Politics as poetry and politics as science, I: Plato’s Republic
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The “invention of politics” in Ancient Greece: the property of the community (the Polis) “in the middle” to be divided in appropriate ways. This division is nomos (law) and justice. The conceptual and institutional revolution of the 5th century: law detached from a metaphysical foundation and reinterpreted as a product of human volition. “Man is the measure of all things”: Protagoras. The Sophists as the intellectual avant-garde of democracy: logos (speech) as the chief arbiter. Champions and critics of democracy (Euripides, Aristophanes, Thucydides). The malfunctions of democracy: persuasion by manipulation and flattery, and not by truth; power as an end in itself. The killing of Socrates: a philosophical milestone. Plato’s critique of Sophistic anthropology and epistemology: a complete philosophical rethinking of the political project. Justice as an Idea “written on the heavens”: God (the Good in itself) as the measure of all things. The philosopher as the only “true” ruler. Politics as moral education: paideia. Philosophy does not justify what exists, but sketches an alternative reality. 
Politics as poetry and politics as science, II: Plato’s Laws and Aristotle’s Politics.
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The strange absence of specific laws in the Republic. How does the Idea of the Good acquire empirical purchase, how does it become reality in the here and now? The politician as mediator bringing together truth and ordinary life (the problem of Plato’s Politicus). The challenge of the “second best”: the philosopher dwells in pure thought, but the politician rules actual human beings not yet elevated to philosophical insight. An actual politics does not deal with humanity as it ought to be, but with defective and imperfect humanity as it is. The best constitution for real men is the mixed one (aristocracy cum democracy) ruling through coercive law. This is already Aristotle’s position. Political philosophy is not about imagining alternative worlds: this is poetry. It is science, that is knowledge of the real. It describes reality, understands its structures and rhythms, and proposes institutional frames that organize to best common advantage human society as it is. Justice is not an Idea but a social relation. There are many types of political organization, each with its advantages and disadvantages, each suited to the temper and the collective experience of various human communities (this is political sociology). The philosopher is not equipped to rule, but to advise the ruler on how to preserve the given constitution (whether a democracy or an aristocracy) by enhancing those features that integrate the community into a functional and productive whole, rather than splitting it into warring functions. The philosopher is allowed, though, to hypothesize a “best constitution” combining the positive features of aristocracy and democracy. 
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