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PLATO ON THE SOCIAL ROLE OF WOMEN: CRITICAL REFLECTIONS1

1. Introduction

Plato was the first philosopher who gave an account for the
highly controversial claim that both genders are principally equal
in respect to their talents and abilities. Consequently, one may ad-
vocate the thesis that in Plato’s view, the gender differences are
rather the outcomes of social, cultural and political influences, than
of natural factors. The aim of this paper is to elucidate the meaning
and validity of Plato’s arguments for the gender equality in the Re-
public, which will be supplemented with some important remarks
on this same subject-matter from the Laws, in order to find out what
social and political implications they have. In doing this, I will argue
against some interpretations of prominent Plato scholars who crit-
icize or reject his account of the social role that women should have
in Plato’s ideal city. Additionally, I will discuss the claim, advocated
by George Vlastos, that Plato is a feminist in a modern sense of the
term.

2. Plato’s View on the Social Role of Women in the Republic

Contrary to the prejudices and opinions of his age, and even con-
trary to some of his own views, Plato consistently advocates the po-
sition of the inevitability of woman’s social emancipation: namely,
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he believes that women should acquire all demanding jobs and ob-
tain the highest social positions which had exclusively belonged to
men. Why and how did Plato come to such a belief opposed not only
to Athenian society of his time, but also to all societies in times to
come until the seventies of the 20th century? The preliminary an-
swer to that question might be as follows: In Plato’s view, the eman-
cipation of women is a significant part of his constructing the ideal
polis, in which all human “sources” should be fully realized, i.e., all
human beings are to fulfill all potentials.

The question of the enclosure of women2 in the guardian class,
on completely equal terms with men, Plato’s Socrates introduces
cautiously and gradually in the Republic. He points out that his own
views on female equality will be not only strange, but also opposed
to the common beliefs of Athenian society of his time. Having in
mind that to his contemporaries –even interlocutors as sympa-
thetic as Glaucon and Adeimantus– the novel theory of the new fe-
male socio-political role would be incredible, “ridiculous”3 and
difficult to accept, he uses a subtle and refined dialectical skill to
support his persuasive arguments and indicative analogies. Given
the examples of Lacedaemonians and Cretans with their practicing
of athletics that might be laughed at,4 Plato seems to indicate that
some at first glance unusual practices turned out to be common
and familiar among the members of a particular society. If Plato’s
Socrates proves that the inequality of women is merely the matter
of a pure convention, then it is like any other convention that is vari-
able and changeable. Standards, practices and customs are conven-
tional, and they can be and often are changed by more reasonable,

PLATO ON THE SOCIAL ROLE OF WOMEN: CRITICAL REFLECTIONS 153

2. The question concerning female equality in the Republic, Plato’s Socrates introduces the first
of the three waves of paradoxes, “contrary to present custom” (Resp. 452a10), because he was
aware that his position would be held to be “ridiculous” and impossible to accept. In fact, these
paradoxes are both challenging and controversial political proposals: first, the enclosure of
women in the guardian class, on completely equal terms with men; second, the abolition of the
family for this same class; and third, the establishment of philosophers as rulers.

3. Cf. ibid. 452a10, b4.
4. Cf. ibid. 452c9-d2.



functional, and efficient ones. The example with the watchdogs is
more indicative than the previous ones: namely, the females of watch-
dogs join in guarding the male ones, sharing “all their pursuits”. Even
before spelling out his main argument in favor of the claim that men
and women are principally equal in respect to their gifts and abili-
ties, Plato indicates that his theory on that subject-matter might
be supported by this analogy from the natural, biological world,
which suggests that it is not based upon conventions. 

In the course of Plato’s debate on this issue, one will see that
something seemingly contrary to belief is, in fact, in accordance
with reason, i.e., with the logical strength of Plato’s Socrates’ well-
founded arguments. Additionally, the articulation of such a non-
conventional and revolutionary theory requires both intellectual
expertise and boldness. 

The essential question, with which Plato begins his inquiry about
the best social role that women must perform in his ideal polis, is
the following: “…whether female human nature is capable of shar-
ing with the male all tasks or none at all, or some but not others,
and under which of these heads this business of war falls.”5

In order to answer this important but controversial question,
Plato’s Socrates spells out a developed and detailed argument, in
which the subtle differentiation between the various senses of the
concepts of sameness and difference plays the prominent role.  Two
starting premises of his argument seemingly contradict each other.
These are the following: a) that we ought to allocate “different pur-
suits to different natures and the same to the same”, and b) that
men and women can perform the same tasks, although they have
different natures.6 The problem arises due to an oversimplification
in understanding the conceptual distinction between the same and
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5. Cf. ibid. 453a3-5. I use Paul Shorey’s translation of the Republic. Cf. The Collected Dialogues of Plato
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the different in this particular case. Some things are not absolutely
and always the same and different, despite the context and their
relations to other things. If two “natures” are different in one re-
spect, then they might not be different in another one. Additionally,
what is important is to elucidate which difference in natures of the
things is relevant to its performing a certain pursuit. Plato’s
Socrates points out to Glaucon that if one is careful enough to
“apply the proper divisions and distinctions to the subject under
consideration”,7 then one will not only considers whether two na-
tures are different or the same, but also whether they are different
or the same with respect to a particular function that they ought to
perform. Even if men and women are different in some respect, it
is necessary to prove that this difference affects their capacity in
performing the same pursuits. In this context, Plato’s Socrates
draws a very telling analogy. Whether a person is bald or long-
haired is irrelevant to whether he has the kind of nature that makes
him a good shoemaker.8 The strategy of Plato’s argument is to show
that gender difference is irrelevant to an individual man’s or an in-
dividual woman’s capacity to carry out the same task. 

The next step in Plato’s argument will be to explicate the gender
difference, which is a biological one: namely, “the female bears and
the male begets.”9 According to him, even this difference between men
and women is not sufficient to deny that women and men can perform
the same pursuits and carry out the same tasks, and consequently play
the same social roles. Only during the period of a woman’s pregnancy
might some of her working capacities be impeded.

This part of Plato’s argument can be summed up as follows: 1. Two
“natures” might be different or the same in many different ways; 2.
Not all differences in one’s nature are to be taken into account in
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determining one’s capacity to perform a certain social function, but
only relevant ones; 3. The “nature” that women and men differ in
is that women bear and men beget; 4. This biological difference is
not relevant to determining their working and social function; 5. If
this difference is the only one, then there is nothing to prevent
women from acquiring not only the same social status, but also the
same duties and responsibilities that men have.

The decisive difference between genders, if such exists, would
be the deference in the souls of both genders, in their “parts”, and
their capacities. As it is shown in the forth book of the Republic, the
human soul has three “parts” or aspects: reason, spirit and ap-
petites. Due to the fact that a female’s soul has the same soul-as-
pects as a male’s soul does, the female is also capable of thinking,
of being courageous and warlike or passionate, etc. Consequently,
women are the same as men with an innate aptitude for either med-
icine, or music,10 or gymnastics or philosophy and the like. If wo -
men are able to perform all these functions, according to Plato, then
they must receive the same education as men. All gifted women
should receive the kind of education that will free them from the
bondage of their unnecessary desires and labors, like housewifery,
enabling them to attain the excellences they are suited for.

Just as not all men will do the same things because they are men,
not all women will do the same things because they are women.
Neither gender has a special sphere, practice or profession, because
individual variability exceeds any difference in average gender
group activities. The criterion for pursuing certain professional
tasks and attaining certain social roles does not depend on one’s
gender or class, but rather on the individual’s physical and intel-
lectual capacities. Similarly, Plato’s Socrates in the Meno11 attempts
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11. Cf. Men. 72d-73c. I use G. M. A. Grube’s translation of the Meno. Plato: Complete Works, Edited,

with Introduction and Notes, by John M. Cooper and associate editor D. S. Hutchinson, Hackett
Publishing Company: Indianapolis/Cambridge.



to prove that human excellence or virtue (arête) is neither gender-
bound nor class-bound. He argues against Meno’s traditional belief
that a man’s excellence (arête) consists in managing the public af-
fairs and a woman’s virtue (arête) consists in managing the domestic
affairs. In contrast to Meno, Plato’s Socrates claims that: “Even if
they are many and various, all of them have one and the same form
which makes them virtues.”12

In his long argument Plato’s Socrates in the Republic concludes
by claiming the following: “Natures are evenly distributed between
the sexes, and a woman is naturally equipped to participate in all
activities, and a man the same – though in all of them a woman is
weaker than a man” (Resp. 455e). 

The first part of the sentence could be interpreted in such a man-
ner that “natures” or individual talents and aptitudes are distrib-
uted in individuals evenly in both genders. Among women,
individual variation in ability and talent ranges across all the activ-
ities relevant to political and social roles, e.g., from medical, ath-
letic, and military to philosophical and ruling talent. It seems,
according to Plato, that the natural gifts are defined in terms of
what an individual actually does. Apparently, he also believes that
individual variability within one gender is of a greater degree than
the differences between the two genders.13

The qualification about the relative weakness of a woman has al-
ready been prepared for by the female watchdog analogy. Female
watchdogs do just what the male ones do, except that they are weaker
and their lives are interrupted by giving birth.14 By analogy, the same
is true of women; though they are weaker than men and their lives
are interrupted by childbirth, they are otherwise the same. What
Plato might also have in mind is that there are, on the average, more
talented men than women for a particular task or calling. 
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Nevertheless, it would be wrong to understand that a relative
weakness, which Plato ascribes to women, argues for their general
inferiority in all respects of the female gender.  If one considers the
broader context of the overall discussion in the Republic, then one
may come to a different conclusion. Plato is primarily interested in
proving that the guardians of his kallipolis should consist of both gen-
ders. The guardians’ main pursuit is to protect in all respects their
polis, including using arms. In doing this job, women are obviously
physically weaker. Moreover, Plato’s Socrates’ claim of the relative
weakness of women is modified by Glaucon’s remark that “many
women, it is true, are better than many men in many things”.15

If women are best in wisdom, then they are expected to partici-
pate in the uppermost positions in the kallipolis becomes explicitly
clear at he end of 7th book of the Republic. Here, Plato’s Socrates
speaks of those who have survived the test and have been the best
in all things both in knowledge and in action, have beheld the Form
of the Good, and have taken their part in governing. To Glaucon’s
remark that Socrates beautifully sculptured the male-rulers in his
words, Socrates replies: “And on the women-rulers too, Glaucon,
said I, for you must not suppose that my words applies to the men
more than all women who arise among them endowed with the req-
uisite qualities”.16 That the female gender, in Plato’s view, is not in-
ferior to the male one is once more supported by Socrates’ reply.
Moreover, this is not only a view, or a belief, but a claim collaborated
by the solid argumentation that attempts to overcome the limits of
the opposite view that had been so rooted in human history that it
looked almost natural.

The fact that the genders are principally equal will have concrete
social implications in Plato’s ideal polis: both genders will receive the
same education, will be in a position to acquire the same occupations,
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even the most prominent ones, and have the same opportunities to
realize their full potential. They ought also to be engaged in perform-
ing the highest political functions from the military and protecting
to the ruling activities, if they are talented to do so. At 456cl-2, Plato
even says that the social and political set-up of Athenian society dur-
ing his time is “contrary to nature” (para physin) as opposed to his
views on the social roles of both genders which are, “according to
nature” (kata physin),17 based on the principle that similar natures
should follow similar pursuits. One of Plato’s central social beliefs is
that the laws are not to be understood as merely conventional, but
have to be grounded “according to nature” in a certain domain of so-
cial phenomena and can be applied to the issue of the social roles
that both genders ought to have in his kallipolis. Since the traditional
social gender roles did not result from natural differences between
men and women, they should be changed by introducing new law(s)
which will be according to, but not against, nature. It seems that Plato
believed that the presumed inferiority of women might well be due
to the pressure of unfavorable circumstances, rather than due to any
deficiency in their talents. 

Plato envisages that the shifts in gender roles would have an im-
mense impact on the family, which leads him, among other things,
to abolish the family within the upper classes of his ideal city. If
some women are best suited for guarding and governing, then they
should according to his principle of justice be focused on perform-
ing only that task. With the help of nurses and governesses, these
women will have an “easy-going child-bearing”, being spared all
labors connected with infancy. They will not even know who their
children are. This radical implication of the social gender role re-
form can be and were radically criticized on many levels, and for
many reasons. Briefly, the abolishment of family is extremely in-
human, severely denying to both sexes, if they belong to upper
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classes, to become parents, whether they improve on that or not.
Additionally, it contradicts Plato’s principle that his new polis ought
to be construed “according to nature”, since not taking care of one’s
own children is highly against human nature. Nevertheless, Plato
rightly and insightfully foresaw that women’s emancipation, or the
women’s new social and political roles, would have a large impact
on the traditionally structured family. Therefore, the changes in re-
spect to women’s new active roles in creating the new society will
inevitable cause the need to re-define the family role of both sexes.

3. Plato on Women’s Social Roles in the Laws

In the Laws, Plato held the same views concerning the education
of women, their abilities to acquire public positions, and the need
that they should be equally treated. The fact that in the Laws the
family is allowed back in must not prevent women from receiving
the same education, as well as from participating in public life. As
in the Republic, in the Laws Plato insists that they should be treated
equally in all respects with men, despite  the fact that women in-
cline to be “secretive and crafty”18 and were inferior to men in their
“natural potential for virtue” (781b2). Although Plato’s Athenian
here was only expressing the need for women to join in communal
meals as did the men, for the welfare of the state, he would regulate
all institutions for both men and women in common (781b). Con-
sequently at 805c6-d2 he stresses: “In education and everything
else, the female sex should be on the same footing as the male”.
Without the equal participation of women in all the political activities
open to men, the polis would only be half a state with only half of its
potentialities and strengths developed.19 Accordingly, any genuine
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unity and harmony and eudaimonia20 of the polis depended on mak-
ing women as equal as possible to men in the performance of social
and political functions.

In the Laws, Plato especially insisted that the compulsory educa-
tion in cultural and military subjects should be applied to girls, as
well as to boys.21 Women were to have the same training in athletics
and gymnastics as men, not only to develop their physical well-
being so that they could produce healthy children, but also to pre-
pare themselves for battles (814c). Along with children, women are
to partake in military exercises under the same rules as men.22 As
bearers of arms, women would be citizens (814c) and members of
the assembly. They had the right to hold office (785b) and could
participate in civic duties as far as possible (805c-d) and, when de-
serving, are to receive the same awards as men (802a). 

In his later dialogue, Plato does not provide us with such a subtle
argumentation for the equal treatment of both genders as he had
done in the Republic. Nevertheless, his general view on the role of
women in society had not changed in his later work. In the Laws,
Plato wrote in a more concrete and detailed fashion about women’s
duties, works, and social tasks in general, giving the variety of ad-
vises which can be applied in his “second best city”.

4. The Relevance of the Criticism of Plato’s Views on Women’s New
Social Role 

Most of Plato scholars until the 70s of the 20th century were hos-
tile23 toward his views on the new social functions that should be
assigned to women. Some of the most prominent Plato scholars
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considered these beliefs to be upsetting and disturbing, some com-
pletely ignored them, and some even believed that Plato did not
mean what he wrote, but rather that his intention was to ironize
the issue of gender equality. 

Usually, the commentators expressed their own views and some
of the prejudices of their own time when interpreting Plato’s opin-
ions of this exceptionally controversial subject-matter. For example,
Karl Popper in his severe “liberal” criticism of Plato’s closed-society
did not even mention Plato’s equalitarian view on the relations be-
tween genders. It seems that Popper ignored Plato’s views on
women, since they are against his overall reading of Plato as a to-
talitarian and non-democratic thinker. Furthermore, it is not sur-
prising that the philosopher Leo Strauss found that Plato was not
serious when writing that genders are equal. He considered the pas-
sages on women in the Republic to be amusing and comical. The
ironizing style of these passages from the 5th book of the Republic
may support Leo Strauss’ claim that Plato put in the mouth of
Socrates something that was not his authentic opinion concerning
this issue.24 However, the fact that Plato repeats the same views on
gender equality, wherever he discusses the question on female so-
cial roles like in the Laws, proves that Plato was serious when claim-
ing that women should be trained to do the same tasks as men do,
and that the best of women ought to obtain the highest positions,
either in the ideal polis or in the second best city-state. Moreover,
Plato’s views on a woman’s aptitude for even obtaining the most
superior positions fit his general thought that all the “parts” of a
kallipolis, including women, must perform those pursuits that they
are best fitted for. 

Presumably the most serious objections to Plato’s theory of the
radically new social role that women should perform in his kallipolis,
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as presented for the first time in the Republic, came from some of
the main Platonic scholars, like Benjamin Jowett, Ernest Barker, and
A. E. Taylor etc. These objections seem to be important, since they
attack the essential part of Plato’s argument concerning the rele-
vance of the difference in procreation. Each of these authors criti-
cizes Plato’s views on genders for ignoring the essential difference
between men and women that is relevant to their future lives and
pursuits. They argued that the fact that women bear children has a
great impact not only on women’s natural desires, but also on their
dispositions and excellences. The famous English translator of
Plato, Benjamin Jowett criticizes Plato for not seeing that the dif-
ferences in sex give rise to differences in thinking and feeling.25 For
Ernest Baker, this difference “colors her whole being”,26 and A. E.
Taylor expressively claims that motherhood and taking care of chil-
dren “modify” a woman’s “spiritual life profoundly”.27 According
to these scholars, by ignoring this natural factor in a woman’s life,
Plato’s insights on a woman’s role in his ideal polis are both unnat-
ural and erroneous. It seems that these authors believed not only
that motherhood has the most significant role in a woman’s life,
but also that this natural inclination to have children makes her
mind and feelings different from a man’s reason and emotions. In
my view, this kind of understanding of gender roles unfortunately
does not sufficiently support its claims with the reliable reasons
that can be sustainable today. These scholars do not explain the
special way of women’s reasoning and feeling that men do not have,
and which hinders women from attaining the leading roles in a so-
ciety. Moreover, they do not answer this question: Is a female life
inevitably always affected by her natural inclination to bear and
take care of children? Additionally, what about men and their
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parental feelings that may also influence their lives deeply? Al-
though these Platonic scholars were right in claiming that Plato
minimalized motherhood in the lives of women, these three schol-
ars, on the other hand, overstressed it as if bearing children would
actually prevent women from having other pursuits and, therefore,
from having higher social roles. Furthermore, these interpretations
underestimate a man’s role in taking care of and bringing up his chil-
dren, which also does change his life as it does change a woman’s
life. From the 70s of the last century and onward, the social role of
women has changed radically, affirming Plato’s views on the female
social role rather than those interpretations offered by his scholars.

Although there were Platonic scholars, e.g., George Grote28 and
Theodor Gomprez,29 who acknowledged Plato for recognizing the
importance of fulfilling women’s unused abilities, they were the ex-
ceptions. The new interpretations of Plato’s beliefs on and reason-
ing about the new social role of women in a more sympathetic
fashion began in the 70s of the previous century. Among these read-
ings, the most prominent and distinguishable is Gorge Vlastos’ in-
terpretation. In his famous article: “Is Plato a Feminist?”, Vlastos
points out that Plato assigned to women the rights to education, to
vocational opportunity, to unimpeded sexual intercourse, and to
equal legal status etc. Consequently, Vlastos is using a liberalist def-
inition of feminism in which the main concern of feminism is for
the equality of rights. Although his interpretation is imbued with
lucid insights and remarks, such a modernizing understanding of
Plato is, in my view, not entirely appropriate. Even if we use the
conceptual framework of women’s rights, Plato seems to be more
interested in women’s duties than their rights. What Plato actually
has in mind when assigning women political roles is neither the
elimination of the traditional sexual discrimination, nor a care for
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the well-being of women, as well as their needs and desires.
Women’s emancipation is not a matter of their free will and choice,
but rather a project for the benefit and good of the entire polis, and
this project should be imposed compulsorily, if there is no other
way to implement it. Both genders, being capable of attaining the
highest positions in a kallipolis, should perform social functions not
because they want or desire to do so, but instead for the well-being
of the entire society. 

5. Conclusion 

Let’s summarize some of the results of my analysis. Plato’s view
on the role of women in his utopian city is the first developed the-
ory of gender equality in the history of Western thought and phi-
losophy. According to my interpretation, Plato’s main claim in favor
of the women issue is that the essential difference between the gen-
ders is a procreative one, which is not relevant for determining
their calling and social functions. Individual differences, not gender
characteristics are crucial for defining one’s aptitude for a particu-
lar pursuit or working task or social role. Plato’s reflections on this
subject-matter can be collaborated by and are in accordance with
the findings of contemporary psychology;30 these findings prove
that the gender-related differences to be so small that they are of
no crucial significance. 

Using the psychological framework, Plato ascribes to both genders
mind and spirit, each being necessary for attaining the highest posi-
tions in his ideal city-state. Most of the philosophers would agree
with Plato that women have reason as a cognitive ability to think ad-
equately and to learn about the things in the various domains. On
the other hand, not many of his contemporaries believed, like Plato
himself did, that women have practical reason as a deliberative and
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voluntary power for righteous decision-making concerning public
interests, which will enable women to participate in social life and
in political institutions. Due to a woman’s capability of efficiently ex-
ercising her intellectual abilities, she must, in Plato’s view, pursue
various callings, including military and ruling ones, which were tra-
ditionally considered to be occupations exclusively for men.

For his time, Plato’s radical and revolutionary theory on the so-
cial role of women is still both debatable and relevant not only for
Platonic scholars in particular, but also for philosophers in general
who deal with the social and political issues. From a historical point
of view, one has to admit that Plato had asked some of the funda-
mental questions concerning social inquiry on the role that women
should have in society long before modern sociology and social phi-
losophy began their research on this subject-matter. Like every-
thing else in Plato’s philosophy, social relations and roles are not
to be taken for granted; they have to be tested and proven by well-
founded arguments. Plato attempts to prove that social and political
relations, in which women should perform a significant part, are
not conventional, but instead are established non-arbitrarily and
“according to nature”. If reason is the distinctive characteristic of
human nature, in both of its genders, then it is in accordance with
human nature to exercise reason to the most possible and attain-
able degree. 
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