The Exclusion of Medicine and Oratory from Kallipolis


The statement that Plato’s philosophy is protreptic immediately raises two questions: if it is turning a student towards something, what is it turning them away from; and how does Plato affect this refocusing of his student’s attention.  Both questions come to bear on an examination of books 2-4 of Plato’s Republic, which contain a detailed description of the political structure and educational policies of the ideal city Kallipolis.  The epistemological value of both the political and pedagogical philosophy of these books is destabilized in two ways: first by the roundabout manner of Kallipolis’ introduction in book 2, which calls into question the seriousness of the subsequent philosophy; and second by the opening of book 5, which invokes and mimics the beginning of the Republic as a whole (compare Rep. 1.327a-b2 with 5.449a6-c1), and thereby suggests a re-writing of the previous four books.  Indeed, because of these destablizations a number of scholars (e.g., Bloom,  Annas,  Roochnik) have questioned whether the political philosophy of books 2-4 should be taken as an earnest political program.  A consideration of the protreptic nature of books 2-4 – the ways in which these books not only outline a potential program of philosophical education, but also of turning a student away from the emerging and competing disciplines of oratory and medicine – illuminates their important role in the pedagogical structure of the Republic.


A brief review of the growth and spread of texts and schools in medicine and oratory establishes the rivalry between these three fields for similar students.  Close readings from Socrates’ conversation with Glaucon (Rep. 3.398c6-412b1) illustrate the degree to which Kallipolis’ growth and development is orchestrated with an eye towards the exclusion of any intellectual pursuit other than philosophy.  Importantly, throughout 3.398c6-412b1 the alternate field, be it oratory or medicine, is excluded not only for epistemological reasons – because philosophy provides the better answer in a given scenario – but also for moral reasons – because only the unjust person would seek practice one of the other disciplines.  By the end of books 2-4 Socrates has used the metaphor of Kallipolis to show to his students Glaucon and Adeimantus that philosophy is the only worthy intellectual pursuit, and by extension Plato has suggested the same to his reader.  This reading of books 2-4 is resilient even in the face of the notion that Kallipolis is not meant to be taken as serious political philosophy, because regardless of the virtues of Kallipolean politics and education, the vices of the fields of medicine and oratory remain in any city.  A sketch of the remaining philosophy of the Republic shows the logic behind the placement of this attack on alternatives to philosophy within the overall structure of the work: only once engaged students realize that philosophy is the sole path to knowledge does the Republic reveal how difficult and long that path will be.  But by then, there are no other options but to continue.
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