
Plato famously set up his Academy in Athens where public
lectures were available and no fees charged. Students had to pass an
entrance exam which looked for moral rather than merely
intellectual excellence, and Waterfield neatly contrasts Plato’s
Academy with the rival school of Isocrates: this latter was more like
a conservatoire where technique was pushed with a view to success
rather than the Platonic quest for disinterested knowledge. In the
Academy there was a heavy emphasis on maths (including
astronomy) to be pursued by reasoning (rather than mechanics)
and there was no dogmatic Platonist orthodoxy to be ruthlessly
enforced. The big names whoworked there disagreed with Plato – a
lot. That was the whole point.

Cicero complains (Letters to Atticus 2.1.8) that Cato ‘speaks as if
he were in the Republic of Plato, and not on the dung heap of
Romulus’ and the possibility of applying higher philosophy in the
grimy world of society was one which haunted Plato for much of
his life, and especially in his late writings and in his visits to South
Italy and Sicily. In Croton he met the followers of Pythagoras
where he had what Waterfield calls ‘an aha moment’ (p. 116) as he
saw that philosophers really could be political leaders. In Syracuse
Plato sought to make his follower Dion into his agent and so
influence the rulers Dionysius 1 and II towards enlightened rule
within an agreed framework of constitutional laws. Plato was
surely right to insist that ‘in states that lack an authentic ruler : : :
law must be sovereign’ (p. 193), but things were not simple. The
new ruler Dionysius II did not think he needed themoral education
offered and even ended up outsmarting Plato in a complex
blackmail concerning Dion who had been banished by the ruler on
specious grounds of treachery but who ended up making a
dramatic military comeback. The ruler was impressed by Plato –
and for a time his court was awash with philosophy—but his
dedication to philosophy was ‘no more than skin-deep, like a
suntan’ (Plato Seventh Letter 340d).

The early ‘aporetic’ dialogues are usually seen to be testing to
destruction the knowledge of ‘experts’ and end with something of
a shoulder-shrug, while the late works (such as Timaeus and
Laws) can be dense and remote. It is the ‘middle dialogues’ which
many find the most rewarding, and Waterfield is right to state
that this string of works (including Republic, Symposium,Gorgias
and Protagoras) ‘constitute probably the most famous sequence
of philosophical writings that the Western world has ever
produced’. In a key chapter, Waterfield takes us through the key
philosophical areas which these dialogues explore – love,
epistemology, the theory of Forms, Ethics – and reminds us
that these texts ‘are not mere academic exercises but : : : attempts
to get readers to rethink their most basic beliefs and change their
lives accordingly’ (p. 176).

The same can also be said for this timely and eloquent book. It
encourages the reader to go back to Plato himself and (re)read
those texts where the dialogue form is so skilfully used to explore
issues which could be a matter of life and death rather than airy
philosophy. When Callicles chillingly warns Socrates (Gorgias
486a3-b4) that his philosophising could end up costing him his life,
he was not joking, and Waterfield ends his book with a passionate
and inspiring plea for the place of philosophy in the education of
the young. Colleges could start by buying and using this
excellent book.

doi:10.1017/S2058631023000776

Plato Goes to China. The Greek Classics
and Chinese Nationalism

Bartsch (S.), Pp. xvi þ 279. Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2023. Cased, £28, US
$33. ISBN: 978-0-691-22959-1

Mari Williams
Independent scholar, Cardiff, South Glamorgan, Wales
mariwilliams61@hotmail.com

The popularity of British
universities amongst stu-
dents from China attests
to a keen interest in
Western academe, espe-
cially in STEM subjects.
The engaging title of the
book, ‘Plato Goes to
China’ suggests that this
interest extends to phi-
losophy and the arts too,
and promises to satisfy
one’s curiosity on this
score. It more than lives
up to its promise. It is a
revelation.

This book, based on
the author’s four Martin
lectures delivered at
Oberlin College in 2018,
is an even-handed explo-

ration of the ways in which Chinese academics have interpreted
Classical Greek political theory and practice, and have compared
them with their own over the past century. The reader is at once
eager to find out what the Chinese make of the ways in which
Greek political philosophy has been applied in the West.

In a closely argued exposition, the author, Professor Shadi
Bartsch, traces the vicissitudes in the Chinese system over the last
100 years. She begins by reminding us that the first step towards
Chinese–Western engagement was taken by the Jesuits in the 16th
century. They introduced Plato and Aristotle into China as well as
Christianity, by pointing out parallels already present in
Confucianism. Hence it is not surprising to learn that at the time
of the fall of the Qing dynasty in 1911, when the Chinese began to
cast about for alternative forms of government, they turned their
attention to Plato, Aristotle and Thucydides as having much to say
on the matter. The West, after all, had inherited their thinking and
had proceeded by way of the Enlightenment to scientific advances
and prosperity. A new relationship was considered in which
Chinese subjects would become citizens as in Aristotle’s Politics.

The author recounts that this model of government, based on
citizenship, was to influence the May 4th Movement in 1919 and
was to be fundamental to the ongoing debate in China. The
contributions of many Chinese philosophers are discussed
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throughout the book. We are told, however, that the nascent
movement towards building a democratic nation state was halted
by other forces of history, namely Mao Zedong and the Chinese
Communist Party. It had to wait until 1988 when a more indulgent
period prevailed under Mao’s successor, Deng Xiaoping. He,
however, spooked by events, reneged on his reformist plans and
ordered a crackdown on the student rally in Tiananmen Square.

The Chinese reaction was to reaffirm their faith in the precepts
taught by Confucius, bringing into being a neo-Confucian and
nationalist China. This time around, the Greek Classics underwent
a complete reappraisal. True though it is that some Chinese
Classicists study the subject for the love of it (as we do!), others see
the Classics as useful precedents for assessing ideas to be adapted or
rejected. Some discerning criticisms have been highlighted by the
author. For example, one scholar claims that Athenian democracy
was a brief interlude and American democracy has yet to stand the
test of time. In any case, according to the critics, Plato does not
advocate democracy and neither does Thucydides who both point
out the pitfalls of rhetoric and manipulation on the part of
democratic leaders. As for Aristotle, he has been removed from his
pedestal for his views on slavery. There is a challenge, which must
be addressed, thatWestern democracy is not the only kind and that
it is fraught with imperfections. Oh for the power to see ourselves
as others see us!

Halfway through the book the author concentrates on the man
who inspired the title. She deals in particular with his doctrine of
the Noble Lie in the Republic, whereby everyone has their station in
life according to the metal in their constitution. Gold for the rulers
of course! It seems though that both Chinese scholars as well as
their Western counterparts are faced with a paradox. In the case of
China, hierarchy and meritocracy are all very well, but whatever
happens to the Communist interpretation of equality? The
problem is to be solved by having recourse to Confucius’ teachings
about respect for authority and tradition. In real life, however, how
do you get rid of a ruler who does notmeet the gold standard?Well,
the Chinese system is predicated on the belief that human nature is
basically good, whereas the West, thanks to Christianity, so it is
said, believes the opposite.

Apparently, before the crackdown of 1988, Chinese scholars
were not in favour of Plato’s portrayal of the ideal state, but with
the revival of Confucianism and the cult of leadership many now
approve it. In a particularly intriguing twist, the author ponders as
to whether thinkers on both sides believe that noble lies are
employed in their state too. We shall never know, perhaps.

In another area of dispute, China is sceptical of the West’s
rationality which all began with Plato in the Republic. The West is
accused of prioritising expediency over morality. It seems that
some Chinese scholars have the starry-eyed view that Confucian-
style value rationality leads to the ethical life and is superior to the
West’s instrumental rationality, whereby human needs are often
left out of the equation. At the beginning of this millennium one
branch of the Chinese intelligentsia, in keeping with the back to
basics agenda, alighted upon the appeal by Leo Strauss to the
traditional values promoted in the Western Classics as opposed to
the liberal relativism of modern times.

These standards have a neat match with Confucianism.
Conferences hosted by Greece and China sought to find common
ground between Socrates and Confucius. The conclusion seems to
have been that Socrates’ argumentation and Confucian ethics both
play their part but, unsurprisingly, the Chinese thought that
Confucius had the edge on Socrates.

The concluding chapter succinctly summarises the trains of
thought covered in this work. The book itself is a testament to how
theories can be interpreted to serve the purpose of the agents and
how one side can accuse the other of the same offence. There
remain, of course, insoluble questions as with all things human and
philosophical. Leaders make mistakes and worse. Voters make the
wrong choices. The search goes on for the ideal state.
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In his latest book, Paul
Stephenson has at heart
his idea to examine the
extended period of time of
the existence of the Roman
Empire in the East, not
limiting himself to
Constantinople itself but
drawing on many tech-
niques in the recording of
history to draw a long-
term conclusion through
these trends and patterns.
These trends and patterns
now include more modern
archaeological research
and the study of climate
change during that specific
300-year history of the

Empire. It is thus a book rooted as much in historical chronicle
as it is in modern scientific examination. It was an approach that
was much favoured by Averil Cameron, former Professor of Late
Antique and Byzantine Studies at the University of Oxford, when
speaking about researching the same period that Stephenson does
in this book. To quote her directly: ‘Consideration of this long
duree is more helpful than the appeal to immediate causal factors.’

Although any reader of this book can argue that what
Stephenson is doing is nothing new, I would say that the manner
in which his scientific research is brought to the attention of the
reader is splendidly new. Especially, the research on climate change
through volcanic eruptions, sickness and continued plagues places
a stark focus on the effects on the population that had already been
confronted by so many man-made catastrophes such as the
prolonged civil wars in the 3rd and 4th centuries BCE. Stephenson
even goes as far as to provide at the end of each chapter a series of
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