help, an approval which was very necessary, because, after all, I had to do my own work. For instance, on 30 April, he announced that he was sending “by the same mail eleven other airgraphs containing the corrections. They look more than they are,” writes Karl, but to me they seemed quite sufficient. He expressed the hope that nobody would touch his text, confirming what I have also experienced: “I have only too often found that corrections made matters worse. To be sure, any suggestion for a correction proves that something is not quite in order; but only too often the remedy turns out to be worse than the original mistake.” On 4 September he announced in addition that he had completely rewritten chapter 17, which duly arrived. I hope I may quote a fuller sample of the type of letters which arrived so frequently:


In my typed airgraph of today, I mentioned that, as far as Ch. 12 is concerned, only the Section Number Corrections have first priority. I now wish to amend this: there is also a false quotation which is important to replace. It is the quotation on MS p.281, from “Hence” in line 5 to the end of paragraph in line 7. – I suggest to correct these lines in accordance with my “Corr. to Ch. 12”, Airgraph 4. This however would imply that the passage on p. 281 is replaced by one that is about 2 lines longer. If this creates difficulties, then I suggest to replace the “Hence …” passage by the following of about equal length: + + States may enter into agreements, but they are superior to agreements (i.e., they may break them). + + In this case, it would suffice to amend the corresponding Note 72 simply by replacing, in line 3 of this note, “336” by + + 330 + +. If, however, there was room enough for using my original correction to p.281, the “336” should be replaced by + + 330 + + and 333 + + – Of course, if the full corrections of Airgraphs 1 to 11(?) can be used, then Note 72 should be corrected in accordance with Airgraph 9.



No wonder he wrote: “it will be a colossal job for everybody concerned. It was a colossal job here and I was (and am) very ill while doing it. The doctor has strictly forbidden any work, and I am, of course, now absolutely down again.”

Around that time there occurred an episode which is not recorded in the correspondence, and for which I shall have to rely on my memory. It happened when Routledge decided to publish the book in two volumes, an idea which, of course, much agitated Karl; all the more as it was mooted that paper shortage might necessitate publishing the second volume after a time interval. It was during these discussions that I sent a cable to Karl from our village post office: “Routledges [sic] want division after Chapter 10.” A few hours later I was summoned to the post office and asked to explain what it all meant. The word “division” had alerted a censor who thought, of course, of army divisions. Luckily I was believed.

Another complication was that Karl received a number of offers from other universities in New Zealand and Australia, and naturally did not want to give up the chance of London, but needed badly to get a decision. In October he reports on


two important articles … “Private and Public Values,” the other “The Refutation of Determinism.” A third one, under the title “The Logic of Freedom” is probably too long for being tackled during the vacations. When these three articles are finished, I intend to give up political philosophy, and to return to practical methodology, especially of the natural sciences. Last year I finished some papers on mathematical logic which I did not try to publish so far because of their length. If possible, I should like to cut them now. This is my working programme. Apart from that, I want to do some music. We have not been able to afford a piano here; I had a beautiful Boesendorfer in Vienna, and I could not bring myself to buying a very bad piano; besides, even the worst ones cost more than we could afford. So I bought a harmonium for £3–10–0; I repaired it, and it is not so bad, but I am getting hungry for a piano. I have had very little time for playing.



Meanwhile he was even more impatient to receive a binding promise of a publication date from Routledge. All this was mixed up with the worries about the various offers of a post. In one of his letters he wrote:


You kindly advise me to prefer Otago to Perth, in spite of the Cangeroos [sic]. But I think you don’t really know enough of Australia by far: the nicest animal there (and perhaps the loveliest animal that exists) is the Koala bear. Cangeroos may be nice, but the opportunity of seeing a Koala bear is worth putting up with anything, and it is without reservation my strongest motive in wishing to go to Australia.



In April 1945 another cloud appeared on the horizon. I had to write to him that Hayek was going to the United States for a period, and Karl wrote, characteristically, “As you say yourself, the whole affair is pretty awful; and so is the fact that 18 days after you sent your letter, the registrar of London University has not yet answered you.” He was eager to leave Canterbury, for though he had many admirers and friends among his colleagues, the head of his department had all but persecuted him. It was reported to Karl that he had once said: “We know that he is too good for this place. This we cannot help; and nobody will hold him if he goes elsewhere.” “The main fact”, Karl explained, in a letter of 9 April,


is the presence of somebody who works hard and endangers certain accepted standards. I mean standards of relaxation (all chairs are easy chairs). These difficulties have much increased by the writing of a book, and still more, of course, by the delay in its publication. – I am terribly sorry to hear that you feel so exhausted. But I can well understand it. I long to hear you speak of your experiences, and of what you have learned during these years. (Will it ever be? I am nearly 43 now, and if I don’t manage to see you before I am 45, I may never have the opportunity: I don’t think that anybody would import to England a lecturer over the age of 45 …).



Though I know the time is getting on, I really must quote for you the whole story of how Karl received the news of his appointment, as he told in his letter of 12 June 1945:


During the whole of April I was ill again. I am now always getting such terrible colds – starting with a very sore throat, and developing in all directions. I was very weak. My doctor insisted that I should go to the mountains during the May vacations and we went both to the Hermitage, at the foot of Mt Cook (the highest mountain here). I was first pretty miserable there, but after two days I had a marvellous recovery; we went up to a hut (the Ball Hut – see pictures in “Mt Cook and the Glaciers”) where we were very happy. On the bus journey back from the Hermitage, on May 21st, in the first village (called Fairlie), the Postmistress came with a cable to the bus. It was addressed to “Karl Popper c/o Bus from Hermitage to Fairlie” and said “Congratulations on London appointment and thanks for excellent article enquiring about permits Frederick Hayek.” It was from Cambridge, May 16th. This was the first we heard about it. I had given up the idea of going to London – though subconsciously I still believed in it. – We were both somewhat frightened, mainly in view of my rather bad health, and especially the silly way in which my corpse reacts to bad weather. I am sick of being sick, you will think me a terrible hypochonder [sic]. So do I, but my doctor (a very nice and kind person and an excellent doctor) says that it is unfortunately all true. Anyway, it cannot be helped.



And Hennie added: “I am frightfully scared by the prospect of going to London: I hate meeting new people, and tea parties. I can only hope that tea is so rare and precious that parties have gone out of fashion!”

The new worry arose that Hayek had offered to write a preface to the book. “I need not tell you that I could not accept this under any circumstances (1) because I am too proud to accept such an offer (even if it came from President Truman or John Dewey or Shirley Temple), (2) because it would brand the book and myself.” Our correspondence had by then switched to the prospect of their arrival in England, and they kindly inquired how much they should take with them to wartime England, and what presents they might possibly bring. We suggested that it would be lovely if they could bring a cricket bat for our son, and Karl “enlisted the help of the very nice son of a friend of ours and now he knows all about cricket and bats.” Not that the complaints stopped. On 25 August he wrote:


Our departure problems are appalling and (but don’t tell that to Routledges!) we probably won’t be in England before the beginning of December: we have still no permits to enter Great Britain and I begin to fear that we won’t get any. I am, of course, in continuous contact about this with Hayek who says that London University administration has completely broken down.



So let me only quote the last letter of the sequence in full. It came from Auckland, and was dated 16 November:


Dear Ernst, This time we are really off, I think, We have been allotted berths – in two different four-berths cabins, though – on the M.V. “New Zealand Star”, sailing from Auckland between Nov. 28th and December 5th (according to the strike situation). It is a frighter [sic], Blue Star Line, carrying normally 12 passengers, and at present (in the same cabins) 30. We are not terribly pleased to pay £320 for the pleasure of spending 5 or 6 very rough weeks in the company of strangers. I am particularly concerned about the fact that I cannot endure the smell of cigarets [sic] at sea without getting sick – still, I shall have to get used to it. The passage will be very rough since we sail via Cape Horn – perhaps the roughest spot in all the Seven Seas. Our corpses are expected to arrive, by the New Zealand Star, on January 8th or thereabouts. Please receive them kindly. If there is important news it can, I suppose, be wirelessed to the ship. I shall let you know more precisely when they arrive, and if you could find them a room in a Boarding house or Hotel (where they might perhaps be brought to life again), it would be very nice indeed. But I know this is practically impossible: so don’t waste your time, if you don’t happen to hear about such a room: burry [sic] them. To be serious, I am really cheered up by the prospect of seeing you in less than two months – a very short time (at my age). Yours ever, K.



When they arrived we met them at the docks, and I was happy to be able to bring him the first copy of The Open Society and Its Enemies, which he eagerly scrutinized on the train and bus to our little semi-detached house in Brent. Who of us would have dared to hope on that day that despite his fragile health the new life he had just started would extend over nearly half a century, let alone predict how immensely we would all be enriched during these years by his ever active mind?


* Appeared in Popper’s Open Society After Fifty Years: The Continuing Relevance of Karl Popper, edited by Ian Jarvie and Sandra Pralong, Routledge, 1999.
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PENN, BUCKINGHAMSHIRE, May 1961

The fifth edition contains some new historical material (especially on page 312 of volume I and in the Addenda) and also a brief new Addendum in each volume. Additional material will be found in my Conjectures and Refutations, especially in the second edition (1965). Mr. David Miller has discovered, and corrected, many mistakes.

PENN, BUCKINGHAMSHIRE, July 1965

K. R. P.




PREFACE TO THE FIRST EDITION

If in this book harsh words are spoken about some of the greatest among the intellectual leaders of mankind, my motive is not, I hope, the wish to belittle them. It springs rather from my conviction that, if our civilization is to survive, we must break with the habit of deference to great men. Great men may make great mistakes; and as the book tries to show, some of the greatest leaders of the past supported the perennial attack on freedom and reason. Their influence, too rarely challenged, continues to mislead those on whose defence civilization depends, and to divide them. The responsibility for this tragic and possibly fatal division becomes ours if we hesitate to be outspoken in our criticism of what admittedly is a part of our intellectual heritage. By our reluctance to criticize some of it, we may help to destroy it all.

The book is a critical introduction to the philosophy of politics and of history, and an examination of some of the principles of social reconstruction. Its aim and the line of approach are indicated in the Introduction. Even where it looks back into the past, its problems are the problems of our own time; and I have tried hard to state them as simply as I could, in the hope of clarifying matters which concern us all.

Although the book presupposes nothing but open-mindedness in the reader, its object is not so much to popularize the questions treated as to solve them. In an attempt, however, to serve both of these purposes, I have confined all matters of more specialized interest to Notes which have been collected at the end of the book.

1943




PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

Although much of what is contained in this book took shape at an earlier date, the final decision to write it was made in March 1938, on the day I received the news of the invasion of Austria. The writing extended into 1943; and the fact that most of the book was written during the grave years when the outcome of the war was uncertain may help to explain why some of its criticism strikes me to-day as more emotional and harsher in tone than I could wish. But it was not the time to mince words—or at least, this was what I then felt. Neither the war nor any other contemporary event was explicitly mentioned in the book; but it was an attempt to understand those events and their background, and some of the issues which were likely to arise after the war was won. The expectation that Marxism would become a major problem was the reason for treating it at some length.

Seen in the darkness of the present world situation, the criticism of Marxism which it attempts is liable to stand out as the main point of the book. This view of it is not wholly wrong and perhaps unavoidable, although the aims of the book are much wider. Marxism is only an episode—one of the many mistakes we have made in the perennial and dangerous struggle for building a better and freer world.

Not unexpectedly, I have been blamed by some for being too severe in my treatment of Marx, while others contrasted my leniency towards him with the violence of my attack upon Plato. But I still feel the need for looking at Plato with highly critical eyes, just because the general adoration of the ‘divine philosopher’ has a real foundation in his overwhelming intellectual achievement. Marx, on the other hand, has too often been attacked on personal and moral grounds, so that here the need is, rather, for a severe rational criticism of his theories combined with a sympathetic understanding of their astonishing moral and intellectual appeal. Rightly or wrongly, I felt that my criticism was devastating, and that I could therefore afford to search for Marx’s real contributions, and to give his motives the benefit of the doubt. In any case, it is obvious that we must try to appreciate the strength of an opponent if we wish to fight him successfully. (I have added in 1965 a new note on this subject as Addendum II to my second volume.)

No book can ever be finished. While working on it we learn just enough to find it immature the moment we turn away from it. As to my criticism of Plato and Marx, this inevitable experience was not more disturbing than usual. But most of my positive suggestions and, above all, the strong feeling of optimism which pervades the whole book struck me more and more as naïve, as the years after the war went by. My own voice began to sound to me as if it came from the distant past—like the voice of one of the hopeful social reformers of the eighteenth or even the seventeenth century.

But my mood of depression has passed, largely as the result of a visit to the United States; and I am now glad that, in revising the book, I confined myself to the addition of new material and to the correction of mistakes of matter and style, and that I resisted the temptation to subdue its tenor. For in spite of the present world situation I feel as hopeful as I ever did.

I see now more clearly than ever before that even our greatest troubles spring from something that is as admirable and sound as it is dangerous—from our impatience to better the lot of our fellows. For these troubles are the by-products of what is perhaps the greatest of all moral and spiritual revolutions of history, a movement which began three centuries ago. It is the longing of uncounted unknown men to free themselves and their minds from the tutelage of authority and prejudice. It is their attempt to build up an open society which rejects the absolute authority of the merely established and the merely traditional while trying to preserve, to develop, and to establish traditions, old or new, that measure up to their standards of freedom, of humaneness, and of rational criticism. It is their unwillingness to sit back and leave the entire responsibility for ruling the world to human or superhuman authority, and their readiness to share the burden of responsibility for avoidable suffering, and to work for its avoidance. This revolution has created powers of appalling destructiveness; but they may yet be conquered.

1950




INTRODUCTION


I do not wish to hide the fact that I can only look with repugnance … upon the puffed-up pretentiousness of all these volumes filled with wisdom, such as are fashionable nowadays. For I am fully satisfied that … the accepted methods must endlessly increase these follies and blunders, and that even the complete annihilation of all these fanciful achievements could not possibly be as harmful as this fictitious science with its accursed fertility.

KANT.



This book raises issues which may not be apparent from the table of contents.

It sketches some of the difficulties faced by our civilization—a civilization which might be perhaps described as aiming at humaneness and reasonableness, at equality and freedom; a civilization which is still in its infancy, as it were, and which continues to grow in spite of the fact that it has been so often betrayed by so many of the intellectual leaders of mankind. It attempts to show that this civilization has not yet fully recovered from the shock of its birth—the transition from the tribal or ‘closed society’, with its submission to magical forces, to the ‘open society’ which sets free the critical powers of man. It attempts to show that the shock of this transition is one of the factors that have made possible the rise of those reactionary movements which have tried, and still try, to overthrow civilization and to return to tribalism. And it suggests that what we call nowadays totalitarianism belongs to a tradition which is just as old or just as young as our civilization itself.

It tries thereby to contribute to our understanding of totalitarianism, and of the significance of the perennial fight against it.

It further tries to examine the application of the critical and rational methods of science to the problems of the open society. It analyses the principles of democratic social reconstruction, the principles of what I may term ‘piecemeal social engineering’ in opposition to ‘Utopian social engineering’ (as explained in Chapter 9). And it tries to clear away some of the obstacles impeding a rational approach to the problems of social reconstruction. It does so by criticizing those social philosophies which are responsible for the widespread prejudice against the possibilities of democratic reform. The most powerful of these philosophies is one which I have called historicism. The story of the rise and influence of some important forms of historicism is one of the main topics of the book, which might even be described as a collection of marginal notes on the development of certain historicist philosophies. A few remarks on the origin of the book will indicate what is meant by historicism and how it is connected with the other issues mentioned.

Although I am mainly interested in the methods of physics (and consequently in certain technical problems which are far removed from those treated in this book), I have also been interested for many years in the problem of the somewhat unsatisfactory state of some of the social sciences and especially of social philosophy. This, of course, raises the problem of their methods. My interest in this problem was greatly stimulated by the rise of totalitarianism, and by the failure of the various social sciences and social philosophies to make sense of it.

In this connection, one point appeared to me particularly urgent.

One hears too often the suggestion that some form or other of totalitarianism is inevitable. Many who because of their intelligence and training should be held responsible for what they say, announce that there is no escape from it. They ask us whether we are really naïve enough to believe that democracy can be permanent; whether we do not see that it is just one of the many forms of government that come and go in the course of history. They argue that democracy, in order to fight totalitarianism, is forced to copy its methods and thus to become totalitarian itself. Or they assert that our industrial system cannot continue to function without adopting the methods of collectivist planning, and they infer from the inevitability of a collectivist economic system that the adoption of totalitarian forms of social life is also inevitable.

Such arguments may sound plausible enough. But plausibility is not a reliable guide in such matters. In fact, one should not enter into a discussion of these specious arguments before having considered the following question of method: Is it within the power of any social science to make such sweeping historical prophecies? Can we expect to get more than the irresponsible reply of the soothsayer if we ask a man what the future has in store for mankind?

This is a question of the method of the social sciences. It is clearly more fundamental than any criticism of any particular argument offered in support of any historical prophecy.

A careful examination of this question has led me to the conviction that such sweeping historical prophecies are entirely beyond the scope of scientific method. The future depends on ourselves, and we do not depend on any historical necessity. There are, however, influential social philosophies which hold the opposite view. They claim that everybody tries to use his brains to predict impending events; that it is certainly legitimate for a strategist to try to foresee the outcome of a battle; and that the boundaries between such a prediction and more sweeping historical prophecies are fluid. They assert that it is the task of science in general to make predictions, or rather, to improve upon our everyday predictions, and to put them upon a more secure basis; and that it is, in particular, the task of the social sciences to furnish us with long-term historical prophecies. They also believe that they have discovered laws of history which enable them to prophesy the course of historical events. The various social philosophies which raise claims of this kind, I have grouped together under the name historicism. Elsewhere, in The Poverty of Historicism, I have tried to argue against these claims, and to show that in spite of their plausibility they are based on a gross misunderstanding of the method of science, and especially on the neglect of the distinction between scientific prediction and historical prophecy. While engaged in the systematic analysis and criticism of the claims of historicism, I also tried to collect some material to illustrate its development. The notes collected for that purpose became the basis of this book.

The systematic analysis of historicism aims at something like scientific status. This book does not. Many of the opinions expressed are personal. What it owes to scientific method is largely the awareness of its limitations: it does not offer proofs where nothing can be proved, nor does it pretend to be scientific where it cannot give more than a personal point of view. It does not try to replace the old systems of philosophy by a new system. It does not try to add to all these volumes filled with wisdom, to the metaphysics of history and destiny, such as are fashionable nowadays. It rather tries to show that this prophetic wisdom is harmful, that the metaphysics of history impede the application of the piecemeal methods of science to the problems of social reform. And it further tries to show that we may become the makers of our fate when we have ceased to pose as its prophets.

In tracing the development of historicism, I found that the dangerous habit of historical prophecy, so widespread among our intellectual leaders, has various functions. It is always flattering to belong to the inner circle of the initiated, and to possess the unusual power of predicting the course of history. Besides, there is a tradition that intellectual leaders are gifted with such powers, and not to possess them may lead to loss of caste. The danger, on the other hand, of their being unmasked as charlatans is very small, since they can always point out that it is certainly permissible to make less sweeping predictions; and the boundaries between these and augury are fluid.

But there are sometimes further and perhaps deeper motives for holding historicist beliefs. The prophets who prophesy the coming of a millennium may give expression to a deep-seated feeling of dissatisfaction; and their dreams may indeed give hope and encouragement to some who can hardly do without them. But we must also realize that their influence is liable to prevent us from facing the daily tasks of social life. And those minor prophets who announce that certain events, such as a lapse into totalitarianism (or perhaps into ‘managerialism’), are bound to happen may, whether they like it or not, be instrumental in bringing these events about. Their story that democracy is not to last for ever is as true, and as little to the point, as the assertion that human reason is not to last for ever, since only democracy provides an institutional framework that permits reform without violence, and so the use of reason in political matters. But their story tends to discourage those who fight totalitarianism; its motive is to support the revolt against civilization. A further motive, it seems, can be found if we consider that historicist metaphysics are apt to relieve men from the strain of their responsibilities. If you know that things are bound to happen whatever you do, then you may feel free to give up the fight against them. You may, more especially, give up the attempt to control those things which most people agree to be social evils, such as war; or, to mention a smaller but nevertheless important thing, the tyranny of the petty official.

I do not wish to suggest that historicism must always have such effects. There are historicists—especially the Marxists—who do not wish to relieve men from the strain of their responsibilities. On the other hand, there are some social philosophies which may or may not be historicistic but which preach the impotence of reason in social life, and which, by this anti-rationalism, propagate the attitude: ‘either follow the Leader, the Great Statesman, or become a Leader yourself’; an attitude which for most people must mean passive submission to the forces, personal or anonymous, that rule society.

Now it is interesting to see that some of those who denounce reason, and even blame it for the social evils of our time, do so on the one hand because they realize the fact that historical prophecy goes beyond the power of reason, and on the other hand because they cannot conceive of a social science, or of reason in society, having another function but that of historical prophecy. In other words, they are disappointed historicists; they are men who, in spite of realizing the poverty of historicism, are unaware that they retain the fundamental historicistic prejudice—the doctrine that the social sciences, if they are to be of any use at all, must be prophetic. It is clear that this attitude must lead to a rejection of the applicability of science or of reason to the problems of social life—and ultimately, to a doctrine of power, of domination and submission.

Why do all these social philosophies support the revolt against civilization? And what is the secret of their popularity? Why do they attract and seduce so many intellectuals? I am inclined to think that the reason is that they give expression to a deepfelt dissatisfaction with a world which does not, and cannot, live up to our moral ideals and to our dreams of perfection. The tendency of historicism (and of related views) to support the revolt against civilization may be due to the fact that historicism itself is, largely, a reaction against the strain of our civilization and its demand for personal responsibility.

These last allusions are somewhat vague, but they must suffice for this introduction. They will later be substantiated by historical material, especially in the chapter ‘The Open Society and Its Enemies’. I was tempted to place this chapter at the beginning of the book; with its topical interest it would certainly have made a more inviting introduction. But I found that the full weight of this historical interpretation cannot be felt unless it is preceded by the material discussed earlier in the book. It seems that one has first to be disturbed by the similarity between the Platonic theory of justice and the theory and practice of modern totalitarianism before one can feel how urgent it is to interpret these matters.




Volume I

The Spell of Plato




It will be seen … that the Erewhonians are a meek and long-suffering people, easily led by the nose, and quick to offer up common sense at the shrine of logic, when a philosopher arises among them who carries them away … by convincing them that their existing institutions are not based on the strictest principles of morality.

SAMUEL BUTLER.




In my course I have known and, according to my measure, have co-operated with great men; and I have never yet seen any plan which has not been mended by the observations of those who were much inferior in understanding to the person who took the lead in the business.

EDMUND BURKE.






THE SPELL OF PLATO


For the Open Society (about 430 B.C.):
Although only a few may originate a policy, we are all able to judge it.

PERICLES OF ATHENS.




Against the Open Society (about 80 years later): The greatest principle of all is that nobody, whether male or female, should be without a leader. Nor should the mind of anybody be habituated to letting him do anything at all on his own initiative; neither out of zeal, nor even playfully. But in war and in the midst of peace—to his leader he shall direct his eye and follow him faithfully. And even in the smallest matter he should stand under leadership. For example, he should get up, or move, or wash, or take his meals … only if he has been told to do so. In a word, he should teach his soul, by long habit, never to dream of acting independently, and to become utterly incapable of it.

PLATO OF ATHENS.







The Myth of Origin and Destiny
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HISTORICISM AND THE MYTH OF DESTINY

It is widely believed that a truly scientific or philosophical attitude towards politics, and a deeper understanding of social life in general, must be based upon a contemplation and interpretation of human history. While the ordinary man takes the setting of his life and the importance of his personal experiences and petty struggles for granted, it is said that the social scientist or philosopher has to survey things from a higher plane. He sees the individual as a pawn, as a somewhat insignificant instrument in the general development of mankind. And he finds that the really important actors on the Stage of History are either the Great Nations and their Great Leaders, or perhaps the Great Classes, or the Great Ideas. However this may be, he will try to understand the meaning of the play which is performed on the Historical Stage; he will try to understand the laws of historical development. If he succeeds in this, he will, of course, be able to predict future developments. He might then put politics upon a solid basis, and give us practical advice by telling us which political actions are likely to succeed or likely to fail.

This is a brief description of an attitude which I call historicism. It is an old idea, or rather, a loosely connected set of ideas which have become, unfortunately, so much a part of our spiritual atmosphere that they are usually taken for granted, and hardly ever questioned.

I have tried elsewhere to show that the historicist approach to the social sciences gives poor results. I have also tried to outline a method which, I believe, would yield better results.

But if historicism is a faulty method that produces worthless results, then it may be useful to see how it originated, and how it succeeded in entrenching itself so successfully. An historical sketch undertaken with this aim can, at the same time, serve to analyse the variety of ideas which have gradually accumulated around the central historicist doctrine—the doctrine that history is controlled by specific historical or evolutionary laws whose discovery would enable us to prophesy the destiny of man.

Historicism, which I have so far characterized only in a rather abstract way, can be well illustrated by one of the simplest and oldest of its forms, the doctrine of the chosen people. This doctrine is one of the attempts to make history understandable by a theistic interpretation, i.e. by recognizing God as the author of the play performed on the Historical Stage. The theory of the chosen people, more specifically, assumes that God has chosen one people to function as the selected instrument of His will, and that this people will inherit the earth.

In this doctrine, the law of historical development is laid down by the Will of God. This is the specific difference which distinguishes the theistic form from other forms of historicism. A naturalistic historicism, for instance, might treat the developmental law as a law of nature; a spiritual historicism would treat it as a law of spiritual development; an economic historicism, again, as a law of economic development. Theistic historicism shares with these other forms the doctrine that there are specific historical laws which can be discovered, and upon which predictions regarding the future of mankind can be based.

There is no doubt that the doctrine of the chosen people grew out of the tribal form of social life. Tribalism, i.e. the emphasis on the supreme importance of the tribe without which the individual is nothing at all, is an element which we shall find in many forms of historicist theories. Other forms which are no longer tribalist may still retain an element of collectivism1; they may still emphasize the significance of some group or collective—for example, a class—without which the individual is nothing at all. Another aspect of the doctrine of the chosen people is the remoteness of what it proffers as the end of history. For although it may describe this end with some degree of definiteness, we have to go a long way before we reach it. And the way is not only long, but winding, leading up and down, right and left. Accordingly, it will be possible to bring every conceivable historical event well within the scheme of the interpretation. No conceivable experience can refute it.2 But to those who believe in it, it gives certainty regarding the ultimate outcome of human history.

A criticism of the theistic interpretation of history will be attempted in the last chapter of this book, where it will also be shown that some of the greatest Christian thinkers have repudiated this theory as idolatry. An attack upon this form of historicism should therefore not be interpreted as an attack upon religion. In the present chapter, the doctrine of the chosen people serves only as an illustration. Its value as such can be seen from the fact that its chief characteristics3 are shared by the two most important modern versions of historicism, whose analysis will form the major part of this book—the historical philosophy of racialism or fascism on the one (the right) hand and the Marxian historical philosophy on the other (the left). For the chosen people racialism substitutes the chosen race (of Gobineau’s choice), selected as the instrument of destiny, ultimately to inherit the earth. Marx’s historical philosophy substitutes for it the chosen class, the instrument for the creation of the classless society, and at the same time, the class destined to inherit the earth. Both theories base their historical forecasts on an interpretation of history which leads to the discovery of a law of its development. In the case of racialism, this is thought of as a kind of natural law; the biological superiority of the blood of the chosen race explains the course of history, past, present, and future; it is nothing but the struggle of races for mastery. In the case of Marx’s philosophy of history, the law is economic; all history has to be interpreted as a struggle of classes for economic supremacy.

The historicist character of these two movements makes our investigation topical. We shall return to them in later parts of this book. Each of them goes back directly to the philosophy of Hegel. We must, therefore, deal with that philosophy as well. And since Hegel4 in the main follows certain ancient philosophers, it will be necessary to discuss the theories of Heraclitus, Plato and Aristotle, before returning to the more modern forms of historicism.
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HERACLITUS

It is not until Heraclitus that we find in Greece theories which could be compared in their historicist character with the doctrine of the chosen people. In Homer’s theistic or rather polytheistic interpretation, history is the product of divine will. But the Homeric gods do not lay down general laws for its development. What Homer tries to stress and to explain is not the unity of history, but rather its lack of unity. The author of the play on the Stage of History is not one God; a whole variety of gods dabble in it. What the Homeric interpretation shares with the Jewish is a certain vague feeling of destiny, and the idea of powers behind the scenes. But ultimate destiny, according to Homer, is not disclosed; unlike its Jewish counterpart, it remains mysterious.

The first Greek to introduce a more markedly historicist doctrine was Hesiod, who was probably influenced by oriental sources. He made use of the idea of a general trend or tendency in historical development. His interpretation of history is pessimistic. He believes that mankind, in their development down from the Golden Age, are destined to degenerate, both physically and morally. The culmination of the various historicist ideas proffered by the early Greek philosophers came with Plato, who, in an attempt to interpret the history and social life of the Greek tribes, and especially of the Athenians, painted a grandiose philosophical picture of the world. He was strongly influenced in his historicism by various forerunners, especially by Hesiod; but the most important influence came from Heraclitus.

Heraclitus was the philosopher who discovered the idea of change. Down to this time, the Greek philosophers, influenced by oriental ideas, had viewed the world as a huge edifice of which the material things were the building material.1 It was the totality of things—the cosmos (which originally seems to have been an oriental tent or mantle). The questions which the philosophers asked themselves were, ‘What stuff is the world made of?’ or ‘How is it constructed, what is its true ground-plan?’. They considered philosophy, or physics (the two were indistinguishable for a long time), as the investigation of ‘nature’, i.e. of the original material out of which this edifice, the world, had been built. As far as any processes were considered, they were thought of either as going on within the edifice, or else as constructing or maintaining it, disturbing and restoring the stability or balance of a structure which was considered to be fundamentally static. They were cyclic processes (apart from the processes connected with the origin of the edifice; the question ‘Who has made it?’ was discussed by the orientals, by Hesiod, and by others). This very natural approach, natural even to many of us to-day, was superseded by the genius of Heraclitus. The view he introduced was that there was no such edifice, no stable structure, no cosmos. ‘The cosmos, at best, is like a rubbish heap scattered at random’, is one of his sayings.2 He visualized the world not as an edifice, but rather as one colossal process; not as the sum-total of all things, but rather as the totality of all events, or changes, or facts. ‘Everything is in flux and nothing is at rest’, is the motto of his philosophy.

Heraclitus’ discovery influenced the development of Greek philosophy for a long time. The philosophies of Parmenides, Democritus, Plato, and Aristotle can all be appropriately described as attempts to solve the problems of that changing world which Heraclitus had discovered. The greatness of this discovery can hardly be overrated. It has been described as a terrifying one, and its effect has been compared with that of ‘an earthquake, in which everything … seems to sway’3. And I do not doubt that this discovery was impressed upon Heraclitus by terrifying personal experiences suffered as a result of the social and political disturbances of his day. Heraclitus, the first philosopher to deal not only with ‘nature’ but even more with ethico-political problems, lived in an age of social revolution. It was in his time that the Greek tribal aristocracies were beginning to yield to the new force of democracy.

In order to understand the effect of this revolution, we must remember the stability and rigidity of social life in a tribal aristocracy. Social life is determined by social and religious taboos; everybody has his assigned place within the whole of the social structure; everyone feels that his place is the proper, the ‘natural’ place, assigned to him by the forces which rule the world; everyone ‘knows his place’.

According to tradition, Heraclitus’ own place was that of heir to the royal family of priest kings of Ephesus, but he resigned his claims in favour of his brother. In spite of his proud refusal to take part in the political life of his city, he supported the cause of the aristocrats who tried in vain to stem the rising tide of the new revolutionary forces. These experiences, in the social or political field are reflected in the remaining fragments of his work.4 ‘The Ephesians ought to hang themselves man by man, all the adults, and leave the city to be ruled by infants …’ is one of his outbursts, occasioned by the people’s decision to banish Hermodorus, one of Heraclitus’s aristocratic friends. His interpretation of the people’s motives is most interesting, for it shows that the stock-in-trade of anti-democratic argument has not changed much since the earliest days of democracy. ‘They said: nobody shall be the best among us; and if someone is outstanding, then let him be so elsewhere, and among others.’ This hostility towards democracy breaks through everywhere in the fragments: ‘… the mob fill their bellies like the beasts … They take the bards and popular belief as their guides, unaware that the many are bad and that only the few are good … In Priene lived Bias, son of Teutames, whose word counts more than that of other men. (He said: “Most men are wicked.”) … The mob does not care, not even about the things they stumble upon; nor can they grasp a lesson—though they think they do.’ In the same vein he says: ‘The law can demand, too, that the will of One Man must be obeyed.’ Another expression of Heraclitus’ conservative and anti-democratic outlook is, incidentally, quite acceptable to democrats in its wording, though probably not in its intention: ‘A people ought to fight for the laws of the city as if they were its walls.’

But Heraclitus’ fight for the ancient laws of his city was in vain, and the transitoriness of all things impressed itself strongly upon him. His theory of change gives expression to this feeling5: ‘Everything is in flux’, he said; and ‘You cannot step twice into the same river.’ Disillusioned, he argued against the belief that the existing social order would remain for ever: ‘We must not act like children reared with the narrow outlook “As it has been handed down to us”.’

This emphasis on change, and especially on change in social life, is an important characteristic not only of Heraclitus’ philosophy but of historicism in general. That things, and even kings, change, is a truth which needs to be impressed especially upon those who take their social environment for granted. So much is to be admitted. But in the Heraclitean philosophy one of the less commendable characteristics of historicism manifests itself, namely, an over-emphasis upon change, combined with the complementary belief in an inexorable and immutable law of destiny.

In this belief we are confronted with an attitude which, although at first sight contradictory to the historicist’s over-emphasis upon change, is characteristic of most, if not all, historicists. We can explain this attitude, perhaps, if we interpret the historicist’s over-emphasis on change as a symptom of an effort needed to overcome his unconscious resistance to the idea of change. This would also explain the emotional tension which leads so many historicists (even in our day) to stress the novelty of the unheard-of revelation which they have to make. Such considerations suggest the possibility that these historicists are afraid of change, and that they cannot accept the idea of change without serious inward struggle. It often seems as if they were trying to comfort themselves for the loss of a stable world by clinging to the view that change is ruled by an unchanging law. (In Parmenides and in Plato, we shall even find the theory that the changing world in which we live is an illusion and that there exists a more real world which does not change.)

In the case of Heraclitus, the emphasis upon change leads him to the theory that all material things, whether solid, liquid, or gaseous, are like flames—that they are processes rather than things, and that they are all transformations of fire; the apparently solid earth (which consists of ashes) is only a fire in a state of transformation, and even liquids (water, the sea) are transformed fire (and may become fuel, perhaps in the form of oil). ‘The first transformation of fire is the sea; but of the sea, half is earth, and half hot air.’6 Thus all the other ‘elements’—earth, water, and air—are transformed fire: ‘Everything is an exchange for fire, and fire for everything; just as gold for wares, and wares for gold.’

But having reduced all things to flames, to processes, like combustion, Heraclitus discerns in the processes a law, a measure, a reason, a wisdom; and having destroyed the cosmos as an edifice, and declared it to be a rubbish heap, he re-introduces it as the destined order of events in the world-process.

Every process in the world, and especially fire itself, develops according to a definite law, its ‘measure’7. It is an inexorable and irresistible law, and to this extent it resembles our modern conception of natural law as well as the conception of historical or evolutionary laws of modern historicists. But it differs from these conceptions in so far as it is the decree of reason, enforced by punishment, just as is the law imposed by the state. This failure to distinguish between legal laws or norms on the one hand and natural laws or regularities on the other is characteristic of tribal tabooism: both kinds of law alike are treated as magical, which makes a rational criticism of the man-made taboos as inconceivable as an attempt to improve upon the ultimate wisdom and reason of the laws or regularities of the natural world: ‘All events proceed with the necessity of fate … The sun will not outstep the measure of his path; or else the goddesses of Fate, the handmaids of Justice, will know how to find him.’ But the sun does not only obey the law; the Fire, in the shape of the sun and (as we shall see) of Zeus’ thunderbolt, watches over the law, and gives judgement according to it. ‘The sun is the keeper and guardian of the periods, limiting and judging and heralding and manifesting the changes and seasons which bring forth all things … This cosmic order which is the same for all things has not been created, neither by gods nor by men; it always was, and is, and will be, an ever living Fire, flaring up according to measure, and dying down according to measure … In its advance, the Fire will seize, judge, and execute, everything.’

Combined with the historicist idea of a relentless destiny we frequently find an element of mysticism. A critical analysis of mysticism will be given in chapter 24. Here I wish only to show the rôle of anti-rationalism and mysticism in Heraclitus’ philosophy8: ‘Nature loves to hide’, he writes, and ‘The Lord whose oracle is at Delphi neither reveals nor conceals, but he indicates his meaning through hints.’ Heraclitus’ contempt of the more empirically minded scientists is typical of those who adopt this attitude: ‘Who knows many things need not have many brains; for otherwise Hesiod and Pythagoras would have had more, and also Xenophanes … Pythagoras is the grandfather of all impostors.’ Along with this scorn of scientists goes the mystical theory of an intuitive understanding. Heraclitus’ theory of reason takes as its starting point the fact that, if we are awake, we live in a common world. We can communicate, control, and check one another; and herein lies the assurance that we are not victims of illusion. But this theory is given a second, a symbolic, a mystical meaning. It is the theory of a mystical intuition which is given to the chosen, to those who are awake, who have the power to see, hear, and speak: ‘One must not act and talk as if asleep … Those who are awake have One common world; those who are asleep, turn to their private worlds … They are incapable both of listening and of talking … Even if they do hear they are like the deaf. The saying applies to them: They are present yet they are not present … One thing alone is wisdom: to understand the thought which steers everything through everything.’ The world whose experience is common to those who are awake is the mystical unity, the oneness of all things which can be apprehended only by reason: ‘One must follow what is common to all … Reason is common to all … All becomes One and One becomes All … The One which alone is wisdom wishes and does not wish to be called by the name of Zeus … It is the thunderbolt which steers all things.’

So much for the more general features of the Heraclitean philosophy of universal change and hidden destiny. From this philosophy springs a theory of the driving force behind all change; a theory which exhibits its historicist character by its emphasis upon the importance of ‘social dynamics’ as opposed to ‘social statics’. Heraclitus’ dynamics of nature in general and especially of social life confirms the view that his philosophy was inspired by the social and political disturbances he had experienced. For he declares that strife or war is the dynamic as well as the creative principle of all change, and especially of all differences between men. And being a typical historicist, he accepts the judgement of history as a moral one9; for he holds that the outcome of war is always just10: ‘War is the father and the king of all things. It proves some to be gods and others to be mere men, turning these into slaves and the former into masters … One must know that war is universal, and that justice—the lawsuit—is strife, and that all things develop through strife and by necessity.’

But if justice is strife or war; if ‘the goddesses of Fate’ are at the same time ‘the handmaids of Justice’ if history, or more precisely, if success, i.e. success in war, is the criterion of merit, then the standard of merit must itself be ‘in flux’. Heraclitus meets this problem by his relativism, and by his doctrine of the identity of opposites. This springs from his theory of change (which remains the basis of Plato’s and even more of Aristotle’s theory). A changing thing must give up some property and acquire the opposite property. It is not so much a thing as a process of transition from one state to an opposite state, and thereby a unification of the opposite states11: ‘Cold things become warm and warm things become cold; what is moist becomes dry and what is dry becomes moist … Disease enables us to appreciate health … Life and death, being awake and being asleep, youth and old age, all this is identical; for the one turns into the other and the other turns into the one … What struggles with itself becomes committed to itself: there is a link or harmony due to recoil and tension, as in the bow or the lyre … The opposites belong to each other, the best harmony results from discord, and everything develops by strife … The path that leads up and the path that leads down are identical … The straight path and the crooked path are one and the same … For gods, all things are beautiful and good and just; men, however, have adopted some things as just, others as unjust … The good and the bad are identical.’

But the relativism of values (it might even be described as an ethical relativism) expressed in the last fragment does not prevent Heraclitus from developing upon the background of his theory of the justice of war and the verdict of history a tribalist and romantic ethic of Fame, Fate, and the superiority of the Great Man, all strangely similar to some very modern ideas12: ‘Who falls fighting will be glorified by gods and by men … The greater the fall the more glorious the fate … The best seek one thing above all others: eternal fame … One man is worth more than ten thousand, if he is Great.’

It is surprising to find in these early fragments, dating from about 500 B.C., so much that is characteristic of modern historicist and anti-democratic tendencies. But apart from the fact that Heraclitus was a thinker of unsurpassed power and originality, and that, in consequence, many of his ideas have (through the medium of Plato) become part of the main body of philosophic tradition, the similarity of doctrine can perhaps be explained, to some extent, by the similarity of social conditions in the relevant periods. It seems as if historicist ideas easily become prominent in times of great social change. They appeared when Greek tribal life broke up, as well as when that of the Jews was shattered by the impact of the Babylonian conquest13. There can be little doubt, I believe, that Heraclitus’ philosophy is an expression of a feeling of drift; a feeling which seems to be a typical reaction to the dissolution of the ancient tribal forms of social life. In modern Europe, historicist ideas were revived during the industrial revolution, and especially through the impact of the political revolutions in America and France14. It appears to be more than a mere coincidence that Hegel, who adopted so much of Heraclitus’ thought and passed it on to all modern historicist movements, was a mouthpiece of the reaction against the French Revolution.
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PLATO’S THEORY OF FORMS OR IDEAS


I

Plato lived in a period of wars and of political strife which was, for all we know, even more unsettled than that which had troubled Heraclitus. While he grew up, the breakdown of the tribal life of the Greeks had led in Athens, his native city, to a period of tyranny, and later to the establishment of a democracy which tried jealously to guard itself against any attempts to reintroduce either a tyranny or an oligarchy, i.e. a rule of the leading aristocratic families1. During his youth, democratic Athens was involved in a deadly war against Sparta, the leading city-state of the Peloponnese, which had preserved many of the laws and customs of the ancient tribal aristocracy. The Peloponnesian war lasted, with an interruption, for twenty-eight years. (In chapter 10, where the historical background is reviewed in more detail, it will be shown that the war did not end with the fall of Athens in 404 B.C., as is sometimes asserted2.) Plato was born during the war, and he was about twenty-four when it ended. It brought terrible epidemics, and, in its last year, famine, the fall of the city of Athens, civil war, and a rule of terror, usually called the rule of the Thirty Tyrants; these were led by two of Plato’s uncles, who both lost their lives in the unsuccessful attempt to uphold their régime against the democrats. The re-establishment of the democracy and of peace meant no respite for Plato. His beloved teacher Socrates, whom he later made the main speaker of most of his dialogues, was tried and executed. Plato himself seems to have been in danger; together with other companions of Socrates he left Athens.

Later, on the occasion of his first visit to Sicily, Plato became entangled in the political intrigues which were spun at the court of the older Dionysius, tyrant of Syracuse, and even after his return to Athens and the foundation of the Academy, Plato continued, along with some of his pupils, to take an active and ultimately fateful part in the conspiracies and revolutions3 that constituted Syracusan politics.

This brief outline of political events may help to explain why we find in the work of Plato, as in that of Heraclitus, indications that he suffered desperately under the political instability and insecurity of his time. Like Heraclitus, Plato was of royal blood; at least, the tradition claims that his father’s family traced its descent from Codrus, the last of the tribal kings of Attica4. Plato was very proud of his mother’s family which, as he explains in his dialogues (in the Charmides and the Timaeus), was related to that of Solon, the lawgiver of Athens. His uncles, Critias and Charmides, the leading men of the Thirty Tyrants, also belonged to his mother’s family. With such a family tradition, Plato could be expected to take a deep interest in public affairs; and indeed, most of his works fulfil this expectation. He himself relates (if the Seventh Letter is genuine) that he was5 ‘from the beginning most anxious for political activity’, but that he was deterred by the stirring experiences of his youth. ‘Seeing that everything swayed and shifted aimlessly, I felt giddy and desperate.’ From the feeling that society, and indeed ‘everything’, was in flux, arose, I believe, the fundamental impulse of his philosophy as well as of the philosophy of Heraclitus; and Plato summed up his social experience, exactly as his historicist predecessor had done, by proffering a law of historical development. According to this law, which will be more fully discussed in the next chapter, all social change is corruption or decay or degeneration.

This fundamental historical law forms, in Plato’s view, part of a cosmic law—of a law which holds for all created or generated things. All things in flux, all generated things, are destined to decay. Plato, like Heraclitus, felt that the forces which are at work in history are cosmic forces.

It is nearly certain, however, that Plato believed that this law of degeneration was not the whole story. We have found, in Heraclitus, a tendency to visualize the laws of development as cyclic laws; they are conceived after the law which determines the cyclic succession of the seasons. Similarly we can find, in some of Plato’s works, the suggestion of a Great Year (its length appears to be 36,000 ordinary years), with a period of improvement or generation, presumably corresponding to Spring and Summer, and one of degeneration and decay, corresponding to Autumn and Winter. According to one of Plato’s dialogues (the Statesman), a Golden Age, the age of Cronos—an age in which Cronos himself rules the world, and in which men spring from the earth—is followed by our own age, the age of Zeus, an age in which the world is abandoned by the gods and left to its own resources, and which consequently is one of increasing corruption. And in the story of the Statesman there is also a suggestion that, after the lowest point of complete corruption has been reached, the god will again take the helm of the cosmic ship, and things will start to improve.

It is not certain how far Plato believed in the story of the Statesman. He made it quite clear that he did not believe that all of it was literally true. On the other hand, there can be little doubt that he visualized human history in a cosmic setting; that he believed his own age to be one of deep depravity—possibly of the deepest that can be reached—and the whole preceding historical period to be governed by an inherent tendency toward decay, a tendency shared by both the historical and the cosmic development.6 Whether or not he also believed that this tendency must necessarily come to an end once the point of extreme depravity has been reached seems to me uncertain. But he certainly believed that it is possible for us, by a human, or rather by a superhuman effort, to break through the fatal historical trend, and to put an end to the process of decay.



II

Great as the similarities are between Plato and Heraclitus, we have struck here an important difference. Plato believed that the law of historical destiny, the law of decay, can be broken by the moral will of man, supported by the power of human reason.

It is not quite clear how Plato reconciled this view with his belief in a law of destiny. But there are some indications which may explain the matter.

Plato believed that the law of degeneration involved moral degeneration. Political degeneration at any rate depends in his view mainly upon moral degeneration (and lack of knowledge); and moral degeneration, in its turn, is due mainly to racial degeneration. This is the way in which the general cosmic law of decay manifests itself in the field of human affairs.

It is therefore understandable that the great cosmic turning-point may coincide with a turning-point in the field of human affairs—the moral and intellectual field—and that it may, therefore, appear to us to be brought about by a moral and intellectual human effort. Plato may well have believed that, just as the general law of decay did manifest itself in moral decay leading to political decay, so the advent of the cosmic turning-point would manifest itself in the coming of a great law-giver whose powers of reasoning and whose moral will are capable of bringing this period of political decay to a close. It seems likely that the prophecy, in the Statesman, of the return of the Golden Age, of a new millennium, is the expression of such a belief in the form of a myth. However this may be, he certainly believed in both—in a general historical tendency towards corruption, and in the possibility that we may stop further corruption in the political field by arresting all political change. This, accordingly, is the aim he strives for.7 He tries to realize it by the establishment of a state which is free from the evils of all other states because it does not degenerate, because it does not change. The state which is free from the evil of change and corruption is the best, the perfect state. It is the state of the Golden Age which knew no change. It is the arrested state.



III

In believing in such an ideal state which does not change, Plato deviates radically from the tenets of historicism which we found in Heraclitus. But important as this difference is, it gives rise to further points of similarity between Plato and Heraclitus.

Heraclitus, despite the boldness of his reasoning, seems to have shrunk from the idea of replacing the cosmos by chaos. He seems to have comforted himself, we said, for the loss of a stable world by clinging to the view that change is ruled by an unchanging law. This tendency to shrink back from the last consequences of historicism is characteristic of many historicists.

In Plato, this tendency becomes paramount. (He was here under the influence of the philosophy of Parmenides, the great critic of Heraclitus.) Heraclitus had generalized his experience of social flux by extending it to the world of ‘all things’, and Plato, I have hinted, did the same. But Plato also extended his belief in a perfect state that does not change to the realm of ‘all things’. He believed that to every kind of ordinary or decaying thing there corresponds also a perfect thing that does not decay. This belief in perfect and unchanging things, usually called the Theory of Forms or Ideas8, became the central doctrine of his philosophy.

Plato’s belief that it is possible for us to break the iron law of destiny, and to avoid decay by arresting all change, shows that his historicist tendencies had definite limitations. An uncompromising and fully developed historicism would hesitate to admit that man, by any effort, can alter the laws of historical destiny even after he has discovered them. It would hold that he cannot work against them, since all his plans and actions are means by which the inexorable laws of development realize his historical destiny; just as Oedipus met his fate because of the prophecy, and the measures taken by his father for avoiding it, and not in spite of them. In order to gain a better understanding of this out-and-out historicist attitude, and to analyse the opposite tendency inherent in Plato’s belief that he could influence fate, I shall contrast historicism, as we find it in Plato, with a diametrically opposite approach, also to be found in Plato, which may be called the attitude of social engineering9.



IV

The social engineer does not ask any questions about historical tendencies or the destiny of man. He believes that man is the master of his own destiny and that, in accordance with our aims, we can influence or change the history of man just as we have changed the face of the earth. He does not believe that these ends are imposed upon us by our historical background or by the trends of history, but rather that they are chosen, or even created, by ourselves, just as we create new thoughts or new works of art or new houses or new machinery. As opposed to the historicist who believes that intelligent political action is possible only if the future course of history is first determined, the social engineer believes that a scientific basis of politics would be a very different thing; it would consist of the factual information necessary for the construction or alteration of social institutions, in accordance with our wishes and aims. Such a science would have to tell us what steps we must take if we wish, for instance, to avoid depressions, or else to produce depressions; or if we wish to make the distribution of wealth more even, or less even. In other words, the social engineer conceives as the scientific basis of politics something like a social technology (Plato, as we shall see, compares it with the scientific background of medicine), as opposed to the historicist who understands it as a science of immutable historical tendencies.

From what I have said about the attitude of the social engineer, it must not be inferred that there are no important differences within the camp of the social engineers. On the contrary, the difference between what I call ‘piecemeal social engineering’ and ‘Utopian social engineering’ is one of the main themes of this book. (Cp. especially chapter 9, where I shall give my reasons for advocating the former and rejecting the latter.) But for the time being, I am concerned only with the opposition between historicism and social engineering. This opposition can perhaps be further clarified if we consider the attitudes taken up by the historicist and by the social engineer towards social institutions, i.e. such things as an insurance company, or a police force, or a government, or perhaps a grocer’s shop.

The historicist is inclined to look upon social institutions mainly from the point of view of their history, i.e. their origin, their development, and their present and future significance. He may perhaps insist that their origin is due to a definite plan or design and to the pursuit of definite ends, either human or divine; or he may assert that they are not designed to serve any clearly conceived ends, but are rather the immediate expression of certain instincts and passions; or he may assert that they have once served as means to definite ends, but that they have lost this character. The social engineer and technologist, on the other hand, will hardly take much interest in the origin of institutions, or in the original intentions of their founders (although there is no reason why he should not recognize the fact that ‘only a minority of social institutions are consciously designed, while the vast majority have just “grown”, as the undesigned results of human actions’10). Rather, he will put his problem like this. If such and such are our aims, is this institution well designed and organized to serve them? As an example we may consider the institution of insurance. The social engineer or technologist will not worry much about the question whether insurance originated as a profit-seeking business; or whether its historical mission is to serve the common weal. But he may offer a criticism of certain institutions of insurances, showing, perhaps, how to increase their profits, or, which is a very different thing, how to increase the benefit they render to the public; and he will suggest ways in which they could be made more efficient in serving the one end or the other. As another example of a social institution, we may consider a police force. Some historicists may describe it as an instrument for the protection of freedom and security, others as an instrument of class rule and oppression. The social engineer or technologist, however, would perhaps suggest measures that would make it a suitable instrument for the protection of freedom and security, and he might also devise measures by which it could be turned into a powerful weapon of class rule. (In his function as a citizen who pursues certain ends in which he believes, he may demand that these ends, and the appropriate measures, should be adopted. But as a technologist, he would carefully distinguish between the question of the ends and their choice and questions concerning the facts, i.e. the social effects of any measure which might be taken11.)

Speaking more generally, we can say that the engineer or the technologist approaches institutions rationally as means that serve certain ends, and that as a technologist he judges them wholly according to their appropriateness, efficiency, simplicity, etc. The historicist, on the other hand, would rather attempt to find out the origin and destiny of these institutions in order to assess the ‘true rôle’ played by them in the development of history—evaluating them, for instance, as ‘willed by God’, or as ‘willed by Fate’, or as ‘serving important historical trends’, etc. All this does not mean that the social engineer or technologist will be committed to the assertion that institutions are means to ends, or instruments; he may be well aware of the fact that they are, in many important respects, very different from mechanical instruments or machines. He will not forget, for example, that they ‘grow’ in a way which is similar (although by no means equal) to the growth of organisms, and that this fact is of great importance for social engineering. He is not committed to an ‘instrumentalist’ philosophy of social institutions. (Nobody will say that an orange is an instrument, or a means to an end; but we often look upon oranges as means to ends, for example, if we wish to eat them, or, perhaps, to make our living by selling them.)

The two attitudes, historicism and social engineering, occur sometimes in typical combinations. The earliest and probably the most influential example of these is the social and political philosophy of Plato. It combines, as it were, some fairly obvious technological elements in the foreground, with a background dominated by an elaborate display of typically historicist features. The combination is representative of quite a number of social and political philosophers who produced what have been later described as Utopian systems. All these systems recommend some kind of social engineering, since they demand the adoption of certain institutional means, though not always very realistic ones, for the achievement of their ends. But when we proceed to a consideration of these ends, then we frequently find that they are determined by historicism. Plato’s political ends, especially, depend to a considerable extent on his historicist doctrines. First, it is his aim to escape the Heraclitean flux, manifested in social revolution and historical decay. Secondly, he believes that this can be done by establishing a state which is so perfect that it does not participate in the general trend of historical development. Thirdly, he believes that the model or original of his perfect state can be found in the distant past, in a Golden Age which existed in the dawn of history; for if the world decays in time, then we must find increasing perfection the further we go back into the past. The perfect state is something like the first ancestor, the primogenitor, of the later states, which are, as it were, the degenerate offspring of this perfect, or best, or ‘ideal’ state12; an ideal state which is not a mere phantasm, nor a dream, nor an ‘idea in our mind’, but which is, in view of its stability, more real than all those decaying societies which are in flux, and liable to pass away at any moment.

Thus even Plato’s political end, the best state, is largely dependent on his historicism; and what is true of his philosophy of the state can be extended, as already indicated, to his general philosophy of ‘all things’, to his Theory of Forms or Ideas.



V

The things in flux, the degenerate and decaying things, are (like the state) the offspring, the children, as it were, of perfect things. And like children, they are copies of their original primogenitors. The father or original of a thing in flux is what Plato calls its ‘Form’ or its ‘Pattern’ or its ‘Idea’. As before, we must insist that the Form or Idea, in spite of its name, is no ‘idea in our mind’; it is not a phantasm, nor a dream, but a real thing. It is, indeed, more real than all the ordinary things which are in flux, and which, in spite of their apparent solidity, are doomed to decay; for the Form or Idea is a thing that is perfect, and does not perish.

The Forms or Ideas must not be thought to dwell, like perishable things, in space and time. They are outside space, and also outside time (because they are eternal). But they are in contact with space and time; for since they are the primogenitors or models of the things which are generated, and which develop and decay in space and time, they must have been in contact with space, at the beginning of time. Since they are not with us in our space and time, they cannot be perceived by our senses, as can the ordinary changing things which interact with our senses and are therefore called ‘sensible things’. Those sensible things, which are copies or children of the same model or original, resemble not only this original, their Form or Idea, but also one another, as do children of the same family; and as children are called by the name of their father, so are the sensible things, which bear the name of their Forms or Ideas; ‘They are all called after them’, as Aristotle says13.

As a child may look upon his father, seeing in him an ideal, a unique model, a god-like personification of his own aspiration; the embodiment of perfection, of wisdom, of stability, glory, and virtue; the power which created him before his world began; which now preserves and sustains him; and in ‘virtue’ of which he exists; so Plato looks upon the Forms or Ideas. The Platonic Idea is the original and the origin of the thing; it is the rationale of the thing, the reason of its existence—the stable, sustaining principle in ‘virtue’ of which it exists. It is the virtue of the thing, its ideal, its perfection.

The comparison between the Form or Idea of a class of sensible things and the father of a family of children is developed by Plato in the Timaeus, one of his latest dialogues. It is in close agreement14 with much of his earlier writing, on which it throws considerable light. But in the Timaeus, Plato goes one step beyond his earlier teaching when he represents the contact of the Form or Idea with the world of space and time by an extension of his simile. He describes the abstract ‘space’ in which the sensible things move (originally the space or gap between heaven and earth) as a receptacle, and compares it with the mother of things, in which at the beginning of time the sensible things are created by the Forms which stamp or impress themselves upon pure space, and thereby give the offspring their shape. ‘We must conceive’, writes Plato, ‘three kinds of things: first, those which undergo generation; secondly, that in which generation takes place; and thirdly, the model in whose likeness the generated things are born. And we may compare the receiving principle to a mother, and the model to a father, and their product to a child.’ And he goes on to describe first more fully the models—the fathers, the unchanging Forms or Ideas: ‘There is first the unchanging Form which is uncreated and indestructible, … invisible and imperceptible by any sense, and which can be contemplated only by pure thought.’ To any single one of these Forms or Ideas belongs its offspring or race of sensible things, ‘another kind of things, bearing the name of their Form and resembling it, but perceptible to sense, created, always in flux, generated in a place and again vanishing from that place, and apprehended by opinion based upon perception’. And the abstract space, which is likened to the mother, is described thus: ‘There is a third kind, which is space, and is eternal, and cannot be destroyed, and which provides a home for all generated things …’15

It may contribute to the understanding of Plato’s theory of Forms or Ideas if we compare it with certain Greek religious beliefs. As in many primitive religions, some at least of the Greek gods are nothing but idealized tribal primogenitors and heroes—personifications of the ‘virtue’ or ‘perfection’ of the tribe. Accordingly, certain tribes and families traced their ancestry to one or other of the gods. (Plato’s own family is reported to have traced its descent from the god Poseidon16.) We have only to consider that these gods are immortal or eternal, and perfect—or very nearly so—while ordinary men are involved in the flux of all things, and subject to decay (which indeed is the ultimate destiny of every human individual), in order to see that these gods are related to ordinary men in the same way as Plato’s Forms or Ideas are related to those sensible things which are their copies17 (or his perfect state to the various states now existing). There is, however, an important difference between Greek mythology and Plato’s Theory of Forms or Ideas. While the Greeks venerated many gods as the ancestors of various tribes or families, the Theory of Ideas demands that there should be only one Form or Idea of man18; for it is one of the central doctrines of the Theory of Forms that there is only one Form of every ‘race’ or ‘kind’ of things. The uniqueness of the Form which corresponds to the uniqueness of the primogenitor is a necessary element of the theory if it is to perform one of its most important functions, namely, to explain the similarity of sensible things, by proposing that the similar things are copies or imprints of one Form. Thus if there were two equal or similar Forms, their similarity would force us to assume that both are copies of a third original which thereby would turn out to be the only true and single Form. Or, as Plato puts it in the Timaeus: ‘The resemblance would thus be explained, more precisely, not as one between these two things, but in reference to that superior thing which is their prototype.’19 In the Republic, which is earlier than the Timaeus, Plato had explained his point even more clearly, using as his example the ‘essential bed’, i.e. the Form or Idea of a bed: ‘God … has made one essential bed, and only one; two or more he did not produce, and never will … For … even if God were to make two, and no more, then another would be brought to light, namely the Form exhibited by those two; this, and not those two, would then be the essential bed.’20

This argument shows that the Forms or Ideas provide Plato not only with an origin or starting point for all developments in space and time (and especially for human history) but also with an explanation of the similarities between sensible things of the same kind. If things are similar because of some virtue or property which they share, for instance, whiteness, or hardness, or goodness, then this virtue or property must be one and the same in all of them; otherwise it would not make them similar. According to Plato, they all participate in the one Form or Idea of whiteness, if they are white; of hardness, if they are hard. They participate in the sense in which children participate in their father’s possessions and gifts; just as the many particular reproductions of an etching which are all impressions from one and the same plate, and hence similar to one another, may participate in the beauty of the original.

The fact that this theory is designed to explain the similarities in sensible things does not seem at first sight to be in any way connected with historicism. But it is; and as Aristotle tells us, it was just this connection which induced Plato to develop the Theory of Ideas. I shall attempt to give an outline of this development, using Aristotle’s account together with some indications in Plato’s own writings.

If all things are in continuous flux, then it is impossible to say anything definite about them. We can have no real knowledge of them, but, at the best, vague and delusive ‘opinions’. This point, as we know from Plato and Aristotle21, worried many followers of Heraclitus. Parmenides, one of Plato’s predecessors who influenced him greatly, had taught that the pure knowledge of reason, as opposed to the delusive opinion of experience, could have as its object only a world which did not change, and that the pure knowledge of reason did in fact reveal such a world. But the unchanging and undivided reality which Parmenides thought he had discovered behind the world of perishable things22 was entirely unrelated to this world in which we live and die. It was therefore incapable of explaining it.

With this, Plato could not be satisfied. Much as he disliked and despised this empirical world of flux, he was, at bottom, most deeply interested in it. He wanted to unveil the secret of its decay, of its violent changes, and of its unhappiness. He hoped to discover the means of its salvation. He was deeply impressed by Parmenides’ doctrine of an unchanging, real, solid, and perfect world behind this ghostly world in which he suffered; but this conception did not solve his problems as long as it remained unrelated to the world of sensible things. What he was looking for was knowledge, not opinion; the pure rational knowledge of a world that does not change; but, at the same time, knowledge that could be used to investigate this changing world, and especially, this changing society; political change, with its strange historical laws. Plato aimed at discovering the secret of the royal knowledge of politics, of the art of ruling men.

But an exact science of politics seemed as impossible as any exact knowledge of a world in flux; there were no fixed objects in the political field. How could one discuss any political questions when the meaning of words like ‘government’ or ‘state’ or ‘city’ changed with every new phase in the historical development? Political theory must have seemed to Plato in his Heraclitean period to be just as elusive, fluctuating, and unfathomable as political practice.

In this situation Plato obtained, as Aristotle tells us, a most important hint from Socrates. Socrates was interested in ethical matters; he was an ethical reformer, a moralist who pestered all kinds of people, forcing them to think, to explain, and to account for the principles of their actions. He used to question them and was not easily satisfied by their answers. The typical reply which he received—that we act in a certain way because it is ‘wise’ to act in this way or perhaps ‘efficient’, or ‘just’, or ‘pious’, etc.—only incited him to continue his questions by asking what is wisdom; or efficiency; or justice; or piety. In other words, he was led to enquire into the ‘virtue’ of a thing. So he discussed, for instance, the wisdom displayed in various trades and professions, in order to find out what is common to all these various and changing ‘wise’ ways of behaviour, and so to find out what wisdom really is, or what ‘wisdom’ really means, or (using Aristotle’s way of putting it) what its essence is. ‘It was natural’, says Aristotle, ‘that Socrates should search for the essence’23, i.e. for the virtue or rationale of a thing and for the real, the unchanging or essential meanings of the terms. ‘In this connection he became the first to raise the problem of universal definitions.’

These attempts of Socrates to discuss ethical terms like ‘justice’ or ‘modesty’ or ‘piety’ have been rightly compared with modern discussions on Liberty (by Mill24, for instance), or on Authority, or on the Individual and Society (by Catlin, for instance). There is no need to assume that Socrates, in his search for the unchanging or essential meaning of such terms, personified them, or that he treated them like things. Aristotle’s report at least suggests that he did not, and that it was Plato who developed Socrates’ method of searching for the meaning or essence into a method of determining the real nature, the Form or Idea of a thing. Plato retained ‘the Heraclitean doctrines that all sensible things are ever in a state of flux, and that there is no knowledge about them’, but he found in Socrates’ method a way out of these difficulties. Though there ‘could be no definition of any sensible thing, as they were always changing’, there could be definitions and true knowledge of things of a different kind—of the virtues of the sensible things. ‘If knowledge or thought were to have an object, there would have to be some different, some unchanging entities, apart from those which are sensible’, says Aristotle25, and he reports of Plato that ‘things of this other sort, then, he called Forms or Ideas, and the sensible things, he said, were distinct from them, and all called after them. And the many things which have the same name as a certain Form or Idea exist by participating in it’.

This account of Aristotle’s corresponds closely to Plato’s own arguments proffered in the Timaeus26, and it shows that Plato’s fundamental problem was to find a scientific method of dealing with sensible things. He wanted to obtain purely rational knowledge, and not merely opinion; and since pure knowledge of sensible things could not be obtained, he insisted, as mentioned before, on obtaining at least such pure knowledge as was in some way related, and applicable, to sensible things. Knowledge of the Forms or Ideas fulfilled this demand, since the Form was related to its sensible things like a father to his children who are under age. The Form was the accountable representative of the sensible things, and could therefore be consulted in important questions concerning the world of flux.

According to our analysis, the theory of Forms or Ideas has at least three different functions in Plato’s philosophy. (1) It is a most important methodological device, for it makes possible pure scientific knowledge, and even knowledge which could be applied to the world of changing things of which we cannot immediately obtain any knowledge, but only opinion. Thus it becomes possible to enquire into the problems of a changing society, and to build up a political science. (2) It provides the clue to the urgently needed theory of change, and of decay, to a theory of generation and degeneration, and especially, the clue to history. (3) It opens a way, in the social realm, towards some kind of social engineering; and it makes possible the forging of instruments for arresting social change, since it suggests designing a ‘best state’ which so closely resembles the Form or Idea of a state that it cannot decay.

Problem (2), the theory of change and of history, will be dealt with in the next two chapters, 4 and 5, where Plato’s descriptive sociology is treated, i.e. his description and explanation of the changing social world in which he lived. Problem (3), the arresting of social change, will be dealt with in chapters 6 to 9, treating Plato’s political programme. Problem (1), that of Plato’s methodology, has with the help of Aristotle’s account of the history of Plato’s theory been briefly outlined in the present chapter. To this discussion, I wish to add here a few more remarks.



VI

I use the name methodological essentialism to characterize the view, held by Plato and many of his followers, that it is the task of pure knowledge or ‘science’ to discover and to describe the true nature of things, i.e. their hidden reality or essence. It was Plato’s peculiar belief that the essence of sensible things can be found in other and more real things—in their primogenitors or Forms. Many of the later methodological essentialists, for instance Aristotle, did not altogether follow him in this; but they all agreed with him in determining the task of pure knowledge as the discovery of the hidden nature or Form or essence of things. All these methodological essentialists also agreed with Plato in holding that these essences may be discovered and discerned with the help of intellectual intuition; that every essence has a name proper to it, the name after which the sensible things are called; and that it may be described in words. And a description of the essence of a thing they all called a ‘definition’. According to methodological essentialism, there can be three ways of knowing a thing: ‘I mean that we can know its unchanging reality or essence; and that we can know the definition of the essence; and that we can know its name. Accordingly, two questions may be formulated about any real thing …: A person may give the name and ask for the definition; or he may give the definition and ask for the name.’ As an example of this method, Plato uses the essence of ‘even’ (as opposed to ‘odd’): ‘Number … may be a thing capable of division into equal parts. If it is so divisible, number is named “even”; and the definition of the name “even” is “a number divisible into equal parts”… And when we are given the name and asked about the definition, or when we are given the definition and asked about the name, we speak, in both cases, of one and the same essence, whether we call it now “even” or “a number divisible into equal parts”.’ After this example, Plato proceeds to apply this method to a ‘proof’ concerning the real nature of the soul, about which we shall hear more later27.

Methodological essentialism, i.e. the theory that it is the aim of science to reveal essences and to describe them by means of definitions, can be better understood when contrasted with its opposite, methodological nominalism. Instead of aiming at finding out what a thing really is, and at defining its true nature, methodological nominalism aims at describing how a thing behaves in various circumstances, and especially, whether there are any regularities in its behaviour. In other words, methodological nominalism sees the aim of science in the description of the things and events of our experience, and in an ‘explanation’ of these events, i.e. their description with the help of universal laws28. And it sees in our language, and especially in those of its rules which distinguish properly constructed sentences and inferences from a mere heap of words, the great instrument of scientific description29; words it considers rather as subsidiary tools for this task, and not as names of essences. The methodological nominalist will never think that a question like ‘What is energy?’ or ‘What is movement?’ or ‘What is an atom?’ is an important question for physics; but he will attach importance to a question like: ‘How can the energy of the sun be made useful?’ or ‘How does a planet move?’ or ‘Under what condition does an atom radiate light?’ And to those philosophers who tell him that before having answered the ‘what is’ question he cannot hope to give exact answers to any of the ‘how’ questions, he will reply, if at all, by pointing out that he much prefers that modest degree of exactness which he can achieve by his methods to the pretentious muddle which they have achieved by theirs.

As indicated by our example, methodological nominalism is nowadays fairly generally accepted in the natural sciences. The problems of the social sciences, on the other hand, are still for the most part treated by essentialist methods. This is, in my opinion, one of the main reasons for their backwardness. But many who have noticed this situation30 judge it differently They believe that the difference in method is necessary, and that it reflects an ‘essential’ difference between the ‘natures’ of these two fields of research.

The arguments usually offered in support of this view emphasize the importance of change in society, and exhibit other aspects of historicism. The physicist, so runs a typical argument, deals with objects like energy or atoms which, though changing, retain a certain degree of constancy. He can describe the changes encountered by these relatively unchanging entities, and does not have to construct or detect essences or Forms or similar unchanging entities in order to obtain something permanent on which he can make definite pronouncements. The social scientist, however, is in a very different position. His whole field of interest is changing. There are no permanent entities in the social realm, where everything is under the sway of historical flux. How, for instance, can we study government? How could we identify it in the diversity of governmental institutions, found in different states at different historical periods, without assuming that they have something essentially in common? We call an institution a government if we think that it is essentially a government, i.e. if it complies with our intuition of what a government is, an intuition which we can formulate in a definition. The same would hold good for other sociological entities, such as ‘civilization’. We must grasp their essence, so the historicist argument concludes, and lay it down in the form of a definition.

These modern arguments are, I think, very similar to those reported above which, according to Aristotle, led Plato to his doctrine of Forms or Ideas. The only difference is that Plato (who did not accept the atomic theory and knew nothing about energy) applied his doctrine to the realm of physics also, and thus to the world as a whole. We have here an indication of the fact that, in the social sciences, a discussion of Plato’s methods may be topical even to-day.

Before proceeding to Plato’s sociology and to the use he made of his methodological essentialism in that field, I wish to make it quite clear that I am confining my treatment of Plato to his historicism, and to his ‘best state’. I must therefore warn the reader not to expect a representation of the whole of Plato’s philosophy, or what may be called a ‘fair and just’ treatment of Platonism. My attitude towards historicism is one of frank hostility, based upon the conviction that historicism is futile, and worse than that. My survey of the historicist features of Platonism is therefore strongly critical. Although I admire much in Plato’s philosophy, far beyond those parts which I believe to be Socratic, I do not take it as my task to add to the countless tributes to his genius. I am, rather, bent on destroying what is in my opinion mischievous in this philosophy. It is the totalitarian tendency of Plato’s political philosophy which I shall try to analyse, and to criticize.31





Plato’s Descriptive Sociology




  4  

CHANGE AND REST

Plato was one of the first social scientists and undoubtedly by far the most influential. In the sense in which the term ‘sociology’ was understood by Comte, Mill, and Spencer, he was a sociologist; that is to say, he successfully applied his idealist method to an analysis of the social life of man, and of the laws of its development as well as the laws and conditions of its stability. In spite of Plato’s great influence, this side of his teaching has been little noticed. This seems to be due to two factors. First of all, much of Plato’s sociology is presented by him in such close connection with his ethical and political demands that the descriptive elements have been largely overlooked. Secondly, many of his thoughts were taken so much for granted that they were simply absorbed unconsciously and therefore uncritically. It is mainly in this way that his sociological theories became so influential.

Plato’s sociology is an ingenious blend of speculation with acute observation of facts. Its speculative setting is, of course, the theory of Forms and of universal flux and decay, of generation and degeneration. But on this idealist foundation Plato constructs an astonishingly realistic theory of society, capable of explaining the main trends in the historical development of the Greek city-states as well as the social and political forces at work in his own day.


I

The speculative or metaphysical setting of Plato’s theory of social change has already been sketched. It is the world of unchanging Forms or Ideas, of which the world of changing things in space and time is the offspring. The Forms or Ideas are not only unchanging, indestructible, and incorruptible, but also perfect, true, real, and good; in fact, ‘good’ is once, in the Republic1, explained as ‘everything that preserves’, and ‘evil’ as ‘everything that destroys or corrupts’. The perfect and good Forms or Ideas are prior to the copies, the sensible things, and they are something like primogenitors or starting points2 of all the changes in the world of flux. This view is used for evaluating the general trend and main direction of all changes in the world of sensible things. For if the starting point of all change is perfect and good, then change can only be a movement that leads away from the perfect and good; it must be directed towards the imperfect and the evil, towards corruption.

This theory can be developed in detail. The more closely a sensible thing resembles its Form or Idea, the less corruptible it must be, since the Forms themselves are incorruptible. But sensible or generated things are not perfect copies; indeed, no copy can be perfect, since it is only an imitation of the true reality, only appearance and illusion, not the truth. Accordingly, no sensible things (except perhaps the most excellent ones) resemble their Forms sufficiently closely to be unchangeable. ‘Absolute and eternal immutability is assigned only to the most divine of all things, and bodies do not belong to this order’3, says Plato. A sensible or generated thing—such as a physical body, or a human soul—if it is a good copy, may change only very little at first; and the most ancient change or motion—the motion of the soul—is still ‘divine’ (as opposed to secondary and tertiary changes). But every change, however small, must make it different, and thus less perfect, by reducing its resemblance to its Form. In this way, the thing becomes more changeable with every change, and more corruptible, since it becomes further removed from its Form which is its ‘cause of immobility and of being at rest’, as Aristotle says, who paraphrases Plato’s doctrine as follows: ‘Things are generated by participating in the Form, and they decay by losing the Form.’ This process of degeneration, slow at first and more rapid afterwards—this law of decline and fall—is dramatically described by Plato in the Laws, the last of his great dialogues. The passage deals primarily with the destiny of the human soul, but Plato makes it clear that it holds for all things that ‘share in soul’, by which he means all living things. ‘All things that share in soul change’, he writes, ‘… and while they change, they are carried along by the order and law of destiny. The smaller the change in their character, the less significant is the beginning decline in their level of rank. But when the change increases, and with it the iniquity, then they fall—down into the abyss and what is known as the infernal regions.’ (In the continuation of the passage, Plato mentions the possibility that ‘soul gifted with an exceptionally large share of virtue can, by force of its own will …, if it is in communion with the divine virtue, become supremely virtuous and move to an exalted region’. The problem of the exceptional soul which can save itself—and perhaps others—from the general law of destiny will be discussed in chapter 8.) Earlier in the Laws, Plato summarizes his doctrine of change: ‘Any change whatever, except the change of an evil thing, is the gravest of all the treacherous dangers that can befall a thing—whether it is now a change of season, or of wind, or of the diet of the body, or of the character of the soul.’ And he adds, for the sake of emphasis: ‘This statement applies to everything, with the sole exception, as I said just now, of something evil.’ In brief, Plato teaches that change is evil, and that rest is divine.

We see now that Plato’s theory of Forms or Ideas implies a certain trend in the development of the world in flux. It leads to the law that the corruptibility of all things in that world must continually increase. It is not so much a rigid law of universally increasing corruption, but rather a law of increasing corruptibility; that is to say, the danger or the likelihood of corruption increases, but exceptional developments in the other direction are not excluded. Thus it is possible, as the last quotations indicate, that a very good soul may defy change and decay, and that a very evil thing, for instance a very evil city, may be improved by changing it. (In order that such an improvement should be of any value, we would have to try to make it permanent, i.e. to arrest all further change.)

In full accordance with this general theory is Plato’s story, in the Timaeus, of the origin of species. According to this story, man, the highest of animals, is generated by the gods; the other species originate from him by a process of corruption and degeneration. First, certain men—the cowards and villains—degenerate into women. Those who are lacking wisdom degenerate step by step into the lower animals. Birds, we hear, came into being through the transformation of harmless but too easy-going people who would trust their senses too much; ‘land animals came from men who had no interest in philosophy’; and fishes, including shell-fish, ‘degenerated from the most foolish, stupid, and … unworthy’ of all men4.

It is clear that this theory can be applied to human society, and to its history. It then explains Hesiod’s5 pessimistic law of development, the law of historical decay. If we are to believe Aristotle’s report (outlined in the last chapter), then the theory of Forms or Ideas was originally introduced in order to meet a methodological demand, the demand for pure or rational knowledge which is impossible in the case of sensible things in flux. We now see that the theory does more than that. Over and above meeting these methodological demands, it provides a theory of change. It explains the general direction of the flux of all sensible things, and thereby the historical tendency to degenerate shown by man and human society. (And it does still more; as we shall see in chapter 6, the theory of Forms determines the trend of Plato’s political demands also, and even the means for their realization.) If, as I believe, the philosophies of Plato as well as Heraclitus sprang from their social experience, especially from the experience of class war and from the abject feeling that their social world was going to pieces, then we can understand why the theory of Forms came to play such an important part in Plato’s philosophy when he found that it was capable of explaining the trend towards degeneration. He must have welcomed it as the solution of a most mystifying riddle. While Heraclitus had been unable to pass a direct ethical condemnation upon the trend of the political development, Plato found, in his theory of Forms, the theoretical basis for a pessimistic judgement in Hesiod’s vein.

But Plato’s greatness as a sociologist does not lie in his general and abstract speculations about the law of social decay. It lies rather in the wealth and detail of his observations, and in the amazing acuteness of his sociological intuition. He saw things which had not been seen before him, and which were rediscovered only in our own time. As an example I may mention his theory of the primitive beginnings of society, of tribal patriarchy, and, in general, his attempt to outline the typical periods in the development of social life. Another example is Plato’s sociological and economic historicism, his emphasis upon the economic background of the political life and the historical development; a theory revived by Marx under the name ‘historical materialism’. A third example is Plato’s most interesting law of political revolutions, according to which all revolutions presuppose a disunited ruling class (or ‘élite’); a law which forms the basis of his analysis of the means of arresting political change and creating a social equilibrium, and which has been recently rediscovered by the theoreticians of totalitarianism, especially by Pareto.

I shall now proceed to a more detailed discussion of these points, especially the third, the theory of revolution and of equilibrium.



II

The dialogues in which Plato discusses these questions are, in chronological order, the Republic, a dialogue of much later date called the Statesman (or the Politicus), and the Laws, the latest and longest of his works. In spite of certain minor differences, there is much agreement between these dialogues, which are in some respects parallel, in others complementary, to one another. The Laws6, for instance, present the story of the decline and fall of human society as an account of Greek prehistory merging without any break into history; while the parallel passages of the Republic give, in a more abstract way, a systematic outline of the development of government; the Statesman, still more abstract, gives a logical classification of types of government, with only a few allusions to historical events. Similarly, the Laws formulate the historicist aspect of the investigation very clearly. ‘What is the archetype or origin of a state?’ asks Plato there, linking this question with the other: ‘Is not the best method of looking for an answer to this question … that of contemplating the growth of states as they change either towards the good or towards the evil?’ But within the sociological doctrines, the only major difference appears to be due to a purely speculative difficulty which seems to have worried Plato. Assuming as the starting point of the development a perfect and therefore incorruptible state, he found it difficult to explain the first change, the Fall of Man, as it were, which sets everything going7. We shall hear, in the next chapter, of Plato’s attempt to solve this problem; but first I shall give a general survey of his theory of social development.

According to the Republic, the original or primitive form of society, and at the same time, the one that resembles the Form or Idea of a state most closely, the ‘best state’, is a kingship of the wisest and most godlike of men. This ideal city-state is so near perfection that it is hard to understand how it can ever change. Still, a change does take place; and with it enters Heraclitus’ strife, the driving force of all movement. According to Plato, internal strife, class war, fomented by self-interest and especially material or economic self-interest, is the main force of ‘social dynamics’. The Marxian formula ‘The history of all hitherto existing societies is a history of class struggle’8 fits Plato’s historicism nearly as well as that of Marx. The four most conspicuous periods or ‘landmarks in the history of political degeneration’, and, at the same time, ‘the most important … varieties of existing states’9, are described by Plato in the following order. First after the perfect state comes ‘timarchy’ or ‘timocracy’, the rule of the noble who seek honour and fame; secondly, oligarchy, the rule of the rich families; ‘next in order, democracy is born’, the rule of liberty which means lawlessness; and last comes ‘tyranny … the fourth and final sickness of the city’10.

As can be seen from the last remark, Plato looks upon history, which to him is a history of social decay, as if it were the history of an illness: the patient is society; and, as we shall see later, the statesman ought to be a physician (and vice versa)—a healer, a saviour. Just as the description of the typical course of an illness is not always applicable to every individual patient, so is Plato’s historical theory of social decay not intended to apply to the development of every individual city. But it is intended to describe both the original course of development by which the main forms of constitutional decay were first generated, and the typical course of social change11. We see that Plato aimed at setting out a system of historical periods, governed by a law of evolution; in other words, he aimed at a historicist theory of society. This attempt was revived by Rousseau, and was made fashionable by Comte and Mill, and by Hegel and Marx; but considering the historical evidence then available, Plato’s system of historical periods was just as good as that of any of these modern historicists. (The main difference lies in the evaluation of the course taken by history. While the aristocrat Plato condemned the development he described, these modern authors applauded it, believing as they did in a law of historical progress.)

Before discussing Plato’s perfect state in any detail, I shall give a brief sketch of his analysis of the rôle played by economic motives and the class struggle in the process of transition between the four decaying forms of the state. The first form into which the perfect state degenerates, timocracy, the rule of the ambitious noblemen, is said to be in nearly all respects similar to the perfect state itself. It is important to note that Plato explicitly identified this best and oldest among the existing states with the Dorian constitution of Sparta and Crete, and that these two tribal aristocracies did in fact represent the oldest existing forms of political life within Greece. Most of Plato’s excellent description of their institutions is given in certain parts of his description of the best or perfect state, to which timocracy is so similar. (Through his doctrine of the similarity between Sparta and the perfect state, Plato became one of the most successful propagators of what I should like to call ‘the Great Myth of Sparta’—the perennial and influential myth of the supremacy of the Spartan constitution and way of life.)

The main difference between the best or ideal state and timocracy is that the latter contains an element of instability; the once united patriarchal ruling class is now disunited, and it is this disunity which leads to the next step, to its degeneration into oligarchy. Disunion is brought about by ambition. ‘First’, says Plato, speaking of the young timocrat, ‘he hears his mother complaining that her husband is not one of the rulers …’12 Thus he becomes ambitious and longs for distinction. But decisive in bringing about the next change are competitive and acquisitive social tendencies. ‘We must describe’, says Plato, ‘how timocracy changes into oligarchy … Even a blind man must see how it changes … It is the treasure house that ruins this constitution. They’ (the timocrats) ‘begin by creating opportunities for showing off and spending money, and to this end they twist the laws, and they and their wives disobey them …; and they try to outrival one another.’ In this way arises the first class conflict: that between virtue and money, or between the old-established ways of feudal simplicity and the new ways of wealth. The transition to oligarchy is completed when the rich establish a law that ‘disqualifies from public office all those whose means do not reach the stipulated amount. This change is imposed by force of arms, should threats and blackmail not succeed …’

With the establishment of the oligarchy, a state of potential civil war between the oligarchs and the poorer classes is reached: ‘just as a sick body … is sometimes at strife with itself …, so is this sick city. It falls ill and makes war on itself on the slightest pretext, whenever the one party or the other manages to obtain help from outside, the one from an oligarchic city, or the other from a democracy. And does not this sick state break out at times into civil war, even without any such help from outside?’13 This civil war begets democracy: ‘Democracy is born … when the poor win the day, killing some …, banishing others, and sharing with the rest the rights of citizenship and of public offices, on terms of equality …’

Plato’s description of democracy is a vivid but intensely hostile and unjust parody of the political life of Athens, and of the democratic creed which Pericles had formulated in a manner which has never been surpassed, about three years before Plato was born. (Pericles’ programme is discussed in chapter 10, below14.) Plato’s description is a brilliant piece of political propaganda, and we can appreciate what harm it must have done if we consider, for instance, that a man like Adam, an excellent scholar and editor of the Republic, is unable to resist the rhetoric of Plato’s denunciation of his native city. ‘Plato’s description of the genesis of the democratic man’, Adam15 writes, ‘is one of the most royal and magnificent pieces of writing in the whole range of literature, whether ancient or modern.’ And when the same writer continues: ‘the description of the democratic man as the chameleon of the human society paints him for all time’, then we see that Plato has succeeded at least in turning this thinker against democracy, and we may wonder how much damage his poisonous writing has done when presented, unopposed, to lesser minds.

It seems that often when Plato’s style, to use a phrase of Adam’s16, becomes a ‘full tide of lofty thoughts and images and words’, he is in urgent need of a cloak to cover up the rags and tatters of his argumentation, or even, as in the present case, the complete absence of rational arguments. In their stead he uses invective, identifying liberty with lawlessness, freedom with licence, and equality before the law with disorder. Democrats are described as profligate and niggardly, as insolent, lawless, and shameless, as fierce and as terrible beasts of prey, as gratifying every whim, as living solely for pleasure, and for unnecessary and unclean desires. (‘They fill their bellies like the beasts’, was Heraclitus’ way of putting it.) They are accused of calling ‘reverence a folly …; temperance they call cowardice …; moderation and orderly expenditure they call meanness and boorishness’17, etc. ‘And there are more trifles of this kind’, says Plato, when the flood of his rhetorical abuse begins to abate, ‘the schoolmaster fears and flatters his pupils …, and old men condescend to the young … in order to avoid the appearance of being sour and despotic.’ (It is Plato the Master of the Academy who puts this into the mouth of Socrates, forgetting that the latter had never been a schoolmaster, and that even as an old man he had never appeared to be sour or despotic. He had always loved, not to ‘condescend’ to the young, but to treat them, for instance the young Plato, as his companions and friends. Plato himself, we have reason to believe, was less ready to ‘condescend’, and to discuss matters with his pupils.) ‘But the height of all this abundance of freedom … is reached’, Plato continues, ‘when slaves, male as well as female, who have been bought on the market, are every whit as free as those whose property they are … And what is the cumulative effect of all this? That the citizens’ hearts become so very tender that they get irritated at the mere sight of anything like slavery and do not suffer anybody to submit to its presence … so that they may have no master over them.’ Here, after all, Plato pays homage to his native city, even though he does it unwittingly. It will for ever remain one of the greatest triumphs of Athenian democracy that it treated slaves humanely, and that in spite of the inhuman propaganda of philosophers like Plato himself and Aristotle it came, as he witnesses, very close to abolishing slavery.18

Of much greater merit, although it too is inspired by hatred, is Plato’s description of tyranny and especially of the transition to it. He insists that he describes things which he has seen himself19; no doubt, the allusion is to his experiences at the court of the older Dionysius, tyrant of Syracuse. The transition from democracy to tyranny, Plato says, is most easily brought about by a popular leader who knows how to exploit the class antagonism between the rich and the poor within the democratic state, and who succeeds in building up a bodyguard or a private army of his own. The people who have hailed him first as the champion of freedom are soon enslaved; and then they must fight for him, in ‘one war after another which he must stir up … because he must make the people feel the need of a general’20. With tyranny, the most abject state is reached.

A very similar survey of the various forms of government can be found in the Statesman, where Plato discusses ‘the origin of the tyrant and king, of oligarchies and aristocracies, and of democracies’21. Again we find that the various forms of existing governments are explained as debased copies of the true model or Form of the state, of the perfect state, the standard of all imitations, which is said to have existed in the ancient times of Cronos, father of Zeus. One difference is that Plato here distinguishes six types of debased states; but this difference is unimportant, especially if we remember that Plato says in the Republic22 that the four types discussed are not exhaustive, and that there are some intermediate stages. The six types are arrived at, in the Statesman, by first distinguishing between three forms of government, the rule of one man, of a few, and of the many. Each of these is then subdivided into two types, of which one is comparatively good and the other bad, according to whether or not they imitate ‘the only true original’ by copying and preserving its ancient laws23. In this way, three conservative or lawful and three utterly depraved or lawless forms are distinguished; monarchy, aristocracy, and a conservative form of democracy are the lawful imitations, in order of merit. But democracy changes into its lawless form, and deteriorates further, through oligarchy, the lawless rule of the few, into a lawless rule of the one, tyranny, which, just as Plato has said in the Republic, is the worst of all.

That tyranny, the most evil state, need not be the end of the development is indicated in a passage in the Laws which partly repeats, and partly24 connects with, the story of the Statesman. ‘Give me a state governed by a young tyrant’, exclaims Plato there, ‘… who has the good fortune to be the contemporary of a great legislator, and to meet him by some happy accident. What more could a god do for a city which he wants to make happy?’ Tyranny, the most evil state, may be reformed in this way. (This agrees with the remark in the Laws, quoted above, that all change is evil, ‘except the change of an evil thing’. There is little doubt that Plato, when speaking of the great lawgiver and the young tyrant, must have been thinking of himself and his various experiments with young tyrants, and especially of his attempts at reforming the younger Dionysius’ tyranny over Syracuse. These ill-fated experiments will be discussed later.)

One of the main objects of Plato’s analysis of political developments is to ascertain the driving force of all historical change. In the Laws, the historical survey is explicitly undertaken with this aim in view: ‘Have not uncounted thousands of cities been born during this time … and has not each of them been under all kinds of government? … Let us, if we can, get hold of the cause of so much change. I hope that we may thus reveal the secret both of the birth of constitutions, and also of their changes.’25 As the result of these investigations he discovers the sociological law that internal disunion, class war fomented by the antagonism of economic class interests, is the driving force of all political revolutions. But Plato’s formulation of this fundamental law goes even further. He insists that only internal sedition within the ruling class itself can weaken it so much that its rule can be overthrown. ‘Changes in any constitution originate, without exception, within the ruling class itself, and only when this class becomes the seat of disunion’26, is his formula in the Republic; and in the Laws he says (possibly referring to this passage of the Republic): ‘How can a kingship, or any other form of government, ever be destroyed by anybody but the rulers themselves? Have we forgotten what we said a while ago, when dealing with this subject, as we did the other day?’ This sociological law, together with the observation that economic interests are the most likely causes of disunion, is Plato’s clue to history. But it is more. It is also the clue to his analysis of the conditions necessary for the establishment of political equilibrium, i.e. for arresting political change. He assumes that these conditions were realized in the best or perfect state of ancient times.



III

Plato’s description of the perfect or best state has usually been interpreted as the Utopian programme of a progressivist. In spite of his repeated assertions, in the Republic, Timaeus, and Critias, that he is describing the distant past, and in spite of the parallel passages in the Laws whose historical intention is manifest, it is often assumed that it was his intention to give a veiled description of the future. But I think that Plato meant what he said, and that many characteristics of his best state, especially as described in Books Two to Four of the Republic, are intended (like his accounts of primitive society in the Statesman and the Laws) to be historical27, or perhaps prehistorical. This may not apply to all characteristics of the best state. Concerning, for example, the kingship of the philosophers (described in Books Five to Seven of the Republic), Plato indicates himself that it may be a characteristic only of the timeless world of Forms or Ideas, of the ‘City in Heaven’. These intentionally unhistorical elements of his description will be discussed later, together with Plato’s ethico-political demands. It must, of course, be admitted that he did not intend, in his description of the primitive or ancient constitutions, to give an exact historical account; he certainly knew that he did not possess the necessary data for achieving anything like that. I believe, however, that he made a serious attempt to reconstruct the ancient tribal forms of social life as well as he could. There is no reason to doubt this, especially since the attempt was, in a good number of its details, very successful. It could hardly be otherwise, since Plato arrived at his picture by an idealized description of the ancient tribal aristocracies of Crete and Sparta. With his acute sociological intuition he had seen that these forms were not only old, but petrified, arrested; that they were relics of a still older form. And he concluded that this still older form had been even more stable, more securely arrested. This very ancient and accordingly very good and very stable state he tried to reconstruct in such a way as to make clear how it had been kept free from disunion; how class war had been avoided, and how the influence of economic interests had been reduced to a minimum, and kept well under control. These are the main problems of Plato’s reconstruction of the best state.

How does Plato solve the problem of avoiding class war? Had he been a progressivist, he might have hit on the idea of a classless, equalitarian society; for, as we can see for instance from his own parody of Athenian democracy, there were strong equalitarian tendencies at work in Athens. But he was not out to construct a state that might come, but a state that had been—the father of the Spartan state, which was certainly not a classless society. It was a slave state, and accordingly Plato’s best state is based on the most rigid class distinctions. It is a caste state. The problem of avoiding class war is solved, not by abolishing classes, but by giving the ruling class a superiority which cannot be challenged. As in Sparta, the ruling class alone is permitted to carry arms, it alone has any political or other rights, and it alone receives education, i.e. a specialized training in the art of keeping down its human sheep or its human cattle. (In fact, its overwhelming superiority disturbs Plato a little; he fears that its members ‘may worry the sheep’, instead of merely shearing them, and ‘act as wolves rather than dogs’28. This problem is considered later in the chapter.) As long as the ruling class is united, there can be no challenge to their authority, and consequently no class war.

Plato distinguishes three classes in his best state, the guardians, their armed auxiliaries or warriors, and the working class. But actually there are only two castes, the military caste—the armed and educated rulers—and the unarmed and uneducated ruled, the human sheep; for the guardians are no separate caste, but merely old and wise warriors who have been promoted from the ranks of the auxiliaries. That Plato divides his ruling caste into two classes, the guardians and the auxiliaries, without elaborating similar subdivisions within the working class, is largely due to the fact that he is interested only in the rulers. The workers, tradesmen, etc., do not interest him at all, they are only human cattle whose sole function is to provide for the material needs of the ruling class. Plato even goes so far as to forbid his rulers to legislate for people of this class, and for their petty problems.29 This is why our information about the lower classes is so scanty. But Plato’s silence is not wholly uninterrupted. ‘Are there not drudges’, he asks once, ‘who do not possess a spark of intelligence and are unworthy to be admitted into the community, but who have strong bodies for hard labour?’ Since this nasty remark has given rise to the soothing comment that Plato does not admit slaves into his city, I may here point out that this view is mistaken. It is true that Plato discusses nowhere explicitly the status of slaves in his best state, and it is even true that he says that the name ‘slave’ should better be avoided, and that we should call the workers ‘supporters’ or even ‘employers’. But this is done for propagandist reasons. Nowhere is the slightest suggestion to be found that the institution of slavery is to be abolished, or to be mitigated. On the contrary, Plato has only scorn for those ‘tenderhearted’ Athenian democrats who supported the abolitionist movement. And he makes his view quite clear, for example, in his description of timocracy, the second-best state, and the one directly following the best. There he says of the timocratic man: ‘He will be inclined to treat slaves cruelly, for he does not despise them as much as a well-educated man would.’ But since only in the best city can education be found which is superior to that of timocracy, we are bound to conclude that there are slaves in Plato’s best city, and that they are not treated with cruelty, but are properly despised. In his righteous contempt for them, Plato does not elaborate the point. This conclusion is fully corroborated by the fact that a passage in the Republic which criticizes the current practice of Greeks enslaving Greeks ends up with the explicit endorsement of the enslaving of barbarians, and even with a recommendation to ‘our citizens’—i.e. those of the best city—to ‘do unto barbarians as Greeks now do unto Greeks’. And it is further corroborated by the contents of the Laws, and the most inhuman attitude towards slaves adopted there.

Since the ruling class alone has political power, including the power of keeping the number of the human cattle within such limits as to prevent them from becoming a danger, the whole problem of preserving the state is reduced to that of preserving the internal unity of the master class. How is this unity of the rulers preserved? By training and other psychological influences, but otherwise mainly by the elimination of economic interests which may lead to disunion. This economic abstinence is achieved and controlled by the introduction of communism, i.e. by the abolition of private property, especially of precious metals. (The possession of precious metals was forbidden in Sparta.) This communism is confined to the ruling class, which alone must be kept free from disunion; quarrels among the ruled are not worthy of consideration. Since all property is common property, there must also be a common ownership of women and children. No member of the ruling class must be able to identify his children, or his parents. The family must be destroyed, or rather, extended to cover the whole warrior class. Family loyalties might otherwise become a possible source of disunion; therefore ‘each should look upon all as if belonging to one family’30. (This suggestion was neither so novel nor so revolutionary as it sounds; we must remember such Spartan restrictions on the privacy of family life as the ban on private meals, constantly referred to by Plato as the institution of ‘common meals’.) But even the common ownership of women and children is not quite sufficient to guard the ruling class from all economic dangers. It is important to avoid prosperity as well as poverty. Both are dangers to unity: poverty, because it drives people to adopt desperate means to satisfy their needs; prosperity, because most change arises from abundance, from an accumulation of wealth which makes dangerous experiments possible. Only a communist system which has room neither for great want nor for great wealth can reduce economic interests to a minimum, and guarantee the unity of the ruling class.

The communism of the ruling caste of his best city can thus be derived from Plato’s fundamental sociological law of change; it is a necessary condition of the political stability which is its fundamental characteristic. But although an important condition, it is not a sufficient one. In order that the ruling class may feel really united, that it should feel like one tribe, i.e. like one big family, pressure from without the class is as necessary as are the ties between the members of the class. This pressure can be secured by emphasizing and widening the gulf between the rulers and the ruled. The stronger the feeling that the ruled are a different and an altogether inferior race, the stronger will be the sense of unity among the rulers. We arrive in this way at the fundamental principle, announced only after some hesitation, that there must be no mingling between the classes31 : ‘Any meddling or changing over from one class to another’, says Plato, ‘is a great crime against the city and may rightly be denounced as the basest wickedness.’ But such a rigid division of the classes must be justified, and an attempt to justify it can only proceed from the claim that the rulers are superior to the ruled. Accordingly, Plato tries to justify his class division by the threefold claim that the rulers are vastly superior in three respects—in race, in education, and in their scale of values. Plato’s moral valuations, which are, of course, identical with those of the rulers of his best state, will be discussed in chapters 6 to 8; I may therefore confine myself here to describing some of his ideas concerning the origin, the breeding, and the education of his ruling class. (Before proceeding to this description, I wish to express my belief that personal superiority, whether racial or intellectual or moral or educational, can never establish a claim to political prerogatives, even if such superiority could be ascertained. Most people in civilized countries nowadays admit racial superiority to be a myth; but even if it were an established fact, it should not create special political rights, though it might create special moral responsibilities for the superior persons. Analogous demands should be made of those who are intellectually and morally and educationally superior; and I cannot help feeling that the opposite claims of certain intellectualists and moralists only show how little successful their education has been, since it failed to make them aware of their own limitations, and of their Pharisaism.)



IV

If we want to understand Plato’s views about the origin, breeding, and education of his ruling class, we must not lose sight of the two main points of our analysis. We must keep in mind, first of all, that Plato is reconstructing a city of the past, although one connected with the present in such a way that certain of its features are still discernible in existing states, for instance, in Sparta; and secondly, that he is reconstructing his city with a view to the conditions of its stability, and that he seeks the guarantees for this stability solely within the ruling class itself, and more especially, in its unity and strength.

Regarding the origin of the ruling class, it may be mentioned that Plato speaks in the Statesman of a time, prior even to that of his best state, when ‘God himself was the shepherd of men, ruling over them exactly as man … still rules over the beasts. There was … no ownership of women and children’32. This is not merely the simile of the good shepherd; in the light of what Plato says in the Laws, it must be interpreted more literally than that. For there we are told that this primitive society, which is prior even to the first and best city, is one of nomad hill shepherds under a patriarch: ‘Government originated’, says Plato there of the period prior to the first settlement, ‘… as the rule of the eldest who inherited his authority from his father or mother; all the others followed him like a flock of birds, thus forming one single horde ruled by that patriarchal authority and kingship which of all kingships is the most just.’ These nomad tribes, we hear, settled in the cities of the Peloponnese, especially in Sparta, under the name of ‘Dorians’. How this happened is not very clearly explained, but we understand Plato’s reluctance when we get a hint that the ‘settlement’ was in fact a violent subjugation. This, for all we know, is the true story of the Dorian settlement in the Peloponnese. We therefore have every reason to believe that Plato intended his story as a serious description of prehistoric events; as a description not only of the origin of the Dorian master race but also of the origin of their human cattle, i.e. the original inhabitants. In a parallel passage in the Republic, Plato gives us a mythological yet very pointed description of the conquest itself, when dealing with the origin of the ‘earthborn’, the ruling class of the best city. (The Myth of the Earthborn will be discussed from a different point of view in chapter 8.) Their victorious march into the city, previously founded by the tradesmen and workers, is described as follows: ‘After having armed and trained the earthborn, let us now make them advance, under the command of the guardians, till they arrive in the city. Then let them look round to find out the best place for their camp—the spot that is most suitable for keeping down the inhabitants, should anyone show unwillingness to obey the law, and for holding back external enemies who may come down like wolves on the fold.’ This short but triumphant tale of the subjugation of a sedentary population by a conquering war horde (who are identified, in the Statesman, with the nomad hill shepherds of the period before the settlement) must be kept in mind when we interpret Plato’s reiterated insistence that good rulers, whether gods or demigods or guardians, are patriarchal shepherds of men, and that the true political art, the art of ruling, is a kind of herdsmanship, i.e. the art of managing and keeping down the human cattle. And it is in this light that we must consider his description of the breeding and training of ‘the auxiliaries who are subject to the rulers like sheep-dogs to the shepherds of the state’.

The breeding and the education of the auxiliaries and thereby of the ruling class of Plato’s best state is, like their carrying of arms, a class symbol and therefore a class prerogative33. And breeding and education are not empty symbols but, like arms, instruments of class rule, and necessary for ensuring the stability of this rule. They are treated by Plato solely from this point of view, i.e. as powerful political weapons, as means which are useful for herding the human cattle, and for unifying the ruling class.

To this end, it is important that the master class should feel as one superior master race. ‘The race of the guardians must be kept pure’34, says Plato (in defence of infanticide), when developing the racialist argument that we breed animals with great care while neglecting our own race, an argument which has been repeated ever since. (Infanticide was not an Athenian institution; Plato, seeing that it was practised at Sparta for eugenic reasons, concluded that it must be ancient and therefore good.) He demands that the same principles be applied to the breeding of the master race as are applied, by an experienced breeder, to dogs, horses, or birds. ‘If you did not breed them in this way, don’t you think that the race of your birds or dogs would quickly degenerate?’ Plato argues; and he draws the conclusion that ‘the same principles apply to the race of men’. The racial qualities demanded from a guardian or from an auxiliary are, more specifically, those of a sheepdog. ‘Our warrior-athletes … must be vigilant like watch-dogs’, demands Plato, and he asks: ‘Surely, there is no difference, so far as their natural fitness for keeping guard is concerned, between a gallant youth and a well-bred dog?’ In his enthusiasm and admiration for the dog, Plato goes so far as to discern in him a ‘genuine philosophical nature’; for ‘is not the love of learning identical with the philosophical attitude?’

The main difficulty which besets Plato is that guardians and auxiliaries must be endowed with a character that is fierce and gentle at the same time. It is clear that they must be bred to be fierce, since they must ‘meet any danger in a fearless and unconquerable spirit’. Yet ‘if their nature is to be like that, how are they to be kept from being violent against one another, or against the rest of the citizens?’35 Indeed, it would be ‘simply monstrous if the shepherds should keep dogs … who would worry the sheep, behaving like wolves rather than dogs’. The problem is important from the point of view of the political equilibrium, or rather, of the stability of the state, for Plato does not rely on an equilibrium of the forces of the various classes, since that would be unstable. A control of the master class, its arbitrary powers, and its fierceness, through the opposing force of the ruled, is out of the question, for the superiority of the master class must remain unchallenged. The only admissible control of the master class is therefore self-control. Just as the ruling class must exercise economic abstinence, i.e. refrain from an excessive economic exploitation of the ruled, so it must also be able to refrain from too much fierceness in its dealings with the ruled. But this can only be achieved if the fierceness of its nature is balanced by its gentleness. Plato finds this a very serious problem, since ‘the fierce nature is the exact opposite of the gentle nature’. His speaker, Socrates, reports that he is perplexed, until he remembers the dog again. ‘Well-bred dogs are by nature most gentle to their friends and acquaintances, but the very opposite to strangers’, he says. It is therefore proved ‘that the character we try to give our guardians is not contrary to nature’. The aim of breeding the master race is thus established, and shown to be attainable. It has been derived from an analysis of the conditions which are necessary for keeping the state stable.

Plato’s educational aim is exactly the same. It is the purely political aim of stabilizing the state by blending a fierce and a gentle element in the character of the rulers. The two disciplines in which children of the Greek upper class were educated, gymnastics and music (the latter, in the wider sense of the word, included all literary studies), are correlated by Plato with the two elements of character, fierceness and gentleness. ‘Have you not observed’, asks Plato36, ‘how the character is affected by an exclusive training in gymnastics without music, and how it is affected by the opposite training? … Exclusive preoccupation with gymnastics produces men who are fiercer than they ought to be, while an analogous preoccupation with music makes them too soft … But we maintain that our guardians must combine both of these natures … This is why I say that some god must have given man these two arts, music and gymnastics; and their purpose is not so much to serve soul and body respectively, but rather to tune properly the two main strings’, i.e. to bring into harmony the two elements of the soul, gentleness and fierceness. ‘These are the outlines of our system of education and training’, Plato concludes in his analysis.

In spite of the fact that Plato identifies the gentle element of the soul with her philosophic disposition, and in spite of the fact that philosophy is going to play such a dominant rôle in the later parts of the Republic, he is not at all biased in favour of the gentle element of the soul, or of musical, i.e. literary, education. The impartiality in balancing the two elements is the more remarkable as it leads him to impose the most severe restrictions on literary education, compared with what was, in his time, customary in Athens. This, of course, is only part of his general tendency to prefer Spartan customs to Athenian ones. (Crete, his other model, was even more anti-musical than Sparta37.) Plato’s political principles of literary education are based upon a simple comparison. Sparta, he saw, treated its human cattle just a little too harshly; this is a symptom or even an admission of a feeling of weakness38, and therefore a symptom of the incipient degeneration of the master class. Athens, on the other hand, was altogether too liberal and slack in her treatment of slaves. Plato took this as proof that Sparta insisted just a little too much on gymnastics, and Athens, of course, far too much on music. This simple estimate enabled him readily to reconstruct what in his opinion must have been the true measure or the true blend of the two elements in the education of the best state, and to lay down the principles of his educational policy. Judged from the Athenian viewpoint, it is nothing less than the demand that all literary education be strangled39 by a close adherence to the example of Sparta with its strict state control of all literary matters. Not only poetry but also music in the ordinary sense of the term are to be controlled by a rigid censorship, and both are to be devoted entirely to strengthening the stability of the state by making the young more conscious of class discipline40, and thus more ready to serve class interests. Plato even forgets that it is the function of music to make the young more gentle, for he demands such forms of music as will make them braver, i.e. fiercer. (Considering that Plato was an Athenian, his arguments concerning music proper appear to me almost incredible in their superstitious intolerance, especially if compared with a more enlightened contemporary criticism41 But even now he has many musicians on his side, possibly because they are flattered by his high opinion of the importance of music, i.e. of its political power. The same is true of educationists, and even more of philosophers, since Plato demands that they should rule; a demand which will be discussed in chapter 8.)

The political principle that determines the education of the soul, namely, the preservation of the stability of the state, determines also that of the body. The aim is simply that of Sparta. While the Athenian citizen was educated to a general versatility, Plato demands that the ruling class shall be trained as a class of professional warriors, ready to strike against enemies from without or from within the state. Children of both sexes, we are told twice, ‘must be taken on horseback within the sight of actual war; and provided it can be done safely, they must be brought into battle, and made to taste blood; just as one does with young hounds’42. The description of a modern writer, who characterizes contemporary totalitarian education as ‘an intensified and continual form of mobilization’, fits Plato’s whole system of education very well indeed.

This is an outline of Plato’s theory of the best or most ancient state, of the city which treats its human cattle exactly as a wise but hardened shepherd treats his sheep; not too cruelly, but with the proper contempt … As an analysis both of Spartan social institutions and of the conditions of their stability and instability, and as an attempt at reconstructing more rigid and primitive forms of tribal life, this description is excellent indeed. (Only the descriptive aspect is dealt with in this chapter. The ethical aspects will be discussed later.) I believe that much in Plato’s writings that has been usually considered as mere mythological or Utopian speculation can in this way be interpreted as sociological description and analysis. If we look, for instance, at his myth of the triumphant war hordes subjugating a settled population, then we must admit that from the point of view of descriptive sociology it is most successful. In fact, it could even claim to be an anticipation of an interesting (though possibly too sweeping) modern theory of the origin of the state, according to which centralized and organized political power generally originates in such a conquest43. There may be more descriptions of this kind in Plato’s writings than we can at present estimate.



V

To sum up. In an attempt to understand and to interpret the changing social world as he experienced it, Plato was led to develop a systematic historicist sociology in great detail. He thought of existing states as decaying copies of an unchanging Form or Idea. He tried to reconstruct this Form or Idea of a state, or at least to describe a society which resembled it as closely as possible. Along with ancient traditions, he used as material for his reconstruction the results of his analysis of the social institutions of Sparta and Crete—the most ancient forms of social life he could find in Greece—in which he recognized arrested forms of even older tribal societies. But in order to make a proper use of this material, he needed a principle for distinguishing between the good or original or ancient traits of the existing institutions and their symptoms of decay. This principle he found in his law of political revolutions, according to which disunion in the ruling class, and their preoccupation with economic affairs, are the origin of all social change. His best state was therefore to be reconstructed in such a way as to eliminate all the germs and elements of disunion and decay as radically as this could be done; that is to say, it was to be constructed out of the Spartan state with an eye to the conditions necessary for the unbroken unity of the master class, guaranteed by its economic abstinence, its breeding, and its training.

Interpreting existing societies as decadent copies of an ideal state, Plato furnished Hesiod’s somewhat crude views of human history at once with a theoretical background and with a wealth of practical application. He developed a remarkably realistic historicist theory which found the cause of social change in Heraclitus’ disunion, and in the strife of classes in which he recognized the driving as well as the corrupting forces of history. He applied these historicist principles to the story of the Decline and Fall of the Greek city-states, and especially to a criticism of democracy, which he described as effeminate and degenerate. And we may add that later, in the Laws44, he applied them also to a story of the Decline and Fall of the Persian Empire, thus making the beginning of a long series of Decline-and-Fall dramatizations of the histories of empires and civilizations. (O. Spengler’s notorious Decline of the West is perhaps the worst but not the last45 of them.) All this, I think, can be interpreted as an attempt, and a most impressive one, to explain, and to rationalize, his experience of the breakdown of the tribal society; an experience analogous to that which had led Heraclitus to develop the first philosophy of change.

But our analysis of Plato’s descriptive sociology is still incomplete. His stories of the Decline and Fall, and with it nearly all the later stories, exhibit at least two characteristics which we have not discussed so far. He conceived these declining societies as some kind of organism, and the decline as a process similar to ageing. And he believed that the decline is well deserved, in the sense that moral decay, a fall and decline of the soul, goes hand in hand with that of the social body. All this plays an important rôle in Plato’s theory of the first change—in the Story of the Number and of the Fall of Man. This theory, and its connection with the doctrine of Forms or Ideas, will be discussed in the next chapter.
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