A Socratic critique of Socrates’ noble falsehood

ABSTRACT

Most commentators have dismissed the Republic’s “noble falsehood” as unjust without taking account of the explicit discussion of justified and unjustified deception that surrounds it. As a result, little attention has been paid to whether this falsehood is justified by Socrates’ own lights. Here we remedy this inattention by analyzing the noble falsehood in terms of Socrates’ contrast between useful falsehood and “true falsehood,” a state that Socrates claims is useless and contemptible. The noble falsehood belongs to a category of useful falsehood, namely lies told to prevent others from doing evil due to ignorance. However, the noble falsehood can only meet Socrates’ aims if it also meets the criteria for a contemptible true falsehood. The noble falsehood thus appears to be both contemptible and unjustified, while also being useful and justified. We consider two possible resolutions to this problem. Both resolutions rest on controversial readings of the relevant texts, and while the second one offers the best defense of the noble falsehood, it is unlikely to satisfy Plato’s critics. 
A Socratic Critique of Socrates’ Noble Falsehood
(WC = 4767)


Throughout his description of the ideal city in the Republic, Socrates recognizes tensions between its two aims, namely, that the city be as just as possible and that its citizens be happy.  He is aware, for example, that within his proposed class hierarchy, members of the non-ruling classes may well resent and question the guardians’ right to rule the city, thus introducing the disagreement and discord that, in Socrates’ estimation, lead to injustice and ultimately to the city’s destruction. It is at the resolution of this tension that Socrates’ infamous “noble falsehood” in book III is directed. There Socrates recommends that the citizens be persuaded of the ‘myth of the metals,’ (414c-415c)
 according to which, though all the citizens are born of the earth and should therefore regard one another as brothers, each class of citizens has a different metal mixed into their souls (gold for the guardians, silver for the auxiliaries, iron or brass for the farmers and merchants). The immediate aim of this myth is to justify Socrates’ program of selective breeding, and more broadly, to diminish possible antagonism among the city’s three classes and to lead citizens to “care more for the city and for each other.” (415d)

 Unsurprisingly, contemporary philosophers reject such blatant manipulation on moral grounds, claiming that political leaders promulgating such myths is contrary to liberal values of autonomy, dignity, and self-governance.
 Nevertheless, few commentators bother to analyze the noble falsehood in terms of Socrates’ own justification for its use. We argue here that, on the terms Socrates sets, his noble falsehood is problematic — that, although the noble falsehood belongs to one of three categories of justifiable falsehood Socrates recognizes, it also belongs to a category of falsehood, “true falsehood,” that Socrates condemns.  In fact, the effective use of the noble falsehood requires that it engender true falsehood in its hearers, precisely the form of falsehood that, on Socrates’ view, amounts to a contemptible state of the soul. Though there is an interpretation of these passages that resolves this tension, this interpretation will not satisfy Socrates’ contemporary critics. 

1. ‘TRUE FALSEHOOD’

There can be no doubt that, from Socrates’ point of view at least, the noble falsehood is a falsehood and that its promulgation is intended to deceive. For one, the noble falsehood contradicts other claims Socrates puts forth concerning how individuals’ abilities or character are determined. For example, Socrates claims that one’s physical abilities are primarily determined by parentage (459a-e), and that one’s character (or soul) is strongly influenced by the social environment in which one is brought up and educated. (377c, 441a) The soul’s origin or nature is also a matter about which Socrates claims extensive knowledge. For elsewhere in the Republic, Socrates argues that the that the soul has a tripartite structure (436a); that the soul is immortal and incorruptible (608d-611d); and that the soul is reincarnated in the afterlife and rewarded or punished in accordance with whether it is just (614b). Furthermore, Socrates is unambiguous in intending that “the rulers and the soldiers, and then the rest of the city” be persuaded of this tale. (414d1-3) At the same time, Socrates hesitates to promulgate the noble falsehood precisely because it is an incredible tale, one that will “take a lot of persuasion to get people to believe.” (414c6) Indeed, given the criteria used to select those who rule, it seems unlikely that prospective rulers would be susceptible to being persuaded by it. Since the noble falsehood is a kind of deception, and all deception is a “form of sorcery,” the noble falsehood is an example of a pleasing or charming tale that involuntarily deprives someone of true belief. (413a-c) But the rulers are selected precisely because they are “difficult to deceive” (413d) and “immune to sorcery.” (413e) Nevertheless, Socrates remains hopeful that this “single noble lie” can persuade the rulers, but “failing that, the rest of the city.” (414c)

How, then, might such a falsehood be justified? Socrates introduces the possibility of justifiable falsehood during his discussion of the types of stories that may be told about heroes and gods. (376e-383c) At 380c, Socrates identifies the types of stories about the divine which are acceptable: only those stories that are pious, advantageous to citizens, and consistent with one another, may be told within the city. Since the notion of consistency with other such stories is clear enough, Socrates and Adeimantus focus on what characteristics qualify stories as pious or advantageous. They conclude that a pious story represents or refers to the gods with complete accuracy. Hence just as a painter’s portraits should resemble their models, (377e) “whether in epic, lyric, or tragedy, a god must always be represented as he is.” (379a) Therefore, if the gods are truly good, as Socrates claims a few lines later, all stories including the gods must represent the gods as good. If such a story does not represent a god as perfectly good, then, according to Socrates, it will leave the young who hear it with the harmful impression that they need not aspire to lives of complete goodness. (378d, 383c)
  By requiring the omission of corrupting falsehoods from stories, Socrates commits himself to the importance of truthful storytelling. His requirement that stories be advantageous, on the other hand, shows that this commitment is not absolute; an advantageous story is one that includes only claims whose acceptance will benefit its listeners. Socrates believes so strongly in this requirement that he advocates that children not be exposed to stories, even if known to be true, that may divert the young from the path of virtue. (378a-e) Socrates’ account of what makes stories pious or advantageous thus reveals a tension in his thinking: Though he highly values truthfulness, he is willing to omit truths if doing so benefits the audience. 

Socrates’ awareness of this tension emerges when he begins to clarify his view on falsehood toward the end of Book II. When Adeimantus expresses his belief that the gods may deal in deception, Socrates is quick to state that a certain type of falsehood, namely true falsehood, is hated by all gods and humans. (382a) What is Socrates’ definition of true falsehood? He defines it as “to lie and to have lied to the soul about the things that are, and to be ignorant, and to have and hold a lie there...”. (382b) Implicit in Socrates’ definition is that the ignorant state of the soul is the result of being told the falsehood (i.e., true falsehood does not occur when someone holds the false belief that P and has been told P, but her acceptance of P is not the result of the falsehood). As Socrates puts it, the ignorance that constitutes the state of true falsehood occurs when an individual who is ignorant about some matter is deceived and thereby comes to “have and hold” the falsehood in her soul. So if, for example, Socrates merely thought that his execution was imminent because the ship had returned from Delos, even though it had not returned, he would not be in a state of true falsehood. Nor would he be in such a state if he believed this prior to being wrongly informed of the ship’s return by Crito.  If, however, Crito wrongly informs him that the ship has returned and Socrates is persuaded by Crito’s assertion, then Socrates’ belief that the ship has returned would amount to a state of ignorance due to his being told the falsehood. The state of true falsehood would exist in his soul.

2. THREE CATEGORIES OF JUSTIFIED FALSEHOOD

Socrates believes that such examples of true falsehood are useless to those who are deceived by them. In fact, it is because there is nothing useful about being in a state of true falsehood that Socrates believes such a state is worthy of hatred. Socrates underscores that true falsehood is worthy of hatred when he contrasts true falsehood with a “lie in words”. (382c) According to Socrates, a lie in words may sometimes be “useful” so as not to “merit hatred.” (382c) But what is a lie in words? Unlike his treatment of true falsehood, Socrates does not provide a definition for a lie in words. Consequently, the meaning of “falsehood in words” must be deduced from the term itself, and the only plausible definition that is made available by the term is this: a lie in words, or a spoken falsehood,
 is the statement of something false. (382b, 382e)
 According to this reading of the term, spoken falsehoods are not exactly the same as the advantageous stories mentioned above.  For two significant differences separate them. The first is that spoken falsehoods encompass other forms of speech besides stories. Second, and more importantly, advantageous stories influence the behavior of listeners through omission of true information while spoken falsehoods accomplish this same end through fabrication of false information. Socrates thinks spoken falsehoods can be justified when applied in ways that are judged to be “useful”, as opposed to true falsehood which he considers useless in all cases. 
Socrates does not set out a principle by which to determine which spoken falsehoods are useful, but instead describes three justified applications of such falsehood, a list which appears to be exhaustive. (382c-d)
 First, spoken falsehoods are useful when dealing with enemies. Such falsehoods may either divert one’s enemies from courses of action that would harm those uttering the falsehood or they may expose the enemy to harms the utterer hopes to inflict on the enemy. Second, spoken falsehoods are useful for averting the evils that may occur when one’s friends, either through madness or ignorance, attempt to act wrongfully or harmfully. In either case, falsehood is used to successfully prevent behavior that would likely have negative consequences. Third and finally, spoken falsehoods are useful in telling stories about ancient events involving the gods when the truth about such events is unknown. 
3. THE NOBLE FALSEHOOD AS A ‘TRUE FALSEHOOD’

Socrates introduces the noble falsehood to Glaucon by asking, “How, then, could we devise one of those useful lies we were talking about a while ago?” (414b) In order to determine which of the three categories of “useful” spoken falsehood the noble falsehood might belong to, let us first recall its content. (414b-415d) The falsehood’s first component explains that what appeared to citizens to be their upbringing and education was merely a dream — that in reality their bodies, weapons, and tools were all conceived and developed beneath the surface of the land they now possess, and that the citizens were collectively delivered up to the earth’s surface when they were finally ready to perform their duties. The noble falsehood’s second section explains that a creator god mixed gold into the souls of some citizens, silver into the souls of others, and bronze into the souls of yet a third set, and that the citizens were assigned different roles according to the varying skills made available to them by their metallic components. 
Socrates seems to have in mind that each of the three categories of useful falsehood generate a distinct sufficient condition for a falsehood to be justified. So to which of these three categories might his noble falsehood belong? Though the intended result of Socrates’ noble falsehood is that the citizens will love the city and hate its enemies, the noble falsehood is not directed against the city’s enemies and therefore does not belong to the first category of justifiable falsehoods. It might instead appear that the noble falsehood is justified as an example of the third category, a spoken falsehood concerning ancient events involving the gods. However, as a story to be told to impressionable citizens, the noble falsehood must presumably still satisfy the requirements Socrates laid down in book II concerning stories about the gods, namely, that it must be (a) advantageous to its audience in making them more virtuous and (b) pious in representing the gods accurately. Granting that the noble falsehood satisfies (a), it flagrantly violates (b), incorrectly stating how the citizens came into being. Indeed, in depicting the noble falsehood as a lie or a fiction,
 Socrates thereby concedes that it is impious. In other words, assuming that the conditions laid down in book II for which stories citizens may be exposed to are necessary conditions, the noble falsehood, insofar as it concerns the gods, does not meet one of these necessary conditions.
 

This leaves the second category of useful falsehood as Socrates’ best candidate for justifying the noble falsehood. An examination of what Socrates hopes to accomplish by means of the noble falsehood makes this clear. With the first component of the noble falsehood, Socrates hopes to convince the people that the land upon which they live is their mother and that the other citizens are their brothers and sisters. If they are convinced of these things, then the citizens will plan on the city’s behalf and then defend their land and fellow citizens with the same zeal that one naturally exhibits while defending one’s own family. (414e) If the guardians come to believe that the story is true, they will not make the ignorant mistake of failing to defend the city but will always have a good reason to fight for it. With the falsehood’s second component, Socrates hopes to convince the citizens that their creator has given each of them their unique abilities and roles within the city. If they are convinced of this, they will neither grumble about their respective roles nor be jealously tempted to fratricide. By dissuading the citizens from such actions and securing the citizens’ love for the city, Socrates brings his city closer to the ideal of a just city and in so doing benefits both the founders of the city and those who dwell there. Hence, the noble falsehood helps to prevent the citizens from harming themselves and doing wrong.

Still, we must be mindful that the second category of useful falsehood requires that it avert an evil resulting from madness or ignorance. Assuming the citizens who are told the noble falsehood are not mad, of what then are they ignorant? Tellingly, Socrates analogizes useful falsehoods in the second category to medical treatment. (382d) The noble falsehood is clearly not an epistemic cure for an epistemic malady. We have no reason to assume, for example, that the citizens have false beliefs (or any beliefs) about the origins of the city and its people, and in any case, the noble falsehood, since it too aims to induce ignorance, would not supplant such ignorance with knowledge concerning the origins of the city and its people. Rather, Socrates appears to assume that, in the absence of their accepting the noble falsehood, citizens are more likely to develop other beliefs — that the city is not just, that they have no reason to make common cause with citizens in other classes, that the guardians do not have an indisputable right to govern, etc. — that result in harm or wrongdoing. In the end, then, the noble falsehood averts an evil due to ignorance in that the citizens are ignorant of the justness of the ideal city and/or how they benefit from life in such a city.  Again, the noble falsehood does not deprive the citizens of ignorance altogether, since if they come to accept this falsehood, they acquire false beliefs concerning the origins of the city and its people. But they come to have true beliefs about the justness of the social order within the ideal city, even though a false belief — the noble falsehood — functions as a premise in the process of forming these true beliefs. Socrates’ strategy thus aligns with the second way in which spoken falsehoods can be useful and demonstrates that Socrates intends to use the falsehood to prevent the people of the city from doing wrong or doing harm through ignorance. 
Only three things are necessary to reach a state of true falsehood regarding a certain matter: one must have ignorance in one’s soul about some matter, one must be exposed to a falsehood about that matter, and one must accept that falsehood as true.  However, since true falsehood is defined as “to lie and to have lied to the soul about the things that are, and to be ignorant, and to have and hold a lie there,” true falsehood can only be the product of spoken falsehood. And so long as there is some individual or some soul for whom the noble falsehood is both a true falsehood and a useful falsehood, then the noble falsehood turns out to belong to two logically compatible, but ethically incompatible, categories. For Socrates and anyone else responsible for disseminating the noble falsehood, it cannot be a true falsehood. A true falsehood is a state of ignorance, and while believing the noble falsehood puts the soul in such a state, Socrates and those initially responsible for disseminating it know the noble falsehood is false and so are not ignorant with respect to it. Granted, inasmuch as the noble falsehood protects one’s friends or fellow citizens from potentially dangerous ignorance concerning justice in the city, the noble falsehood is useful to Socrates and to the city’s subsequent rulers. But for its ultimate audience, the average citizens of the city, the noble falsehood will be both useful and useless.  For in order for the citizens to be benefitted by the “useful” true falsehood in the manner that Socrates intends, the necessary conditions for “useless” true falsehood must be met. As the founders of the city, Socrates and his friends plan to tell the rulers (and later all other citizens) that the sum of experiences they had during their upbringing and training were actually a dream-like illusion. The rulers will trust the word of the founders, presumably by virtue of their authority as founders, and thereby enter a state of ignorance regarding their own past. The founders then hope to persuade city members that both their bodies and souls were produced and nurtured by the land in which they dwell, and that a god filled their souls with a substance that determines their abilities and roles in the city.  Lastly, Socrates hopes this process will lead citizens to commit themselves to both plan on the city’s behalf and defend its lands, all without complaint. Of course, if Socrates expects the noble falsehood to produce this type of conviction in the citizens, he must expect that the entirety of the falsehood be accepted as true by the people, thereby meeting the third condition for true falsehood. So Socrates does not merely aim to speak falsehood. He hopes that future residents of the polis will be ignorant of the truth in such a way that they will inevitably “be ignorant and…have and hold a lie there [in their souls].” 

Hence, although Socrates clearly expressed that a state of true falsehood is both useless and worthy of hatred, the noble falsehood, if successful in achieving its aims, will lead to the development of true falsehood in the people of his city. This presents an apparent contradiction in Socrates’ reasoning, as he appears to acknowledge that true falsehood is useless while hoping to achieve his own ends by engendering true falsehood in others. That the noble falsehood falls into both the category of true falsehood and the category of spoken falsehood shows that the apparent contradiction in Socrates' reasoning does not arise from some sort of logical incompatibility between these two categories; instead, it results from the ethical incompatibility of these two categories, since Socrates represents one as appropriately hated by all and the other as not meriting hatred. (382 a-c) 
It would appear then that, by Socrates’ own lights, the noble falsehood has an equivocal ethical status: the noble falsehood is both a “true falsehood,” and hence worthy of contempt in Socrates’ eyes, but also a “useful” spoken falsehood intended to prevent members of the city from forming beliefs concerning the justice of the city that would ultimately prove detrimental to them and to the city.

4.  TWO POSSIBLE RESOLUTIONS


Having identified the apparently contradictory ethical status of Socrates’ noble falsehood, we now consider two possible ways of resolving this tension.


First, defenders of Socrates may point out that, in his discussion of the true falsehoods that are contemptible to humans and gods alike, Socrates seems to introduce an important restriction on the kinds of falsehoods that answer to this description. The falsehoods we fear most, Socrates says, are those that reside in the “most vital” parts of ourselves and concern the “most important” or vital (ta kuriôtata) matters (382a). Puzzled, Adeimantus seeks clarification. The most worrisome kinds of falsehood, Socrates elaborates, concern “the things that are.” (382b) Neither Adeimantus nor Socrates elaborate on what these “things that are” might be, and the well-known ambiguity of the Greek verb einai, ‘to be,’ further clouds Plato’s intended meaning. Here Reeve’s translation is somewhat opaque, but as rendered by Jowett, the most worrisome falsehoods concern “the highest realities in the highest parts” of ourselves, and as rendered by Bloom, these falsehoods concern “the most sovereign things in what is most sovereign” in ourselves.
 Again, Plato is not explicit about his meaning here. But Plato would certainly understand the Forms as things that (truly) are or as the “highest” or “most sovereign” realities. And while the Forms do not literally reside inside the “highest parts” of ourselves (our souls), Plato repeatedly emphasizes the ontological affinities between the eternal and non-visible soul and the eternal and non-visible Forms.  One might conjecture, then, that the falsehoods we find most contemptible concern the Forms. If so, then true falsehoods, the very falsehoods Socrates finds most contemptible, have a very narrow scope: A true falsehood is a spoken falsehood that produces in its audience ignorance concerning the Forms. Hence, since the noble falsehood does not result in ignorance concerning the Forms, it is not a true falsehood and is therefore not contemptible. The contradiction mentioned above is thereby resolved and Socrates’ use of the noble falsehood is an unproblematic instance of the second category of justified falsehood.


This suggestion that spoken falsehoods are not contemptible unless they concern the Forms is unconvincing, however. Put simply, if Plato had intended for Socrates to refer to the Forms, he would simply have had Socrates do so explicitly. Socrates first mentions the Forms in Book III of the Republic, during his discussion of the effects of rhythm and mode in poetic and musical education. But he only does so in passing, and Glaucon, his interlocutor, does not seem at all puzzled by this reference. Socrates correctly assumes that Glaucon knows what he means by speaking of the “forms of moderation, courage, frankness, high-mindedness, and all their kindred”. (402c) Socrates makes another such reference to the Forms in Book V, while attempting to characterize those who are “rightly called [philosophers]”. (475c) Here, he mentions “the just and the unjust, the good and the bad, and all the forms,” and again, Glaucon appears to have no trouble with these terms. For whatever reason, Plato is comfortable with explicitly mentioning the Forms at a few points in the Republic, despite his not having provided readers with any sort of introduction to them.
 So just as Socrates casually mentions the Forms in Books III and V, he could have responded to Adeimantus’ request for clarification concerning the nature of true falsehood by explicitly stating that true falsehood is to be false to one’s soul concerning the Forms. There would be no need to obliquely refer to the Forms as “the things that are”, especially since in this passage Socrates is trying to clarify his definition of true falsehood for Adeimantus.


But if “the things that are” does not refer to the Forms, to what does it refer? On our reading, the reference to “things that are” (382b) is most plausibly understood in a deflationary way, simply as referring to what is true. Hence, on our reading, the noble falsehood still belongs to the class of falsehoods that, according to Socrates, we hate or fear the most. This reading also renders 382b consistent with the later discussion of the stability of the guardians’ beliefs (413a-b), where the phrase “things that are” clearly refers to any subclass of objects such not just the Forms.  


As a second possible resolution, Socrates’ defenders might propose the following charitable reading of these texts. That Socrates presents the noble falsehood after condemning true falsehood suggests that he could not possibly think the noble falsehood itself is an instance of falsehood about “the most important things”. On the contrary, what appears to justify the noble falsehood in Socrates’ eyes, is that it helps to promote “the most important things”. The noble falsehood, if effective, secures citizens’ allegiance to the city, which is surely one of Socrates’ primary aims. However, it is not a falsehood about the justness of the city, so the falsehood involved in the noble falsehood is not actually a falsehood about “the most important things.” Though the noble falsehood is a sweeping and elaborate ruse, citizens’ having true beliefs concerning its subject matter — the historical origins of the city and its class structure — matters far less to the eventual health of the polis than citizens’ having true beliefs about the justness of the city. This, then, would resolve the apparent ethical incompatibility between the two species of falsehood that Socrates discusses. While the noble falsehood would clearly be useful in securing the citizens’ belief in the city’s justness, it would not be worthy of contempt because it would not deceive the citizens about “the most important things”. 


We readily concede that this enthymemic reconstruction of the relevant passages faithfully reflects Socrates’ purposes in promulgating the noble falsehood and, at the least, renders the text consistent overall. Nevertheless, this reconstruction ought not satisfy those contemporary critics who question the political morality of the noble falsehood. That Socrates repeatedly expresses trepidation about promulgating the noble falsehood and carves out a distinct category of useful falsehood in an effort to justify it indicates that he is himself aware that the noble falsehood is ethically suspect. Should the noble falsehood take root in the city, its residents would, in some literal sense, be living a lie. In this case, the natural contempt that (according to Socrates) we ought to feel toward being deceived is in tension with the noble falsehood’s presumed efficacy in securing popular allegiance to an ostensibly just social condition. To Plato’s contemporary critics, to resolve this tension as he does suggests that Socrates’ political morality is unsettlingly teleological, such that most any action that secures citizens’ allegiance to justice is itself just. Critics thus see the noble falsehood as reflecting an unprincipled willingness to bend the requirements of justice in the service of justice. The mere fact that the noble falsehood is a paternalistic myth, aimed at benefitting the citizens by inducing them to accept their niches within a just society, is unlikely to disabuse critics of their conclusion that Socrates (as Annas puts it) is far too willing “to revise the content of morality in the interests of establishing morality.” 

  

Such critics are likely to point out that on an earlier Socratic view concerning the nature of knowledge, the noble falsehood would actually be ineffective in securing its aims. In the Meno, for instance, Socrates raises the pointed question of why knowledge should be valued any more than true belief, given that true belief is no worse a guide to acting correctly. (97a-c) He argues that knowledge is superior to true belief because it incorporates an account of the truth that “ties down” the truth and thereby renders true belief secure or stable. By the time of the Republic, however, Plato recognizes a second path to secure or stable true belief. As argued above, the noble falsehood induces the contemptible state of true falsehood, but in doing so, it comes to function as a premise in the citizenry’s account of the justness of their city. And as Plato conceives of the political project of the Republic, it requires that citizens act justly, and this in turn requires that they have true beliefs concerning the justness of their city, beliefs whose effect is to encourage love for the city. The noble falsehood thus serves as part of a false account of citizens’ true beliefs about the justness of their city. Thus, the rulers and the citizens both acquire the stable belief that the city is just, but their beliefs rest on different epistemic foundations: a true, Meno-like account for the rulers, a false account for the ruled. Had Socrates retained his earlier epistemological views concerning how true belief is made secure or stable, he would be precluded from appealing to the noble falsehood, for it would be ineffective in securing the citizens’ allegiance. This, in turn, would demand that the citizens enjoy full epistemic parity with their rulers. Irrespective of whether myths such as the noble falsehood would in fact be effective in securing the citizens’ allegiance to the city, contemporary critics are likely to find Plato’s earlier position more congenial to democratic values of transparency and autonomous self-governance.
5. CONCLUSION


We have shown that the noble falsehood belongs to two logically consistent but ethically inconsistent categories of falsehood that Socrates identifies. On its face, then, the noble falsehood is both useful and useless, both noble and contemptible. And though this inconsistency can be reconciled if all of political morality is subordinated to securing the citizens’ belief in the justness of the city, this move proves morally dubious. 

Our conclusions illustrate that the Republic’s noble falsehood functions as do other myths in Plato’s writings. For Plato, myths provide non-philosophers, those unsuited to be persuaded by reason and argument, with noble beliefs which contain at least a grain of truth. As Socrates puts it in book X, an effective myth persuades us and hence saves us from our souls being “defiled” by injustice. (621b) For imperfectly rational creatures such as ourselves, myths acknowledge and complement our rational natures. Because while myths are not themselves devices of rational persuasion, they nevertheless target the rational parts of the soul and entice the soul into agreement with the truth when philosophical methods fail to do so. (See Laws 903b).
 The problematic standing of the noble falsehood shows that Socrates is much more willing than his contemporary critics to deploy myths in the cause of justice. 

�We might try to put this thought differently; it sounds a bit awkward this way.


�I sense that, too, though I’m hoping what I’ve added above will detract from the sense of underanalysis. Maybe just a single sentence here that concludes the thought will be enough. 





NOTES


� Except where noted, all quotations from the Republic are to the translation by C.D.C. Reeve (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2004). References to Plato’s works are to the standard Stephanus page numbers.


� Annas, Julia. An Introduction to Plato’s Republic. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1981. 166-167; Crossman, R.H.S. “Plato and the Perfect State.” Plato Today. London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd., 1959. Rpt. in Plato: Totalitarian or Democrat? Ed. Thomas Landon Thorson. Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1963. 38-39; Page, Carl. “The Truth about Lies in Plato’s Republic.” Ancient Philosophy 11 (1991): n. 1; Schofield, Malcolm. “The Noble Lie.” The Cambridge Companion to Plato’s Republic. Ed. G.R.F. Ferrari. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007. 139. 


� At 378d, Socrates seems to take it for granted that the young will seek to emulate the gods or aspire to be like them. It is unclear whether Socrates believes the young will naturally aspire to godliness or should be instructed to do so. 


� We use the terms “a lie in words” and “spoken falsehood” interchangeably from this point forward.


� It should also be noted that in distinguishing a lie in words from true falsehood, Socrates implies that a lie in words, unlike true falsehood, does not rest in the soul.


� Immediately following his descriptions of each “useful” form of spoken falsehood, Socrates continues to defend his belief that, “The daimonic and the divine are in every way free from falsehood,” by asking Glaucon if a god would have any use for the three forms of spoken falsehood that Socrates just defined. When Glaucon denies that gods would use falsehood because of ignorance about ancient events (since such events deal with their own lives), or through fear of enemies (since gods do not partake in fear), or to prevent mad or ignorant family members or friends from doing “bad things” (since gods have no relations with such individuals), Socrates speaks as though his belief that the daimonic and divine are free from falsehood has been proven true. This confidence indicates he believes the three types of falsehood he deems “useful” are the only justified applications of falsehood. (382c-e)


� It is not obvious whether we should understand Plato’s text as supposing that Socrates (or the city’s rulers) know the noble falsehood to be false. It seems sufficient to count the noble falsehood as a falsehood that it is believed to be false though not known to be such.


� Socrates’ advocacy of the noble falsehood’s use is made all the more puzzling by his implicit concession that the noble falsehood is an impious story, which he clearly believes keeps the falsehood from meeting the standards for advantageous stories he set out at the end of Book II. 


� Reeve’s translation (in this case) is in fact more literal than the others’, though both Jowett’s and Bloom’s translations are fair, given Socrates’ initial characterization of true falsehood as the telling of falsehoods “to the most important part of [oneself] about the most important things.” (382a) 


� Of course, he elaborately discusses the Forms in the Sun and Line analogies and in the Allegory of the Cave, but these images do not appear until Books VI and VII.


� Annas, 108. 


� For discussion of Plato’s use of myth, see Christopher Rowe, “Myth, history, and dialectic in Plato's Republic and Timaeus-Critias,” in From Myth to Reason? Studies in the Development of Greek Thought, R. Buxton, ed., (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), pp. 251–262, and Catalin Partenie, “Plato’s myths,” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (�HYPERLINK "http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/plato-myths/"�http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/plato-myths/�, 23 July 2009).
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