This is an earlier version, please cite official version


<AT>Persuasion, Falsehood, and Motivating Reason in Plato’s Laws
<AA>Nicholas R. Baima
<T1HD>1. Introduction
<TXT>In Plato’s Laws, the Athenian Stranger maintains that law should consist of both persuasion (πειθώ) and compulsion (βία) (IV.711c, IV.718b<EN>d, and IV.722b).1 Persuasion can be achieved by prefacing the laws with preludes (προοίμια), which make the citizens more eager to obey the laws.

Although scholars disagree on how to interpret the preludes’ persuasion, they agree that the preludes instill true beliefs and give citizens good reasons for obeying the laws. In this paper, I refine this account of the preludes by arguing that the primary purpose of the preludes is to motivate correct action and that, for citizens who lack rational self-governance, this is achieved via useful false beliefs. That is to say, in many cases, the prelude functions as a “noble lie” (γενναῖον ψεῦδος).2
<T1HD>2. Persuasion, Truth, and Falsehood
<TXT>The Laws centers around a conversation about laws and constitutions between three elderly men: an unnamed Athenian Stranger, a Cretan named Kleinias, and a Spartan named Megillus.3 The discussion begins with the Athenian asking his counterparts about the central purpose of government. Kleinias and Megillus, who come from cultures that esteem war and courage, hold that the purpose of government is to win wars (I.625d<EN>626b). The Athenian Stranger finds this too myopic, however.4 Of course, it is important that a city does well in war, but this should not be its primary focus (I.628a ff); rather, the aim of government is to develop virtue in its entirety. That is, the government should seek to cultivate not only courage but also justice, moderation, and wisdom (I.630a ff; compare
 III.688a<EN>b, IV.705a<EN>707d, XII.963a). This leads to a discussion on the importance of citizens developing all the virtues.

At the end of Book III, Kleinias reveals that the discussion has been especially beneficial because he is one of ten Cretans who have been appointed to construct a legal code for a new city, Magnesia. This raises the issue of what laws and constitutions Magnesia should have. The Athenian is quick to remind his friends that they should not lose sight of the fact that the purpose of government is to produce all of the virtues in its citizens; thus, the laws of Magnesia should fulfill this end (IV.705a<EN>707d.). The Athenian proposes that this can be achieved by having a legal code that consists of both persuasion (πειθώ) and compulsion (βία) (IV.711c, IV.718b<EN>d, and IV.722b).

The Athenian explains what he has in mind by comparing the medical practice of a free doctor with that of a slave doctor (IV.720a<EN>720e; compare Clark 2003, Trelawny-Cassity 2010). The doctors differ in terms of whom they treat and how they treat them. For instance, the slave doctor primarily treats slaves and acts like a dictator. That is, he does not listen to the particular needs and desires of the patient, nor does he give an account (λόγος) of the treatment or the nature of the disease. Instead, he simply examines the patient and issues a treatment based on his experience as a physician (IV.720b<EN>c). After the slave doctor prescribes a treatment, he quickly darts off to examine another sick slave (IV.720c).

In contrast, the free doctor primarily treats free people and is very attentive to his patient before he issues a prescription:
<EXT>He [the free doctor] investigates these things [the disease] from their beginning and according to nature, communing with the patient and his friends; in this way, he himself learns [μανθάνει] something from the sick, and, at the same time, he gives the individual patient all the instruction [διδάσκει] he can. He gives no prescription until he has in some sense persuaded [συμπείσῃ]; when he has on each occasion tamed [ἡμερούμενον] him [the patient] through persuasion [πειθοῦς], he tries to complete his restoration to health (IV.720d2<EN>e2).

<TXT>According to the Athenian, the slave doctor uses a single method of compulsion, while the free doctor uses a double method of both persuasion and compulsion (IV.720e). The double method is superior because it is gentler (IV.720e). The Stranger argues that the legislator should apply the double method, like the free doctor (compare Statesman 293a<EN>c). Thus, the lawgiver should not simply issue commands and threaten the citizens like a dictator. Rather, the legislator should discuss and persuade citizens that it is in their best interest to follow the laws. It is only when persuasion fails that the lawgiver should force the citizens into compliance.5

Legislators can achieve persuasion by prefacing the laws with preludes (προοίμια). Preludes in musical compositions are “artistically designed to aid the coming performance” by providing “a sort of limbering up [ἀνακινήσεις], so to speak” (IV.722d4–6). That is, they introduce audience members to the forthcoming musical composition in a way that makes the performance better received. Likewise, preludes in the law make the citizens more cooperative and “more ready to learn” (εὐμαθέστερον) and, thus, more willing to accept the laws freely (IV.723a4–5). In turn, the lawgivers will not have to rely as heavily on violent force to get citizens to comply with the law; this is a superior method because it is gentler.

We can break the “doctor” analogy into four lessons that the Athenian is attempting to teach Megillus and Kleinias about legislating. First, the free doctor differs from the slave doctor to the extent that the free doctor attempts to understand the condition of the patient fully before prescribing a treatment. This involves communing with the patient and seeking to understand the nature of the disease. In contrast, the slave doctor merely issues a prescription based on his previous experience as a doctor. The lesson is that, just as the doctor must understand his patients and the nature of health before he can issue a treatment that will bring about and sustain health, the lawgiver must understand the citizens and the nature of virtue before he can issue commands that will bring about and sustain virtue.

Second, the free doctor does not rush from one patient to another, as the slave doctor does. Rather, he remains with patient until he can best treat her. Likewise, the legislator should not rush in creating laws but should take his time and carefully consider the details of the law.

Third, the free doctor applies both persuasion and force, while the slave doctor applies only force. Thus, the legislator should apply both persuasion and force and should not apply only a single method of force (or persuasion). In other words, the legislator should avoid issuing commands like a slave doctor who simply says, “Take this!” or “Do this!” Instead, just as the free doctor must first attempt to persuade the patient of the benefits of a medical treatment, the legislator must first attempt to persuade the citizens of the benefits of a law.

Fourth, the slave doctor’s method is shorter or briefer to the extent that it involves only force. In contrast, the free doctor’s method is longer because it involves both persuasion and force. The Athenian’s point is that, when it comes to legislating, what matters is not the length of the law but whether the law is effective at producing virtue and well-being in the city (compare IV. 721e<EN>722b).

Scholars disagree over how exactly the preludes persuade; nonetheless, they agree that the preludes instill true beliefs and provide a good justification for obeying the law; that is, they maintain that the preludes are not “noble lies,” so to speak. For instance, Christopher Bobonich asserts that “the preludes are thus designed to be instances of rational persuasion, that is, attempts to influence the citizens’ beliefs through appealing to rational considerations. They are not intended to inculcate false, but useful beliefs or to effect persuasion through non-rational means” (2002, 104; my emphasis).6 Hence, according to Bobonich, through the preludes “the citizens will learn why the laws are fine and just and should also learn why following the laws and, more generally, acting virtuously is good for them” (ibid.). R. F. Stalley (1983, 1994) and Glen Morrow (1953; 1960, 553–60) hold that the preludes persuade by appealing to emotion, fear, pain, and pleasure.7 However, like Bobonich, Stalley and Morrow also maintain that the preludes produce true beliefs and are not useful falsehoods. For instance, Morrow (1953, 243; compare 1960, 556) says, “The persuasion employed in his [Plato’s] state is unquestionably concerned with instructing, i.e., inculcating true beliefs, as Plato thought them to be” (compare Stalley 1983, 42–43; 1994, 167). Recently, David Lay Williams has argued that the Laws differs from the Republic to the extent that “there is no Noble Lie in the Laws” because “a lie of that sort is simply inconsistent with his [Plato’s] carefully considered assumptions” (2013, 385).8

In what follows, I argue that scholars have underappreciated the educational role that useful false beliefs play in Magnesia.9 The fundamental purpose of the preludes is to motivate the citizens to follow the laws willingly, and, for many, citizens this is accomplished only via useful lies.
<T1HD>3. On the Weakness of Moral Motivation
<TXT>In Book II, the question is raised: is the most just life always the most pleasant life, or is there a wedge between justice and pleasure, such that the most just life is not the most pleasant life (II.661d1994; 662d)? The Athenian argues that justice and pleasure are inextricably connected, such that it is always the case that the most just life is the most pleasant life. Nevertheless, the Athenian argues that, even if this were false, citizens should still be taught this:
<EXT>But just suppose that the truth had been different from what the argument has now shown it to be [εἰ καὶ μὴ τοῦτο ἦν οὕτως ἔχον, ὡς καὶ νῦν αὐτὸ ᾕρηχ’ ὁ λόγος ἔχειν] and that a lawgiver, even a mediocre one, had been sufficiently bold in the interests of the young to tell them a lie [ψεύδεσθαι]. Could he have told a more useful lie [ψεῦδος λυσιτελέστερον] than this, or one more effective in making everyone practice justice in everything he or she does willingly and without pressure? [μὴ βίᾳ ἀλλ’ ἑκόντας πάντας πάντα τὰ δίκαια].  (II.663d6<EN>e2; compare Republic 378a2–4)

Kl.: Truth is a fine thing, and it is enduring, but to persuade one of it certainly seems no easy task. (II.663e3–4)

Ath.: Yes, but what about that fairy story about the Sidonian? That was thusly incredible, but it was easy enough to convince people of it and of thousands of other similar stories. (II.663e5–6)

Kl.: What sort of stories? (II.663e7)

Ath.: The sowing of the teeth and the birth of armed men from them.[10] This remarkable example shows the legislator that the souls of the young can be persuaded of anything; he has only to try. The only thing he must consider and discover is what conviction would do the state most good. In that connection, he must think up every possible device to ensure that, as far as possible, the entire community preserves in its songs and stories and doctrines an absolute and lifelong unanimity. But if you see the matter in any other light, have no hesitation in disputing my view. (II.663e8–664a8)

<TXT>Although the Stranger ultimately thinks that it is true that the most just life is the most pleasant life (II.664b3<EN>c1), if this were not the case, he would lie because this falsehood would motivate the citizens to act justly.11

This passage demonstrates two things. First, the Stranger is willing to tolerate lying when telling the truth is possibly harmful and insufficient to motivate just actions.12 Second, the Stranger thinks that morality is a weak source of motivation for the majority of citizens. For instance, the Athenian is worried that, if it were true that justice and pleasure are not connected and the citizens were taught this truth, the citizens would choose pleasure over justice. This suggests that the Athenian takes pleasure to be a stronger source of motivation than acting for the sake of justice (compare I.664a ff., II.653a<EN>c, II.658a ff, and V.732e). The problem seems to be that, if citizens were to believe that pleasure does not accompany just actions, then the citizens would believe that their reasons for acting justly are primarily other-regarding. This is problematic because most citizens are motivated to act for reasons that they perceive to be self-regarding.

There are two passages that support this reading. In Book IX, the Athenian argues that there are three main obstacles to political success. The first obstacle is that most people fail to grasp intellectually that the goal of politics is to do what is best for the common good, and not what is in their private interest (IX.875a<EN>b). The second obstacle is that most people do not understand that often the best way of promoting their own private interest is to promote the good of the state (ibid.). That is, most people do not grasp the fact that they often have self-regarding reasons to act for the good of others. The third obstacle is not intellectual but purely noncognitive. The Athenian explains that, even if people had the correct intellectual grasp of the goal of politics, most individuals would still fail to act on behalf of this goal because their selfish mortal nature would drive them to pursue their own pleasure over that of the city (IX.875b<EN>c).

We find a similar worry conveyed in Book V when the Athenian argues that the cause of every failure is excessive self-love (V.731e). The Athenian explains that love is blinding; when individuals are in love, they cannot see the object of their love as it actually is. Rather, their vision of this object is skewed (V.731e; compare Republic V.474d<EN>e). The problem with excessive self-love is that the object of love is oneself; thus, individuals become trapped in a vicious circle of self-deception, which blinds them to what is truly just and beneficial. Consequently, when they act in a way that they perceive to be just and in their interest, they are quite mistaken and are actually acting unjustly and in a harmful manner (V.732a).13

Both these examples point to two general claims that the Athenian holds of most individuals:
<L>(1) Most individuals are primarily motivated to act for reasons that they perceive to be self-regarding.
(2) Most individuals fail to recognize that often they have self-regarding reasons to act for the good of others.

<TXT>Because most citizens think in this way, most individuals are not going to be motivated by reasons that they perceive to be other-regarding. Therefore, in order to persuade the citizens to act rightly, the lawgiver needs to find a way positively to direct people’s selfish nature toward justice. The lawgiver can do this by having preludes attached to the law, which highlight, or even mislead, citizens about how it is in their self-interest to obey the law.

Hence, the reason the Athenian is willing to lie about the connection between pleasure and justice is that justice alone is a weak incentive for most citizens. It is such a weak motivator that, even if citizens were taught that pursuing justice leads to pleasure, the Stranger believes that the lawgiver must provide additional incentives to motivate the citizens to act correctly. For example, in Book XI, the Athenian explains that robbery is actually counterproductive because no monetary gain is worth as much as having a virtuous soul and stealing corrupts one’s soul; thus, one is better off not stealing (XI.913b). Following this, the Athenian says that citizens should believe the myth about robbery, which says that it leads to infertility (XI.913c). Now why does the Athenian add the myth? Why is it not enough to tell citizens that acting unjustly is bad for their soul? First, most individuals are not going to believe that acting unjustly is bad for them because it harms their soul. Second, if they do believe this, the temptation for these material possessions will be too strong. Thus, by telling citizens a fanciful story about how robbery leads to infertility, the idea that injustice harms and that justice benefits becomes real in a way that has motivational force. It is obvious that this is the intention of the Athenian because, after saying that the citizens should be told this myth, he considers what to tell those who are indifferent to having children (XI.913c). Hence, the Athenian is clearly trying to locate what will motivate citizens to behave rightly.14
<T1HD>4. Theology for the Unsophisticated
<TXT>In the previous section, I argued that Plato is willing to tell falsehoods about justificatory ethical facts as a means to counteract people’s inclination toward selfishness. However, there is another reason he is willing to tell falsehoods to citizens: some subject matters are beyond the grasp of certain individuals, and it is dangerous to try to explain the truth of such subjects to these individuals. This is most evident in how the Stranger handles theological matters in the city. In what follows, I shall argue that there are two different accounts of religion presented in the Laws. On the one hand, there are traditional religious myths told to unphilosophical citizens. These stories incentivize virtuous behavior and disincentivize vicious behavior. On the other hand, there are abstract theological issues, which are to be discussed only by philosophers (compare Dodds 1951, 220).

The more traditional or mythical religious views are often conveyed in the preludes that accompany the laws.15 Consider a brief sampling; the Athenian wants citizens to believe that

<L>(1) robbing will lead them to infertility. (XI.913c)

(2) the “demoness of the roads” guards and protects things left by other people. (XI.914b)

(3) those who commit involuntary homicide are haunted by the ghost of those whom they killed. (IX.865d<EN>e)

(4) those who commit voluntary homicide are punished in Hades and, when they return to earth, they will suffer the same fate as their victim. (IX.870d<EN>e)

(5) those who voluntarily kill their relatives will suffer the same fate as their victim. For instance, if a man kills his father, then he will be murdered by his son. If a man kills his mother, he will be reborn as a woman and killed by her son. (IX.872d<EN>873a)

(6) the gods are more responsive to the prayers of those who honor their parents and more likely to punish those who do not. (XI.931b<EN>932a)

<TXT>In each of these stories, those who violate a law will face some sort of divine punishment. These stories serve three purposes: First, they disincentivize serious misconduct by making citizens fear the haunting vengeance of Justice. Second, they reassure the injured party by telling him that his perpetrator will suffer (compare Saunders 1991, 196). Third, they convey a teleological theology, in which the gods and divine beings act in an orderly and systematic way, are just, and are invested in the lives of humans (compare X.885b, X.902e ff). Accordingly, these religious myths operate as noble lies (Republic III.414b<EN>415c): they give citizens false beliefs about why they should obey the law in order to motivate the true belief that they should obey the law.16

However, it is unlikely that Plato actually believes that the details of these stories are true. Although there is no direct evidence of this in the Laws, there are two general reasons to think this. First, these myths evoke the imagery of traditional myths, which Plato’s Socrates denies are entirely true in other works. For example, in the Euthyphro, Socrates tells Euthyphro that he is likely being prosecuted because he finds the traditional stories of the gods difficult to accept (6a<EN>b). Additionally, consider Book II of the Republic, in which Socrates asserts that the myths are “false, taken as a whole, but also have truth in them” (II.377a4–6). With this in mind, consider Socrates’s evaluation of the “myth of Phaethon” in the Timaeus (22c<EN>d). In the myth, Phaethon, the son of the Helios (the sun god), arrogantly rides his father’s sun-chariot and sets the heavens and earth ablaze. Speaking about this myth, Plato says, “This tale is told as a myth, but the truth behind it is that there is a deviation in the heavenly bodies that travel around the earth, which causes huge fires that destroy what is on earth across vast stretches of time” (22c6<EN>d3). Hence, according to Socrates, the myth is a personification of real astronomical events; nevertheless, many people who hear this story will take the fictional aspect as true and fail to grasp the real astronomical lessons behind the myth.17 Likewise, Plato might believe that some aspects of the religious myths in the Laws are true, such as that the gods are teleological and just and that the citizens should obey the laws (compare X.885b, X.902e ff). Nonetheless, it is doubtful that Plato actually believes the fantastic aspect of the myths in the Laws, such as that those who are killed in involuntary homicide track and haunt their killers as ghosts (IX.865d<EN>e).

Second, there is evidence that the Athenian is thinking of the myths in much the same way in the Laws. Book X is largely a defense of the theological views of the city and the dangers of not conforming to the city’s religion. The Athenian is concerned that atheists, deists, and misguided theists (who think that the gods can be bribed) are a great threat to society. For instance, at X.885b4–5 the Athenian asserts that “no one who believes in gods according to the laws has ever voluntarily done an impious deed or let slip an illegal utterance” [θεοὺς ἡγούμενος εἶναι κατὰ νόμους οὐδεὶς πώποτε οὔτε ἔργον ἀσεβὲς ἠργάσατο ἑκὼν οὔτε λόγον ἀφῆκεν ἄνομον[ (compare X.907d<EN>e, XI.921c, XII.948b<EN>c).18 Speaking about these religious deviants, the Athenian complains that things would be better if they
<EXT>believed the stories that they heard from their nurses and mothers since the time they were still young children being nourished on milk, hearing them spoken as if incantations to them, in a playful yet serious manner; and the same stories they heard repeated also in prayers at sacrifices. (X.887d2–5).
<TXT>Moreover, the Athenian is clear that he wants citizens to believe in these stories not as mere myths but as absolutely true (X.887d<EN>e).

From this, we can construct the following argument:

<L>(1) Plato believes myths told to children are on the whole false but can convey some allegorical truth.

(2) The citizens of Magnesia will be told myths about the gods as children, which are to be believed in earnest.

(3) Therefore, the citizens of Magnesia will be told falsehoods about the gods, which are to be believed in earnest.

<TXT>Now, before I discuss the significance of these passages, I would like to address a potential objection. Both T. J. Saunders and Bobonich downplay the significance of these passages. For instance, Saunders says,
<EXT>Most of the preambles are positive in content and spirit; the savage ones are to be deployed only where education and persuasion have proved ineffective. At this point Plato throws anything and everything at the potential criminal’s head, however crude and primitive, regardless of inconsistency with his official penology. (1991, 210–11)
<TXT>Similarly, Bobonich says, “Such stories are designed for those who have failed to benefit from the education given to all and are the next resort when persuasion and education have failed. They are followed by the last resort, which is that statement of the penalty attached to violation of the law” (2002, 113–14; compare Bobonich 1991, 381). However, Saunders and Bobonich are misrepresenting how these preludes work. It is not as if they are told to reckless individuals just about to commit a crime. Rather, they are built into the educational system; thus, all citizens will be taught these myths. Moreover, the Athenian makes it clear that these are not new myths but are already traditional stories held by many people and that he wants citizens to believe these stories earnestly (X.877d<EN>e).

Why does Plato want to tell citizens false theological stories? Why not teach them the truth? The answer is that the truth about these matters is too complex and abstract for the average citizen to understand. Hence, these abstract truths will not be able to motivate citizens and might even lead them to act worse. This is why he relies on falsehoods (compare Dodds 1951, 223–24).

Consider the Athenian’s discussion of education in astronomy and mathematics in Book VII. Education in astronomy and mathematics produces knowledge of the “divine” or “natural” necessities that govern the cosmos (VII.818c<EN>d). Because of the difficult nature of the subject matter, only a select few will study these subjects in depth (VII.818a).19 The majority of people will study these complex subjects only as far as it is practically necessary to organize and conduct a household properly. During this discussion, Kleinias suspects that the Athenian is frightened by his and Megillus’s lack of familiarity with such important subjects. The Stranger responds that, indeed, this is a concern; however, what frightens him even more is when people study such divine subjects in a bad way--this is far worse than blanket ignorance (VII.819a).

The Athenian’s anxiety becomes more explicit in Book X when he attempts to convince an imaginary young atheist that the gods exist. At the beginning of the discussion, Kleinias wonders why they cannot simply point out to the Atheist that (a) the earth, sun, stars, and universe have order and (b) that all Greeks and barbarians believe in the existence of gods (X.886a). Kleinias’s simple argument reveals his naïvety; he mistakenly attributes the cause of atheism solely to an uncontrollable lust for pleasure (X.886a<EN>b). The Athenian explains that atheism is often caused by ideas put forth by modern astronomers who argue that the planets are soulless rocks, devoid of reason, and thus incapable of caring about the affairs of humans (X.886c<EN>d). The Athenian continues this idea in Book XII, when he attributes atheism to amateurish and lowly studies of astronomy (XII.966e<EN>967d; compare Apology 18a<EN>c). The Athenian argues that, if such individuals had a better understanding of astronomy and the nature of soul, they would not view the planets as soulless beings moving chaotically without reason. Rather, they would understand that the planets have souls and move with reason (compare Pangle 1988, 494; Mayhew 2010, 213–14)

Hence, we see three different positions: the ignorant (Megillus and Kleinias), the amateur astronomer (the Atheist), and the real astronomer (the Athenian). Both the ignorant and the real astronomer believe in the existence of gods, while the amateur astronomer does not. Now, to the extent that atheism is a threat to society, the real worry is not ignorance but receiving an improper education. An improper education occurs when one studies things that one is unqualified to study (compare Republic VI.491d<EN>e, VII.518e<EN>519a). Not only is one likely to draw the wrong conclusions, but one will become harder to persuade of the truth later on (compare Republic VII.517a). This is why the Athenian tells the imaginary young Atheist to wait until he is older to make up his mind on theological issues. In the meantime, he should listen most of all to what the lawgiver has to say about such things and not risk impiety (X.888a<EN>d).

Hence, Plato believes that one’s theological education should be in proportion to one’s philosophical abilities (compare XII.968d<EN>e). Those with robust philosophical skills (or the capacity for such skills) will study the more advanced theological views discussed in Book X and Book XII. In contrast, those who lack philosophical skills (or the capacity for such skills) will merely be taught traditional myths, which contain many falsehoods and contain only a shadow of the truths understood by philosophers.

Support for this interpretation is found in Book XII. After arguing that amateurish astronomy causes atheism, the Athenian asserts that, in order to be an adequate ruler, one must grasp that the soul is the eldest of all things and that the stars have intelligence (XII.967e). Additionally, one should learn the necessary subjects (that is, math and astronomy; compare VII.818a ff) that precede these matters (XII.967e). Following this, the Athenian asserts that such a person “should see what is common to these things and the things that concern the Muse and should apply this understanding, in a harmonious way, to the practices and customs that pertain to the habitual dispositions” (XII.967e2–4).

This suggests three things. First, there is a distinction between the set of things that concern the Muse and the set of theological truths discovered through the divine sciences (compare VI.783a). Second, at some points both sets overlap. Third, the ruler should apply his understanding of what is in common between both sets in a way that produces sound dispositions in the citizens. This supports my claim that some citizens learn only a portion of the theological truths that are known and that what these citizens are taught about the gods is mainly a function of what will help produce sound dispositions.

However, this does not suggest the further point that the reason that some citizens are taught only a portion of theological truths is because it is dangerous to attempt to teach them more advanced truths. Support for this idea is found in Book X. Before the Athenian embarks on a sophisticated philosophical discussion of the soul, he issues a warning to Megillus and Kleinias:
<EXT>Suppose we three had to cross a rapidly flowing river, and I, who happened to be the youngest of us and experienced with many currents, said, “I ought to try first on my own account and leave you two in safety while I see if the river is fordable for you two older men as well, or if not, just how bad it is. If it turns out to be fordable, I’ll then call you and put my experience at your disposal in helping you to cross; but, if in the event it cannot be crossed by old men like yourselves, then the only risk has been mine.”. . . The situation is the same now: the argument ahead runs too deep, and men as weak as you will probably get out of your depth. I want to prevent you novices in answering from being dazed and dizzied by a stream of questions, which would put you in an undignified and humiliating position you’d find most unpleasant (X.892d5–893a2; compare Mayhew 2008, 104–5; 2010, 214–15).

Hence, the Athenian’s worry is not simply that Megillus and Kleinias will fail to understand the subsequent discussion about the soul. His concern, instead, is that, in their attempt to understand, they will drown in confusion. Because of this, the Athenian, who has a background in philosophy, will guide the discussion and will help his weaker friends ford this philosophical river. The larger point of this metaphor is that it is dangerous for those lacking philosophical skill to investigate such complicated topics alone--they need a guide to filter the truth in a way they can grasp it.

Now, there is one aspect of Book X that complicates my reading. Consider when the Athenian pretends to be a young atheist and says,
<EXT>For some of us don’t believe in the gods at all, and others believe them to be as you say. Now we demand, just as you demanded in regard to the laws, that, before you threaten us harshly [πρὶν ἀπειλεῖν ἡμῖν σκληρῶς], you first try to persuade and teach [πείθειν καὶ διδάσκειν] that there are gods, adducing adequate evidence [τεκμήρια λέγοντες ἱκανά], and that they are too good to be turned aside and beguiled from what is just by certain gifts. . . . From lawgivers who are claiming not to be savage but gentle, we expect that persuasion be used on us first [παρὰ δὲ δὴ νομοθετῶν, φασκόντων εἶναι μὴ ἀγρίων ἀλλὰ ἡμέρων, ἀξιοῦμεν πειθοῖ πρῶτον χρῆσθαι πρὸς ἡμᾶς]. And perhaps we would be persuaded by you, even if you didn’t speak much better than the others about the existence of the gods, so long as you spoke better as regards the truth (X.885c2<EN>e5; compare X.888a<EN>891a).

<TXT>The rest of Book X consists in the Athenian offering the Atheist several arguments in defense of the city’s religion, showing that gods exist, care about humans, and are just. At first glance, the fact that the Athenian attempts to persuade the Atheist through argumentation makes trouble for my interpretation.

Nevertheless, it is important to keep in mind that these passages are an anomaly in the Laws. The vast majority of preludes unequivocally do not involve rational argumentation (compare Laks 2000, 289). This raises the following questions: Why is the Athenian relying on rational argumentation to persuade the Atheist? Why doesn’t the Athenian use nonrational persuasion, as he clearly uses in other parts of the text? What is the relevant difference between Book X and the other books, such that rational persuasion is needed in Book X and not in the other books?

Book X is unique to the extent that the Athenian debates an imaginary atheist who has two distinct features that make rational persuasion necessary. First, because the Atheist is convinced that gods do not exist, he is not going to be motivated by preludes that appeal to divine punishment or reward.20 These preludes will motivate only those citizens who are already operating in a religious framework. Since the Atheist does not believe that there are gods, the Athenian must take a different approach to persuade him; after all, threatening atheists with divine punishment for not conforming to certain behaviors or beliefs will surely fall on deaf ears.

Second, part of the reason that the Atheist is convinced that gods do not exist is that he has been exposed to cosmological arguments against theism (X.886c<EN>e; compare VII.818c<EN>819a, XII.966e<EN>967d). Therefore, if the Athenian is to stand a chance at persuading the Atheist that gods exist, he first has to demonstrate that the Atheist’s view of cosmology is mistaken. And this is precisely what the Athenian sets out to do when he offers arguments about the nature of the soul and the cosmos to the Atheist.

In other words, the Athenian’s use of rational arguments in Book X should be viewed as a last-ditch effort to get the Atheist’s compliance without force. The Athenian is adamant that it would be far better had the Atheist unreflectively believed the myths about the gods that he was taught as a child (X.887d). The rational persuasion in Book X, hence, is not a generic feature of the persuasion that Plato has in mind in the Laws but is a special instance of it used to persuade an individual who is not going to be moved by religious myths.
<TXT>5. Conclusion
<TXT>In this paper, I have argued that scholars have underappreciated the role that useful false beliefs play in Magnesia--the preludes are designed to motivate correct action by any means necessary (compare IX.862d), and for citizens who lack rational self-governance, this involves instructing through falsehood. However, there is one passage in Book V that appears in contention with this claim, and it needs to be addressed. At V.730c1–6 the Athenian says,
<EXT>Truth is the leader of all things good for gods and human beings. Whoever is to become blessed and happy should partake of it from the very beginning, so that he may live as a truthful man for as long a time as possible. Such a man is trustworthy. The untrustworthy man is one who finds the voluntary lie congenial; he who finds the involuntary lie congenial is foolish [ὁ δὲ ἄπιστος ᾧ φίλον ψεῦδος ἑκούσιον, ὅτῳ δὲ ἀκούσιον, ἄνους]. Neither of these is enviable because every man who is untrustworthy and ignorant is also friendless. (V.730c1–6)21

<TXT>First and foremost, the passage does not say that lying is never permissible or beneficial. Rather, it says that one should be truthful “for as long a time as possible,” which is consistent with the Athenian thinking that, in certain circumstances, lying is permissible because being truthful is not beneficial and, thus, impermissible.22 Second, the primary point of the passage is to teach citizens that they should dislike lying.23 There is nothing inconsistent with the Athenian thinking that the legislators should dislike lying but that lying is necessary at certain times. In fact, teaching citizens that they should hate lying will guard against their lying when it is unnecessary or harmful (compare Baima, forthcoming a). Third, although this passage makes it clear that the Stranger considers truth to be extremely valuable, there is nothing inconsistent with the Athenian also thinking that falsehoods are useful in certain circumstances, such as by providing a means by which citizens can recognize certain practical truths about what they ought to do.

After all, as I have tried to explain, there are two reasons that falsehoods are able to motivate correct action. First, most just actions will appear to the average citizen as being grounded in other-regarding reasons, and this is problematic because most citizens are motivated by what they take to be self-regarding reasons. Second, some truths are too complicated and abstract for the average citizen to understand, and it is dangerous to attempt to teach them these complex things. These two points are related; if citizens were capable of knowing abstract truths about goodness, reason, and justice, they would not need to be taught that they have self-regarding reasons to behave correctly because they would already be motivated to instantiate these concepts by any means.24
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<N1HD>Notes


<NTXT>1. 
 Translations are my own; however, I have relied on Pangle 1988. The Greek texts are from Burnet 1900–1907. I am following standard citation practice. 


2. In Baima forthcoming b, I offer an interpretation of the Republic according to which Plato tolerates and endorses falsehoods about why someone should behave correctly in order to secure that he or she behaves correctly. The main passages where he discusses falsehood in the Republic are the following: I.331b<EN>d, II.377e<EN>378a, II.378c<EN>d, II.382a<EN>d, III.389a<EN>c, III.414b<EN>415c, III.416e<EN>417b, and V.459d<EN>460c. One should note that the Greek term ψεῦδος is ambiguous between “lie” and “falsehood.” I will usually translate it as “lie”; however, because this paper is not addressing the politics or ethics of lying, nothing substantive turns on my translation of ψεῦδος as “lie.” What matters for the purposes of this paper is that Plato thinks that falsehood is able to improve character.


3. The Stranger is never named throughout the Laws. Pangle (1988, 3n2) points out that various scholars have speculated about who the Stranger is. For instance, both Cicero (Laws I.15) and the scholiast (in the Hypothesis) think it represents Plato himself, while Aristotle (Politics II.1265a) thinks the Stranger is Socrates. Malcolm Schofield (2006, 3) maintains that the Athenian Stranger is supposed to remind the reader of Solon. 


4. Compare Pangle 1988, 379–85. Also note that Republic VII.544c<EN>545a describes Crete and Sparta as timocracies; for Aristotle’s critique, see Politics II.9. 


5. Stalley (1994, 170) points out that the doctor analogy is somewhat disanalogous: “If the patient is not persuaded he does not have to undergo treatment. . . . If, on the other hand, those to whom the preludes are addressed are unconvinced, they will be subjected to punishment whether they like it or not.” Nightingale (1993, 287) notes another incorrect anology, saying that the “ideal legislator can never engage the citizens in a personalized conversation as the doctor does his patient.” See also Nightingale 1999, 118–19.


6. Hentschke (1971) offers a similar account to Bobonich. 


7. Compare Yunis 1996, chap. 8 and appendix 1. In many ways, André Laks (1990, 2000) strikes a balance between the “rational” and “nonrational” reading. For Laks, the preludes offer an ideal of law, in which the citizens freely and rationally follow the law; however, due to the psychological limitations of humans, the actual preludes in the laws will not live up to this ideal.


8. Schofield (2006, 315–21) shares this view with Williams, although for slightly different reasons.


9. Laks (2000, 289–90) leaves open the possibility that Plato endorses lies in the Laws. Popper (1966, especially chap. 8
) seems to be one of the few philosophers to maintain that Plato utilizes falsehoods; unfortunately, Popper’s interpretation fails to recognize the positive aspects of Plato’s political thought and neglects his complex account of moral psychology. In fact, it very well might be the case that scholars have moved away from interpreting Plato as endorsing lies as a means to combat Popper’s vehement criticism; see Laks 1990, 226n77.


10. This is reference to the myth of Cadmus, which, interestingly enough, is the myth suggested in the “noble lie” of the Republic (III.414b<EN>415d); see Schofield 2007, 161–62 and Dodds 1951, 211–12. One thing strange about Bobonich’s account (year?)
 is that he asserts that persuasion involves the methods of a philosopher and that it does not involve useful false beliefs. However, the Republic makes clear that Plato has no qualms about philosophers lying when it is beneficial and necessary. 


11. Morrow (1960, 557n30) downplays the significance of the Athenian’s use of falsehood because this statement is actually true. However, Morrow fails to consider the relevance of the fact that, counterfactually, if this claim were false, the Athenian would still want it told.


12. Williams (2013, 384–89) argues that Plato is more tolerant of lying in the Republic than the Laws. Williams points to Republic III.389a<EN>c in which Plato says that only the rulers of the Kallipolis will be allowed to lie and argues that there is nothing equivalent to this in the Laws. I believe that Plato’s attitude toward lying is essentially the same in the Laws and the Republic. There are two problems I have with Williams’s reading. First, XI.916e<EN>917b has similarities with III.389a<EN>c and with the Republic’s view on falsehood more generally. For instance, in this passage, the Stranger says that people should not falsely invoke the gods, and Socrates puts forth the same view in Republic II. Additionally, the Stranger makes a point of saying that one should not lie to one’s superiors, which leaves room for superiors lying to their inferiors, which is consistent with Republic III.389a<EN>c. Second, the fact that the lie at II.663d<EN>664a makes reference to the noble lie suggests that Plato has it still in mind and is thinking of this falsehood in the same light as the noble lie. 


13. Consider also the cosmological myth of Book X that warns “you have forgotten about this very fact, that all generation comes to be for the sake of this: that a happy existence may belong to the life of the whole; and it does not come to be for the sake of you, but you for the sake of it. For every doctor and every skilled craftsman does everything for the sake of a whole; he makes a part straining for what is best in common, for the sake of a whole, and not a whole for the sake of a part” (903c<EN>d). 


14. See also IV.721b<EN>d; Clark 2003, 130–35; Pangle 1988, 448; Stalley 1994, 170–72; compare Schofield 2006, 319–21.


15. Morrow (1960, 401) notes that, in many ways, the Athenian is simply extending traditional stories about the gods and the divine for his own purposes.


16. This is consistent with Plato’s general account of musical education in that musical education is fundamentally about teaching citizens what they should do and not why they should do it. See II.653b; Republic III.401d<EN>402b; Aristotle EN I.4.1095b; Baima, forthcoming b; Brown 2004, 386.


17. Compare Republic. II.378d<EN>e: Soc.: “The young can’t distinguish what is allegorical from what isn’t.”

18. For passages on involuntary wrongdoing, see V.731c, V.734b, and IX.860d; for a discussion, see Stalley 1983, chap. 14.


19. Bobonich (2002, 107–9) argues that the fact that all citizens have some training in mathematics marks an important difference from the Republic. According to Bobonich, the importance is that, because all free citizens receive some mathematical training, all free citizens will be exposed to the idea of nonsensible properties. However, Bobonich is overstating the importance of this training; only an elite few will study mathematics with any kind of precision (VII.818a). The majority will simply study what is necessary for managing practical affairs and being a decent citizen (VII.809c). Moreover, for the vast majority of citizens, their education in mathematics will come in the form of unsophisticated play during their childhood (VII.819b<EN>d, VII.820d). See Morrow 1960, 343–48.


20. The vast majority of preludes makes some reference to the gods; see especially II.663d<EN>664a, IV.713a<EN>715d, IX.865d<EN>e, IX.870d<EN>e, IX.872d<EN>873a, and XI.913c<EN>914b.


21. Catherine Zuckert (2009, 91) takes this passage to demonstrate that the rulers are not permitted to lie.


22. This is consistent with Plato’s view of lying in the Republic. For instance, at II.382a<EN>e, Socrates asserts that it is sometimes beneficial for the humans to use the “impure lie” when talking to the ignorant or the mad; nevertheless, the gods are altogether without lies because the gods are not friends with the ignorant or the mad.


23. This is also consistent with Plato’s attitude toward truth and falsehood in the Republic. At various places in the Republic, Socrates makes it clear that the philosopher rulers should love truth and hate falsehood (V.474b<EN>475c, VI.485c<EN>d, VI.490a<EN>c, VI.501d, and XI.591a<EN>e); however, he permits them to lie when it is beneficial (III.389a<EN>c).


24. I am grateful to Anna Christensen, Eric Brown, Julia Driver, Jason Gardner, Ian MacMullen, Sarah Malanowski, Tyler Paytas, Lewis Trelawny-Cassity, and Christopher Heath Wellman for their help with this paper. Additionally, I would like to thank the two anonymous referees, as well as the editorial staff at HPQ.
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� Should this be 286? There is no page 386 in the Brown reference.
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