
Phil 120: Introduction to Social and Political Philosophy            30 September 2011
Instructor: Jacob Rump

First Paper: Social and Political Thought in Plato's Republic

Due as an email attachment (.doc or .docx) to jrump@emory.edu by midnight on Monday, October 17th

Write a paper of about five pages (~1500 words) responding to one of the following prompts.  Be sure to cite passages 
from  the  text  to  support  your  position,  and  to  present  a  unified  and  coherent  argument  that  shows  your  own 
philosophical thinking, and does not merely summarize the readings or our class discussion.  You may use any basic 
formatting style you like (Chicago, MLA, etc.) but use it consistently, and please cite passages from Plato in text (not 
footnotes) and by Stephanus number (e.g. “Republic, 515a).  You need not use any additional sources, but if you do—
even if only in planning your essay or as background reading—be sure to provide all bibliographical information at the 
end of your paper.  Please take the time to reread the plagiarism policy as stated on the syllabus, and do consult with me 
if you have any concerns about proper citation practices, use of outside sources, etc.  I am happy to look at drafts of 
thesis statements or outlines, or to discuss paper ideas with you during office hours or via email, but, as was stated on 
the syllabus, I will not consult with you regarding the substantive content of your papers during the final 24 hours before they are due.  

Prompts:

A) In what way is the theory of the forms necessary for Socrates' account of morality/justice presented in the 
Republic?  Why does Plato feel the need to include an abstract discussion of the theory of knowledge in a work 
which is ostensibly about the ideal society?  Do you find the reasons he gives for this convincing? (N.B.: Do 
not answer the very different question of whether you think the ideal state is practically possible or capable of 
being implemented.) Be sure to give clear reasons to support your position, and cite passages to support your 
reading of the text.

B) One of the themes of Plato's  Republic, and the central theme of our course, is the relation between the 
individual and society.  How does Plato conceive of this relation, and how does it inform the social and 
political theory presented in the book?  Answer this question in the first 3-4 pages, citing the text to support 
your reading. In the remainder of the paper, briefly present your own view on the relation of the individual 
and  society  (feel  free  to  agree  with  Plato,  disagree,  or  address  the  question  from an  entirely  different 
perspective) and argue for your position in relation to your reading of the text.

C) In chapter thirteen of our text, Plato presents the well-known attack on poetry.  Summarize Socrates' basic 
argument against poetry, making sure to explain how it relates to his conception of the state and/or the 
individual, and citing the text (including, if you wish, the additional arguments in favor of censorship from 
chapter four and/or related passages elsewhere in the book) in support of your reading. Then present your 
own counter-argument defending poetry in the context of either Plato's ideal society or of our own, making 
sure that your reasoning responds to Socrates' main claims and that your own argument demonstrates a good 
understanding of his position.

D) Several times in the dialogue, Socrates makes it clear to his interlocutors that the practical feasibility of 
implementing his plan for an ideal state is not his primary concern.  How should we understand the purpose 
of Plato's text, if it is not meant as a practical guide for the establishment of a new aristocratic state?  Why do 
you think Plato chooses to present us with an idealistic vision of the state and the individual, instead of 
employing  a  more  practical  approach?   Be  sure  your  analysis  and  explanation  is  backed  up  by  specific 
references to the text, and be careful to avoid overly broad generalizations.


