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1 Introduction

The word “myth” can mean various things. On one level, it
can refer to widely believed falsehoods: take a clickbait list of
“23 Widespread Myths about Animals,” such as “Bulls charge
when they see the color red” (McLendon 2022). We can call
these specific myths. But myth can also refer to a certain type of
narrative, namely a story with fantastic or supernatural elements:
the Orpheus myth, for instance. We can call these literary myths.
Finally, myth can signify epistemically unwarranted but socially
embedded narrative patterns and imaginative frameworks that
structure the stories we tell ourselves about the past, present and
future; a contemporary example would be the American Dream.
We can call these deep myths.1

What unites these three kinds of myth—specific, literary, and
deep—is, above all, their opposition to more rational accounts.
We typically speak of mythos, in other words, in opposition to
logos. In this connection, Tae-Yeoun Keum argues that the link
between deep myth and literary myth—the terms are hers—is
that both are narrative in form while resisting critical scrutiny
at the level of content. Deep myths are “a set of unusually deep
thought patterns, which tend toward the figurative and narrative,
and which elude ordinary channels of rational scrutiny,” while
literary myths are so obviously fantastical that “it would seem
beside the point to take apart such tales using the rules of logic
and facts” (Keum 2020, 6–8).

We can expand on this account to bring out the relation between
the three kinds of myth. First, literary myths not only encode
deep myths but also create them: fantastical stories can reflect
established patterns of interpreting the world, in other words,
but they can also change those patterns. Second, deep myths can
also foster specific myths insofar as they either convey particular

false propositions or make their acceptance more likely.2 Third,
insofar as these specific myths are grounded in deep myths, they
might inherit the latter’s resistance to rational scrutiny. The claim
that the lion is the king of the animal world might be called a
specific myth, for instance, insofar as tigers are actually stronger
than lions and there are no authority relations between species
anyway. But to the extent that this specific myth is downstream
from a deep myth in which a certain kind of beauty is understood
as noble, we will not be able to rid ourselves of it easily. Like a
Hydra’s head, it will keep growing back every time we cut it off.

From the point of view of political philosophy, deep myth is
the most important of the three kinds since it gives us an
orientation to the world, shaping our sense of what is good
and true, and therefore has important structuring effects on
social and political life, shaping our sense of what the world
is, where we fit within it, and what is worth aspiring to—but
insofar as deep myth is necessarily entwined with literary myth
and specific myth, whether as cause or consequence, the three
kinds of myth must be analyzed and evaluated together. What
attitude, then, should we take toward myth in its various forms?
Is its presence in human life a barrier to our autonomy, and
hence something to be lamented and ideally overcome? Or is
myth an inescapable element of the human condition that serves
as the necessary ground for any achievement of rationality and
autonomy (cf. Blumenberg et al. 2020, ch. 6)?3

Plato’s Republic is a particularly rewarding text through which
to think about these questions, I want to argue. For one thing,
it seems to distinguish between the three kinds of myth. For
another, it seems to approach myth both with suspicion andwith
acceptance. Coming to understand that conjunction may help
us refine our own thinking about the role of myth in human
life.

© 2025 John Wiley & Sons Ltd.
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Although there is much to be said about the fact that Plato has
Socrates make use of myth in the course of his own philosophical
activities—the myth of Er being the most obvious example—
my primary focus in this article will be on his account of
the role of myth in society at large. Within Kallipolis, both
specific myths and literary myths are used to generate deep
myths that serve broadly conservative ends in the sense that
they stabilize the social order. But Kallipolis is itself a radical
proposal, and Plato’s treatment ofmyth in the ideal society entails
a powerful critique of the myths (of all three kinds) that circulate
in contemporary Athens. The underlying claim is that a society
that makes no attempt to shape its own myths will be “asleep”
or “dreaming” in important ways. In principle we could endorse
that proposition without agreeing to Socrates’s more positive
suggestions regarding the deliberate use of myth, I will propose.
In fact, it might be best to view Socrates’s positive suggestions
less as definite plans than as tentative attempts to limn the space
of possibility regarding what it might mean for a society to be
“awake.”

To help make this case, I want to juxtapose Plato with the 20th-
century philosopher and psychoanalyst Cornelius Castoriadis.
In The Imaginary Institution of Society, Castoriadis provides
an account of the human condition which is fundamentally
congruent with that of Plato despite being expressed through a
very different conceptual scheme. Broadly speaking, the thought
is that human societies are necessarily shaped by unconsciously
produced imaginary significations. The question is whether we
allow these significations to rule behind our backs, and thereby
live heteronomously, or instead attempt to exercise somemeasure
of control over them, and thereby live more autonomously.

Clearly Plato was not influenced by Castoriadis—and nor, in this
respect at least, does Castoriadis appear to have been influenced
by Plato. But given the elective affinity between their accounts
of the human condition, reading Plato in light of Castoriadis’s
conceptual scheme brings four main benefits. First, it allows us
to feel the full force of Socrates’s critique of societies which pay
no attention to regulating the cultural environment: on Castori-
adis’s account, such societies are fundamentally heteronomous.
Second, it suggests a new way of understanding the relation
between Socrates’s belief in the importance of truth-seeking
philosophy and his proposals regarding the dissemination of
myths such as the Noble Falsehood: as Castoriadis makes clear,
we can never escape from the imaginary, but only make our
relation to it more lucid. Third, where Castoriadis’s invocation
of the autonomous social imaginary assumes democratic struc-
tures, Socrates’s proposals regarding the censorship of art, the
supervision of craftsmanship, and the conscious creation of myth
can be viewed as attempts to explore a different vision of what
lucidity might mean in practice. Fourth, juxtaposing the two
allows us to consider whether Plato, like Castoriadis, remains
somewhat skeptical regarding the extent to which lucidity can
ever be achieved: this becomes especially pertinent in connection
with the question of who exactly is supposed to believe the Noble
Falsehood. The payoffs are of course partly interpretive, in the
sense that they result in a new way of reading the Republic—but
they are also at the same time philosophical, for the simple reason
that few have ever thought so productively about the role of myth
in human life as Plato.

The article therefore uses Castoriadis’s account of the social
imaginary to shed light on Plato’s treatment of myth in the
Republic. I begin (Section 1) by introducing a central puzzle
facing interpreters of the Republic, namely how to reconcile
Socrates’s emphasis on the value of living in the truth with
his suggestion that rulers should spread falsehoods among their
subjects, showing that we can solve that puzzle if we appreciate
Plato’s position on the positive value of myth for our rational
autonomy. I then introduce Castoriadis’s work on the social
imaginary (Section 2) so as to be able to reframe Plato’s account
of myth in terms of Castoriadis’s categories of the alienated
imaginary (Section 3) and the lucid imaginary (Section 4). In
the final section (Section 5), I return to the Noble Falsehood in
order to uncover Plato’s reflections on the limits of lucidity, before
taking stock of the implications for our own thinking aboutmyth.

2 Myth in the Republic

In thinking about the role of myth in human life, and specifically
whether its presence is to be lamented and ideally overcome,
or else accepted and perhaps even celebrated, Plato represents
a peerless interlocutor.4 Somehow, his works seem to capture
every side of the issue: he is capable of generating skepticism
regarding myth at the very same time as deliberately embroiling
the reader in it, as if he wants to alert us to the dangers and limits
of his own myth-making while also representing that practice as
unavoidable given the finitude of human understanding.

This is nowheremore true than in the Republic. For there appears
to be an extraordinary tension between the Republic’s emphasis
on the primacy of philosophy and its repeated invocation ofmyth.
Julia Annas strikingly describes the myth of Er as “a painful
shock,” its tale of the afterlife representing a “lame and messy”
end to a work whose centerpiece is the investigation of Forms
(Annas 1981, 349). Annas is concerned with the tension between
myth and philosophical inquiry, but this article will be more
concerned with the tension between myth and philosophical
rule. Socrates repeatedly emphasizes the value of knowledge as
a constitutive element of individual and social flourishing, but he
also insists that the relentless quest for knowledge should serve
as a criterion for who counts as a philosopher, and so a candidate
philosopher-ruler: a philosophical nature, he says, “must never
willingly tolerate falsehood in any form” and instead “hate it and
have a natural affection (stergein) for the truth” (485c-d, Plato
and Reeve 2004). Yet he also repeatedly insists that philosopher-
rulers must mislead their subjects, whether by disseminating
specific myths concerning matters such as sexual reproduction
or by disseminating the literary myths that get grouped under
the heading of the Noble Falsehood (to gennaion pseudos) (414b-
415d, 459d-460b). How on earth can these two lines of thought go
together?

We can unravel this mystery, I want to argue, if we think of Plato
as having a principled concern with our basic, pre-philosophical
orientation to the world, the hermeneutical horizon against
which we interpret particular phenomena.5 To the extent that
Socrates wants to control both the literary myths and the specific
myths that circulate in society, it is in order to shape deep myths
in Keum’s sense of “unusually deep thought patterns, which tend
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toward the figurative and narrative, and which elude ordinary
channels of rational scrutiny.”6 Noticing this allows us to see
something commonly overlooked by readers of the Republic,
which is that the Noble Falsehood is supposed to orient us not
away from but toward the truth, and hence to improve our
epistemic condition rather than hindering it. But it also allows
us to grasp a broader philosophical point, namely that myths can
sometimes have genuine value insofar as they respond to our
need for pre-theoretical orientation by turning us in the right
direction.

As a general matter, we can say that deep myths encode a
fundamental orientation to the world, and to what is good and
true, despite having no proper epistemic warrant. Recognizing
this fact, we might say, leads Plato toward two counter-intuitive
propositions. The first is that deep myths, despite being equally
unwarranted from an epistemic point of view, can be more or
less true from an ethical point of view. Ignorance in the deepest
and most important sense concerns our beliefs about “the most
authoritative things” (ta kuriōtata, 382a) or “the things that are”
(ta onta, 382b). Given what is said about the sovereignty of
goodness elsewhere in the Republicwe can plausibly interpret the
beliefs in question as having to do with our sense of what is good
andwhy (cf. Liu 2022). To bewrong about suchmatters is to have a
“true falsehood” (to hōs alēthōs pseudos, 382a; to toi onti pseudos,
382c) in the soul. It is to live badly (cf. 353d-e and 392a-b). But
we can have true beliefs about the most important things in life
without having any philosophical understanding of them. And
one way of arriving at correct orientation without philosophical
understanding is through believing in deep myths that convey
the truth in ways that bypass rational scrutiny. This brings us
to the second counter-intuitive proposition, which is that true
falsehoods can sometimes be implanted by statements that are
themselves strictly true, while statements that are themselves
strictly false can nevertheless implant important truths (or “true
truths”) in the soul. In order to prevent the biggest falsehoods
about the most important things from taking root in the soul, we
may therefore have to either pass over certain truths in silence
to prevent deep falsehoods from taking root or else use a “verbal
falsehood” (to en tois logois pseudos, 382c) to communicate deep
truths (377e-378a).

This has important implications for education, Socrates suggests.
We should not allow stories about gods punishing their own
fathers, for example, or gods and heroes fighting one another,
because we need to persuade people “that no citizen has ever
hated another, and that it is impious to do so” (378c). Likewise,
stories about gods must convey the fact that they are simple
beings that only cause good things and that do not change
form or tell lies (379a-383a). (This essentially proscribes most
of ancient Greek literature, and presumably much oral culture
besides.) But we can perfectly well permit certain falsehoods,
including specific myths and literary myths, so long as they
ensure that citizens’ souls take on the right patterns. And
to the extent that being correctly oriented toward truth and
goodness is a precondition of doing philosophywell—as Aristotle
also famously insists—the supposed tension between philosophy
and myth dissolves.7 Myth of the right kind can prepare the
ground, psychologically speaking, for philosophical inquiry—
and failing that, for accepting the value of such inquiry by
others.8

This line of thought is evident both in Socrates’s construction of
Kallipolis and in his critique of contemporary Athens. Consider
the Noble Falsehood, for example, which is commonly—but
mistakenly—thought to be in deep tension with Socrates’s osten-
sible valorization of philosophical truth-seeking.9 The Falsehood
is composed of two tales. The first is amyth of autochthony,which
says that the upbringing and education of the citizens “were like
dreams”:

that they only imagined they were undergoing all the
things that were happening to them, while in fact they
themselves were at that time down inside the earth
being formed and nurtured, and that their weapons
and the rest of their equipmentwere alsomanufactured
there. When they were entirely completed, the earth,
their mother, sent them up, so that now, just as if the
land in which they live were their mother, they must
deliberate on its behalf, defend it if anyone attacks
it, and regard the other citizens as their earthborn
brothers. (414d-e)

The second tale, which has often been called “the Myth of
Metals,” consists in the notion that the god who formed the
citizens in the earth mixed a distinctive metal into everybody’s
soul that determines their appropriate station in life: there is
gold in the souls of those fit to be rulers, silver in those fit to
be auxiliaries, and iron and bronze in those fit to be farmers and
other craftsmen (415a). Taken together, these tales are supposed
to stabilize the city and ensure its unity.

It might seem natural to read the Noble Falsehood as a
quintessentially conservative element of Plato’s political thought:
the need for social stability seems to trump everything else,
including the need for truth.10 We might compare it, as Karl
Popper does, to a fragment we have from Plato’s uncle Critias,
a member of the oligarchic Thirty, suggesting that religion was
invented by “some shrewd, intelligent man” precisely to secure
allegiance to the laws, even if it meant “concealing the truth with
a false account.”11 But Socrates is in no way proposing to sacrifice
truth on the altar of social stability.

Granted, the myths are supposed to engrave politically salutary
propositions in the minds of the youth, making them part of the
natural, divinely sanctioned order of things and so putting them
beyond question. The first tale will lead citizens to identify their
own good with that of the city as well as their fellow citizens,
fostering selflessness and solidarity (Schofield 2009, 101–115). The
second tale will lead citizens to accept the class structure of
Kallipolis, fostering temperance and justice. By the time that
rational questioning arises, it will therefore take place against
the background of an established orientation that will be hard
to shake off: the wool will already have been dyed fast, to use
Socrates’s metaphor (429d-430b).

But none of this involves prioritizing social stability over truth.
For in leading citizens to identify their own good with that of
the city and to accept the class structure of Kallipolis, the myth
of autochthony and the myth of metals are designed to orient
citizens toward what is, at least on Socrates’s view, truly good and
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beautiful. Citizens who believe the myths will believe that they
are all brothers, the city being their common parent; that rulers
must deliberate on behalf of the city and defend it; that there are
three kinds of people; that each kind has its own role in the city;
that parents of one kind can have children of another; that the
city will be ruined if people of the wrong kind rule; and that all
of this is inscribed in the divinely created natural order (414b-c,
415e). And each of these beliefs is consistent with what Socrates
says elsewhere in the Republic.12 It is therefore deeply misleading
to speak of these myths as lies as opposed to falsehoods. There is
noNoble Lie. Rather there is a series of verbal falsehoods designed
to ward off a series of true falsehoods—literary myths designed to
implant salutary deep myth.

None of that is to deny that the Noble Falsehood is designed to
promote social stability—but social stability is never treated as an
end in itself. Instability is a symptom of a failing order, to be sure,
as we see in Book VIII. But the question the Noble Falsehood
is supposed to answer is how to sustain an ideal social order
that is independently justified in terms of its purported effect in
promoting human flourishing. And in that sense any vision of the
ideal society will be conservative, since it would clearly be better
for excellent social arrangements to be self-sustaining.

What is more, the Republic was obviously written to be read
in Athens, and in that context, the myth must be regarded as
a radical and destabilizing provocation rather than anything
conservative. It is true that Athenian life was already structured
by amyth of autochthony—but it was one that emphasized native
ethnic privileges rather than fraternity or reasoning in terms of
the common good.13 The myth of metals, meanwhile, suggests
a form of natural aristocracy that would presumably have been
anathema to both the democratic and the oligarchic factions in
contemporary Athens. There is no suggestion that the Republic
aims to bring Athenians themselves to believe in the Noble
Falsehood. But by bringing them to contemplate an imaginary
society that is deliberately structured by such deep myths, Plato
implicitly raises two important questions regarding Athens itself:
What are the deep myths structuring Athenian society? And who
creates them? These questions are of radical import as part of
the critical theory that Plato implicitly develops in the Republic,
a theory which aims to distance Athenians from their own social
and political arrangements so that they perform a kind of inner
emigration and come to view themselves as strangers in their own
land (592a-b).14

The Noble Falsehood is explicitly introduced as a “device” or
“contrivance” (mechanē) (414b).15 This term recalls Adeimantus’s
challenge in Book II, according to which Socrates must find
a “device” (mechanē) that will get even the richest and most
powerful person to honor justice in the face of an existing cultural
environment that promotes the belief that unjust people will
be favored by the gods so long as they are rich and powerful
(362e-365a, 366b-c). The implication is that stories of the latter
kind, which convey true falsehoods, are rife in Athens. The
opening of the Republic conveys exactly this, with its account of
Cephalus, a well-meaning but unreflective man in the grips of an
unhealthy deep myth concerning the nature of justice and the
cosmic order, a myth that shapes both his life choices and his

faltering attempts at philosophical discussion (330d-331d). And
the origin of Cephalus’s fundamental orientation to the world, he
says, lies in the stories he heard as a boy—in the literary myths
that were circulating around him (330d). So the Republic implies
that Athenian culture is plagued by unhealthy myths, whether
deep, literary, or specific.

Plato’s critique of the way myth is treated in contemporary
Athens can obviously be evaluated independently of any positive
proposals he is taken to make—we can endorse the one without
having to endorse the other. Insofar as we do see merits in Plato’s
critical theory, however, we must presumably also endorse its
implicit premise, which is that a society that makes no attempt
to shape its own myths will be asleep at the wheel in important
ways—or “dreaming,” to use Socrates’s own term (520c). And
once we have endorsed that premise, we can see why Plato might
want to explore different ways of ensuring that a society might
become “awake” in this respect, testing both their desirability and
their feasibility and thereby establishing ourmargin ofmaneuver.
Wewill come back to this interpretive suggestion in Section 4, but
first I want to take a step back from the Republic by raising the
general question of what it might mean for a society to be awake
or dreaming with respect to myth. With that in mind, let us turn
to Cornelius Castoriadis’s work on the social imaginary.

3 Castoriadis and the Social Imaginary

The notion of a “social imaginary” is at once hard to pin down
and hard to shake.16 The core idea, as we find it in Castoriadis’s
seminal 1975 work The Imaginary Institution of Society, is that
our conscious actions and activities, whether as individuals or as
groups, necessarily take place against the background of a basic
orientation to the world that depends, at least to some degree, on
our powers of imagination.17 As Castoriadis puts it,

Every society up to now has attempted to give an
answer to a few fundamental questions: Who are we
as a collectivity? What are we for one another? Where
and in what are we? What do we want; what do we
desire; what are we lacking? Society must define its
“identity”, its articulation, the world, its relations to
the world and to the objects it contains, its needs and
its desires. . . . The role of imaginary significations is
to provide an answer to these questions, an answer
that, obviously, neither “reality”, not “rationality” can
provide . . . Castoriadis (1987, 147)

So the social imaginary, according to Castoriadis, is a society’s
imagination of its identity, its structure, its world, its purposes,
and how all of those elements hang together. Underlying all of
this is the way a society imagines its “historical temporality,”
by which Castoriadis means the boundaries, periods and quality
of time as well as the possibilities for change Castoriadis (1987,
204–206, 209–211). The reason for speaking of imagination in
this context is that our answers to the questions that Castoriadis
enumerates cannot simply be read off the world, and yet they are
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not conscious choices either—they are self-interpretations whose
origins elude us. Whatever else falls within this category, the
phenomenon of myth is clearly a prime example. To develop our
reflections onmyth, it will therefore be helpful to get to grips with
the social imaginary more broadly.

Castoriadis points out that every human is thought of, both by
themselves and by others, as living in relationship with one or
more collectivities. The name of a given collectivity, an “us,” not
only denotes an empirical referent with a given spatiotemporal
extension—the people who live here or there, now or then—
but also always connotes certain qualities or properties that go
beyond the empirical, such as being the children of Abraham
or being the Germans. These connotations, Castoriadis claims,
are not real but imaginary. But since they find expression in
institutions that treat the collectivity so understood as real, they
end up having an effective and perduring existence in the world.
The nation state, for example, is clearly an effective force in the
world despite depending on a “collectivizing identification in
people’s consciousness” via the notion of a common history that
is imaginary both in the sense that it is largely mythical and in
the sense that it is not in fact common to all citizens (Castoriadis
1987, 148).18

On Castoriadis’s telling, the imaginary becomes an effective force
in the world not only through major institutions like the nation
state but also through our day-to-day activities. For alongside a
society’s self-image must sit its world-image, the image it creates
of the whole universe and its place therein. Although a society’s
world-image depends on material given in daily experience, so
that the world-image of island peoples will differ from that of
desert peoples, that material is then arranged according to pat-
terns ofmeaning that originate in human imagination. A society’s
world-image and self-image are related via the images it forms
of its own needs and the ways it can go about satisfying them.
“Society defines itself,” Castoriadis suggests, “. . . as the activity
aiming at making these things [that answer to our needs] exist
in sufficient quantity and in an adequate fashion” (Castoriadis
1987, 149). But since human needs vary according to the ways we
invest objects with meaning and value, they also vary with the
ways we imagine ourselves: “It is neither the availability of snails
and frogs nor their scarcity that makes them for contemporary,
nearby and related cultures, in one instance a gourmet’s delight
and in the other a sure cause of vomiting” (Castoriadis 1987, 150).19
So, the work a society undertakes in order to satisfy its needs,
and hence the division of lab our by which it achieves this, will
embody, in practical form, a self-interpretation with roots in the
imagination.

It follows that there is no simple opposition between the real
and the imaginary on Castoriadis’s account: reality ultimately
includes the symbolic, the spiritual, and the normative, if only
because humans institute those elements, which originate in the
imagination, as effective forces in the world. Nor is Castoriadis
positing a sharp split between the mental and the physical. As
demonstrated by the centrality of labor to his vision, Castoriadis
emphasizes the primacy of action, or “doing,” in human life.20
Shortly after the passage quoted above, in which Castoriadis
speaks of the questions to which each society must provide itself
the answer, he writes this:

The questions are not even raised prior to the answers.
Society constitutes itself by producing a de facto answer
to these questions in its life, in its activity. It is in
the doing of each collectivity that the answer to these
questions appears as an embodied meaning; this social
doing allows itself to be understood only as a reply
to the questions that it implicitly poses itself. . . . Man
is an unconsciously philosophical animal, who has
posed the questions of philosophy in actual fact long
before philosophy existed as explicit reflection; and he
is a poetic animal, who has provided answers to these
questions in the imaginary. (Castoriadis 1987, 147)

The social imaginary is therefore not necessarily, or even nor-
mally, produced by an explicit attempt to theorize our situation.
It is primarily through action that we discover what we want
and who we are, so that action makes us just as much we
make action.21 Ultimately, Castoriadis’s goal is to highlight the
irreducible role of creativity in human history—what Hans Joas
calls “the creativity of action”—while paying due attention to
the enduring mystery of that creativity.22 For the elements of
meaning with which humans imbue their lives can never entirely
be read off or predicted from factors, whether material, symbolic,
or institutional, that are already actual or present. They always
have the potential to transcend the given because they are the
work of “the imaginary, which is creation ex nihilo . . . the
unceasing and essentially undetermined (social-historical and
psychical) creation of figures/forms/images.”23 So, Castoriadis’s
opposition between the real and the imaginary should ultimately
be understood in terms of an opposition between the given
and the created rather than between the physical and the
mental, the material and the symbolic, or the true and the
false.

From this picture of the human condition, there emerges a diag-
nosis of the human predicament—and this is what will be ofmost
interest with respect to Plato. For Castoriadis, who had become a
practicing psychoanalyst by the time The Imaginary Institution of
Society was published, endorses the Freudian maxim, “Where id
was, there ego shall be” (Freud 1964, 100), interpreting it in terms
of the imaginary. “The Id in Freud’s adage . . . is to be understood
as signifying essentially this function of the unconscious which
invests imaginary reality, autonomizes it, and confers on it the
power of decision” (Castoriadis 1987, 101–102).

This analysis suggests that humans are intrinsically vulnerable
to a certain kind of alienation, whereby by our unconscious
productions (id functions) assume decisive power over our lives,
robbing us of genuine agency (ego functions). That in turn
suggests a universal aspiration for human beings: strengthening
our agency so that we can achieve autonomy, understood in
the sense of “self-legislation or self-regulation” (Castoriadis 1987,
102).

But the autonomous person is not one who lives without uncon-
scious drives and imaginary productions, per impossible. “How
can we eliminate what is at the base of, or in any case what is
inextricably bound up with what makes us human beings—our
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symbolic function, which presupposes our capacity to see and
think in a thing something which is not?” (Castoriadis 1987, 104).
The goal is not to rid ourselves of our unconscious drives and
productions but rather to be “unceasingly involved” in the task
of living with them. This requires revealing fantasies as fantasies,
and not allowing them to rule behind one’s back—but it can also
involve running with them in cases where they are generative.

Desires, drives - whether it be Eros or Thanatos - this
is me, too, and these have to be brought not only
to consciousness but to expression and to existence.
An autonomous subject is one that knows itself to be
justified in concluding: this is indeed true, and: this is
indeed my desire (Castoriadis 1987, 104).

So although the ideal is to achieve a robust ego or autonomous
self, the autonomy in question is won through lucid sorting
of what is given by the unconscious, rather than voluntaristic
self-creation or ascetic self-denial. “The Ego of autonomy,”
writes Castoriadis, “is the active and lucid agency that con-
stantly reorganizes its contents, through the help of these same
contents.”24

In the first instance, of course, psychoanalysis concerns indi-
viduals. Like Plato, however, Castoriadis draws both a causal
connection and an analogy between cities and souls. Causally
speaking, Castoriadis evidently believes that the social imaginary
emerges from the actions and thoughts of individuals, and he
evidently also believes that nondemocratic forms of the social
imaginary can be damaging to individual action and thought:
“one cannot want autonomy without wanting it for everyone and
. . . its realization cannot be conceived of in its full scope except
as a collective enterprise” (Castoriadis 1987, 107). The analogy,
meanwhile, concerns the ideal of autonomy. Just as a psyche
dominated by id or super-ego is necessarily heteronomous, so
a society in which one social class dominates the whole can
never be autonomous (Castoriadis 1987, 109). But insofar as the
institutions we collectively create end up ruling over us behind
our own backs, structuring our social world in ways that exceed
our comprehension, we are alienated in a more general manner:

We are instead thinking of the fact . . . that once an insti-
tution is established it seems to become autonomous,
the fact that it possesses its own inertia and its own
logic, that, in its continuance and in its effects, it
outstrips its function, its “ends”, and its “reasons for
existing”. The apparent plain truths are turned upside-
down: what could have been seen “at the start” as
an ensemble of institutions in the service of soci-
ety becomes a society in the service of institutions
(Castoriadis 1987, 110).

The natural flipside of this critique is the ambition of eliminating
social heteronomy via a never-ending project of ensuring that
institutions are in the service of society rather than the other way
around.

Against the “incoherent reveries” of “mythical communism,”
however, Castoriadis insists that societies cannot achieve com-

plete self-transparency any more than individuals can, partly
because they are composed of individuals who themselves will
never be self-transparent but also because the social mode of
self-creation is necessarily dispersed.

The social is what is everyone and what is no one,
what is never absent and almost never present as such,
a non-being that is more real than any being, that in
whichwe are wholly immersed yet whichwe can never
apprehend “in person” (Castoriadis 1987, 111).

Castoriadis’s point here both anticipates and goes beyond Charles
Taylor’s insight that action necessarily takes place against a
historical background that can never entirely be foregrounded or
explicitly grasped (Taylor 1985). For Castoriadis, any given society
necessarily reposes on a wellspring of as yet unexpressed and in
principle unknowable creative power, “an ungraspable produc-
tive element, an unformed forming element” thatwill continually
manifest itself through the generation of new institutions, such
that a “society always contain[s] more than what it presents”
(Castoriadis 1987, 112, 114). We could only fully control society if
we could destroy this creative element, which would require us
to “eliminate or absorb the unlimited and unfathomable ground
upon which every given society reposes,” a fool’s errand akin to
the attempt to eliminate or absorb the individual unconscious
(Castoriadis 1987, 113).25

As in the individual case, though, the fact that the lucidity of
our political praxis can only ever be limited and fraught does not
render the aspiration toward lucidity incoherent.We can certainly
evaluate societies as alienated insofar as they are captive to self-
images and world-images that impede human flourishing, and
in so doing we implicitly refer to an ideal of a society that is
more autonomous and more lucid than available alternatives.
Castoriadis’s account of the social imaginary can therefore serve
as the basis for both a critical theory and a normative ideal.

4 Plato on the Alienated Imaginary

In Section 1, we saw that Plato develops a complex (and easily
misunderstood) account of the relationship between literarymyth
and deep myth which implies that societies have a responsibility
to shape their own myths, on pain of existing in a kind of dream
state disconnected from reality. Transposing this line of reflection
into the terms of Castoriadis’s conceptual scheme and normative
program allows us to develop it further, revealing the Republic as
centrally concernedwith the social imaginary in both its alienated
and lucid forms. In particular, it allows us to see that Plato stages a
back-and-forth movement between critical and ideal theory, the
diagnosis of alienation, and the aspiration toward lucidity. And
that in turn will have payoffs for our own understanding of myth.

Castoriadis was no Platonist, to be clear. Although he called
Plato “the greatest philosopherwho ever existed,” he nevertheless
viewed him as an intellectual enemy (Castoriadis and Curtis 1997,
372; Castoriadis and Curtis 2002, 5).26 With respect to metaethics,
Castoriadis pictures value as originating in the human subject,
whereas Plato views it as embedded in the cosmic order. With
respect to politics, Castoriadis was a radical democrat, whereas
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Plato was a critic of democracy. For Castoriadis, the whole point
of an autonomous society is to foster autonomous individuals,
whereas Plato clearly doubted that most people had the capac-
ity to achieve autonomy. Given Castoriadis’s goals, it followed
that he would endorse direct democratic control over multiple
aspects of social and economic life, with all the unpredictability
that entails (Castoriadis, 1997, 410–413). Plato’s ideal society, by
contrast, entails an entrenched, albeit meritocratic, hierarchy,
and it is precisely in order to stabilize that order that Socrates
introduces the Noble Falsehood, which Castoriadis would surely
have abhorred.

These are deep disagreements, to state the obvious, and politically
speaking they may be unbridgeable. But for present purposes—
in terms of evaluating the role of myth in human life—they
can be viewed as differences between members of the same
intellectual family. For like Castoriadis, Plato is clearly aware of
the importance of the imagination to individual and collective
life, and although his political project may not have been demo-
cratic, it was nevertheless aimed, I shall argue, at ensuring lucid
self-institution.

Socrates’s avowed goal is for the city to become “awake” and
“not dreaming like the majority of cities nowadays” (Republic,
520c).27 For a society to be awake, on Plato’s view, is simply for
it to be governed by the wise, however few in number they may
be (428b-429a); ordinary citizens may be oriented toward the
truth, but the Cave analogy suggests they will inevitably remain
blind to what is really real. Castoriadis would have rejected that
form of holism, arguing instead that for a society to be awake
is for all of its members to be awake. But even those of us who
agree with Castoriadis on that point stand to learn from Plato’s
way of thinking through what the alienated imaginary looks
like and what lucid self-institution would entail. For whereas
Castoriadis lionizes Athenian democracy, the Republic offers
specific critiques of the alienated social imaginary in democratic
Athens and offers specific proposals for regarding self-institution,
such as the idea of deliberately introducing myths like the Noble
Falsehood, that represent a deep challenge to democratic ideals.

Let us beginwith the critique. The first thing to note is that Plato’s
characters are often depicted as thinking on the basis of pre-
conceptions absorbed from their cultural environment, whether
popular sayings or fragments of poetry or received wisdom. This
is true of the most reflective characters, such as Socrates, just
as much as the least reflective ones, such as Polemarchus. Yet
those preconceptions are frequently unhelpful or damaging. They
include the notions that just people can be thieves (334a-b); that
justice is valuable only for the reputation and reward that follows
from it (366e); that the gods do or cause bad things (379c-380c,
391a-e); that the gods change (381d); that the gods mislead us by
lying (383a-b); that the afterlife is to be feared (330d-331a, 386b-
387c); that good people can be overcome by losing loved ones
(387d-388c); that good people can be overcome by violent laughter
(388e-389a); that good people can be overcome by bodily appetites
(390a-c); that gods can be bribed (390e); that good people can
be money-lovers (390e); that unjust people can be happy and
just ones wretched (392b); and that too much philosophy turns
you into a useless crank (487d). All of these propositions are
false, on Plato’s view, not to mention harmful to individual and
collective flourishing. They implant true falsehoods in the souls

of Athenians, “speaking falsely about the most important things
towhat ismost important in [themselves],” that is, their faculty of
reason (382a). But to rid ourselves of such falsehoods is no simple
matter. They are woven into the fabric of a cultural environment
that has shaped us from early childhood and continues to shape
us in adulthood. In the terminology I beganwith, they are specific
myths that depend on deep myths.

The Cave image helps us to think about where these specific and
deepmyths come from.28 The prisoners see their own shadows on
the wall of the Cave, but they also see shadows of “multifarious
artifacts” (skeuē pantodapa) and “statues” (andriantes) carried by
unnamed people walking for unknown purposes on a road high
above, a low wall blocking their own shadows from projecting
down (514b-515b). Something similar is true for the auditory
realm: the wall echoes, so the prisoners hear the voices of these
carriers as well as (presumably) their own (515b-c). Who are these
carriers and what are they carrying?

Let us begin with the second question. The philosopher returning
to the Cave is described as being compelled “to compete about
the shadows of justice, or about the statues of which they are
the shadows” (517d; cf. 521c). So, the statues are, at a minimum,
objects that cast shadows of justice on thewalls of theCave. It does
not seem a big leap to suggest that they also cast shadows of other
forms. This implies that the shape of the statues matters insofar
as it affects the shape of the shadows that orient the prisoners
toward the world, both normatively and metaphysically, altering
their implicit and explicit understandings of (among other things)
what is good, beautiful, and just.

Who, then, are the carriers, whom Socrates compares to “pup-
peteers” or “wonder-workers” (thaumatopoioi, 514b)? The lan-
guage of artistry and illusion suggests an allusion to theatrical
productions with their masks and devices, and it also points
forward to the discussion of visual art in BookX,which eventually
resolves into a discussion of tragic and epic poetry. An obvious
thought, then, is that the people carrying the statues are poets—
or perhaps rhapsodes and actors carrying statues that poets
have created. Since poets have no claim to knowledge about
what is truly good, beautiful, or just, the statues they produce
will be deformed in important ways and the shadows they cast
will therefore be misleading in important ways, implanting true
falsehoods in the minds of the prisoners (382a). And all of this
will happen behind everybody’s back, so to speak: the prisoners
will not recognize what is being done to them, nor will the poets
recognize what they are doing to everyone else—for in some
sense (and this is where the image breaks down), the poets are
themselves prisoners who see only shadows. The whole city is
dreaming.

Plato’s critique of democratic Athens is multifaceted, but one of
its crucial aspects has to do with precisely this form of collective
alienation.29 If deep myths are shaped by literary myths, then
changing a society’s literary myths will also change its deep
myths. But on Socrates’s account democracy shows no interest
in controlling the cultural environment, whether at the level of
literarymyth or at the level of deepmyth. The regime is structured
around an “insatiable” desire for freedom (eleutheria), so that
any attempt to rule comes to appear as the imposition of slavery
(562b-c and 563d-e). The result is that everyone can say and
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do whatever they want, arranging their lives in whatever way
pleases them (557b). This allows for every sort of character to
come into existence, with the result that a democracy appears to
be full of all kinds of people (557c). But the ideal of individual
self-creation is no more than fantasy. For Plato’s broader social
theory, exemplified by the Cave image, shows that in any society
there will inevitably be certain cultural forces that are more
powerful than others: some people will be creating, or at least
carrying, the statues whose shadows are cast on the wall of the
cave. So, although democracy may be characterized by extreme
equality from a political point of view, culturally speaking there
will always be a hierarchy. And the dominant force will be poets,
past or present, whose way with words leads them to be credited
with wisdom (599b-601b). Since nobody has explicitly chosen this
form of hierarchy, or even advocated it, we can view it as a form of
collective self-alienation. Insofar as Castoriadis was right to think
that “autonomy is possible only if society recognizes itself as the
source of its norms,” then, hemust have been wrong to think that
Athenian democracy was autonomous.30

Plato’s critique has implications that go far beyond Athenian
democracy. For his underlying argument is that any society that
fails to consciously address its own myths will inevitably be
heteronomous. As Castoriadis suggests, myth is an ineliminable
aspect of human life that inevitably results from the normal
operation of our imaginative capacities. The question is therefore
not whether a give society has myths, but whether it takes any
responsibility for the form and content of those myths.

5 Plato on the Lucid Imaginary

The Republic is infamous for Socrates’s insistence that in an
ideal society philosopher-rulers would censor art, banning whole
genres and adjusting the content of others, while also spreading
their own stories like the Noble Falsehood. These measures have
already been much discussed in the scholarly literature, but we
can consider them anew if we read Kallipolis as a thought exper-
iment designed to explore the possibility of collective autonomy
with respect to the social imaginary.

To reorient ourselves, note that Socrates assumes various fun-
damental propositions, whether explicitly or implicitly: (1) that
in the course of their activities, humans produce a cultural
environment; (2) that this cultural environment in turns shapes
humans; (3) that this process ought to be controlled, if possible,
in order to facilitate our flourishing. It is only on the basis of
these assumptions that he then proposes (4) various methods
of controlling this process. It follows that the way Socrates goes
about (4) will necessarily reveal something about how Plato
understands (1)–(3).

Framing matters this way allows us to sidestep the well-worn
question of whether Socrates’s proposals for how we might
generate amore lucid social imaginary are really desirable in favor
of the more interesting, or at least fresher, question of whether
they reveal something about Plato’s view of what collective
heteronomy or autonomy might amount to in the first place.
That in turn will allow Plato to speak more directly to our own
questions. For example, when we get to (4) Socrates clearly
assumes that conscious control over the cultural environment

can only be exercised by a small elite. But there is nothing
in (1)–(3) that rules out the possibility of a democracy taking
such action, and indeed modern theorists of democracy such as
John Dewey have frequently been concerned with systems of
education. Deepening our understanding of (1)–(3), then, might
yield insights that are useful even for those who disagree with
Plato’s own politics.

We can divide Socrates’s proposals into two categories: those
that involve the rulers regulating cultural production by others
and those that involve them engaging in cultural production
themselves. Both involve replacing statues on thewall of theCave,
and thereby taking control of the deep myths that course through
social life, orienting individual and collective life.

What would lucidly created statues look like, according to Plato?
In Book II, Socrates declares that “our first task, it seems, is to
supervise the storytellers (epistatein toismythopoios): if theymake
up a good story, wemust accept it; if not, wemust reject it” (377c).
This form of censorship applies to stories told through visual art
as well as through poetry, and it is designed to protect adults as
well as children (378c-d). But the most important stories (logoi)
to focus on, Socrates says, are those that are “false on the whole,
though they have some truth in them”—those we have been
calling literary myths (mythoi, 377a)—and the most important
consumers to focus on are children, given that the beliefs we
absorb when young “are difficult to erase and tend to become
unalterable” (378d-e).31 We should therefore ensure that literary
myths conform to certain salutary patterns (typoi) that implicitly
convey beliefs about what the gods and heroes are like, which
things are punished and which rewarded, and so what is virtuous
and how it is best to be (376e-378e). Likewise, we should monitor
musical and theatrical productions and ban poetry that inflames
the pleasures whilemisleading people as to the nature of the good
(392c-397b, 398b-400e, 602a-b, 605a-c, 607a).

Although these regulations are primarily targeted at shaping the
guardian class, they will surely affect the city at large. Stories
circulate, after all, so it is hard to imagine an impermeable
cultural wall between different social classes—the nurseswho tell
stories to guardian children will presumably tell similar stories
to their own children, for example. Ultimately, then, Socrates’
proposals will affect anyone who lacks “the knowledge of what
[poetry] is like as a drug to counteract it” (595b), regardless of
age or class. This should be no surprise, given that the poet who
lacks true understanding is said to “[produce] a bad constitution
in the soul of each individual” (604e-605c, my italics) while the
philosophical ruler is a “craftsman of temperance, justice, and
the whole of popular virtue” (500d, my italics). We can therefore
plausibly regard the censorship of literarymyths as aiming to alter
the imaginary of society as a whole.

Following Keum, we can say that the thought patterns that
constitute deep myths, which encode claims about what is good
and true and yet elude rational scrutiny, typically take a narrative
form. Presumably this narrative form is what allows them to
both generate and be generated by particular literary myths. But
such narratives, whether implicit or explicit, deep or literary, are
not self-standing. They are necessarily bound up with a broader
sensibility that orients them in turn, which we can think of using
Castoriadis’s category of the imaginary—think of his questions
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of who and what and where we are, the answers to which are not
necessarily narrative in shape. A sensibility of this kind can surely
be produced by mechanisms other than literary myth, even if it
then goes on to shape myth both deep and literary.

Just as Castoriadis himself suggests that the imaginary is often
the product of material action rather than figurative discourse, so
Plato seems to want to place myth in a wider context. Consider
one of the most peculiar passages in the Republic, which occurs
in Book III when Socrates says that the legislators of Kallipolis—
and by extension its rulers32—will have to supervise every single
craftsman in the city, giving as examples painting, weaving,
embroidery, architecture, and the production of artefacts (skeuē),
to ensure that they convey truths about goodness, beauty, and
virtue in their work (401a-402a).

Mustn’t we look for craftsmen who are naturally
capable of pursuing what is fine and graceful in their
work, so that our young people will live in a healthy
place and be benefited on all sides as the influence
exerted by those fine works affects their eyes and ears
like a healthy breeze from wholesome regions, and
imperceptibly guides them from earliest childhood into
being similar to, friendly toward, and concordant with
the beauty of reason? (401c-d)

It is tempting to skip over this passage or to dismiss it as a
hyperbolic flight of fancy. But the fact that Socrates uses the
term skeuē both when speaking of craft products in this Book III
passage and when speaking of the statues in the Cave suggests
that his reflections on material culture are closely related to
his reflections on the alienated social imaginary.33 The other
place where skeuē is prominent is in Book X’s discussion of the
craftsman who looks to the forms (596b). We might therefore
say that craftsmen in Kallipolis are mandated to produce statues
whose shadows put the prisoners in the best possible practical and
theoretical condition given their cognitive limitations. As a result,
some of the prisoners’ beliefs—for example, that such and such
is ugly—will be true even if they are incapable of understanding
why this is the case. This will presumably make it easier for them
to turn around and leave the Cave, recognizing the truth when
they see it. As with poetic production, then, the goal of material
production is to generate a cultural environment that transmits
philosophical truths without demanding that they be understood
as such.

This might seem far-fetched. But the fundamental idea is that the
material environment can transmit a taste for harmony and bal-
ance, and that this aesthetic sensibility orients us in fundamental
ways: “rhythm and harmony permeate the innermost element
of the soul and affect it more powerfully than anything else”
(401d). Plato attributes a similar thought to the sophist Protagoras
in the dialogue of that name, so it seems to have been an idea
that was circulating at the time (326a-b). What is distinctive to
Plato is the way he develops the thought. In the Republic passage,
Socrates goes onto say that gracefulness, which we could also
translate as well-formedness (the word is euschēmosunē), is the
ability to detect when something is out of place or ill-formed

and hence the ability to seek what is genuinely beautiful or fine
evenwithout being able to “grasp the reason” (logon labein, 402a).
When a rational account is finally offered, a graceful individual
will then welcome it and recognize it “because of its kinship with
himself” (402a). As with literary myth, then, the ultimate point
of regulating material production is to orient people toward truth
and goodness by bypassing their (permanently or temporarily)
inadequate rational capacities.

So far, we have only considered the possibility of a society’s
regulating cultural and material production in order to shape its
own imaginary. This is consistent with Socrates’s remark that
the founders of a city “should not themselves make up any
poems” (379a), but rather “supervise” (epistatein) and “employ”
(chrēsthai) poets to ensure they create acceptable stories and then
“persuade” nurses and mothers to select only acceptable ones
for their children (377c, 398a-b). But in truth, the founders (and
rulers) of Kallipolis do not only oversee cultural and material
production—they also engage in it themselves, creating their
own statues for the wall of the Cave. Their goal, we learn in
Book VI, is to “look away, like painters, to what is most true,
and . . . by making constant reference to it and studying it as
exactly as possible, establish here on earth conventional views
about beautiful, just, or good things when they need to be estab-
lished, or guard and preserve those that have been established”
(484c-d).

In the course of their philosophical inquiries, Platonic philoso-
phers will produce models (paradeigmata) that make good form
manifest to the mind’s eye, just as Socrates and his interlocutors
produce the model of the just city or the model of the just
soul.34 It does not require a huge leap to imagine these models
being disseminated to non-philosophers within Kallipolis.35 For
one thing, exemplars play an important role in Socrates’ Book
III account of ethical development. For another, Socrates and
Glaucon repeatedly compare their models to statues, which
naturally recalls the Cave image.36 The statues in the Cave are
models that the prisoners will take as exemplary, even if only
by means of shadows.37 But whereas in ordinary cities these
models, such as Achilles, are created by people ignorant of true
form, such as Homer, in Kallipolis, the stage will be graced by
heroes like Socrates created by philosophers like Plato. And one
of those statues will be the model of the just city itself—a stable,
harmonious order that knows itself as such.38

This brings us back tomyth. For although Socrates tells Adeiman-
tus that “you and I are not poets at present” (378e-379a), he
is nevertheless self-consciously engaged in a form of cultural
production of his own, as we can see from the way he introduces
the discussion of education in the first place: “like people in a
fable (en mythoi) telling stories (mythologountes) at their leisure,
let’s in our discussion educate these men” (376d). It is in this
context that we should understand the Noble Falsehood. As
we saw in Section 1, the myth of autochthony and the myth
of metals are supposed to lead citizens to identify their own
good with that of the city and to accept the class structure of
Kallipolis. These myths are verbal falsehoods designed to ward
off true falsehoods—to orient citizens toward what is truly good
and beautiful. Of course, there is a big difference between a
philosophical model and a literary myth. But both are part of a
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battery of measures designed to achieve collective autonomy over
the social imaginary, and both involve philosophers engaging in
conscious cultural production as opposed to merely regulating
that of others.

6 The Limits of Lucidity

The idea that a society could ever consciously control its
own imaginary is of course itself a fantasy. As Castoriadis
observes, neither individuals nor societies can ever be com-
pletely transparent to themselves. Individuals can never elim-
inate their unconscious drives; the choice is simply what to
make of them. Social self-creation, meanwhile, is necessarily
mysterious, a phenomenon that emerges from myriad actions
and interactions rather than one subject to clear levers or
mechanisms.

Remarkably, Plato seems aware of both constraints. On the
individual level, we can think of the start of Book IX, when
Socrates speaks of the lawless appetites that “are probably present
in all of us,” no matter how virtuous we are: even if they are
typically held in check by internal and external forces, they
“wake up when we are asleep” and become visible in dreams of
untrammeled sex,murder, and pleasure (571b-572b). This is surely
the Freudian id avant la lettre. And Plato offers a similar insight
on the social level. For it is precisely with the Noble Falsehood,
ostensibly the ultimate naive attempt at conscious controlling the
social imaginary, that Plato suggests the limits to such control:
it is he, after all, who plants the question as to whether anyone
could possibly believe that “the upbringing and education we
gave them were like dreams” or “that they only imagined they
were undergoing all the things that were happening to them”
(414d).

Socrates introduces the myth of autochthony as “nothing new,”
“a sort of Phoenician story about something that happened in
lots of places prior to this”—or at least according to poets (414c).
“It has not happened in our day,” he continues, “and I do not
know it if could happen. It would take a lot of persuasion to get
people to believe it” (414c). After telling the tale, he asks Glaucon
if he has a “device [mechanē] that will make [citizens] believe this
story” (415c). Glaucon responds that although he does not have a
device sufficient to persuade the initial group, he does have one
to persuade children and so later generations. This has a certain
plausibility, since of any given myth we can say that it will be
easier to convince children than adults, insofar as children are
incapable of distinguishing truth and allegory. But the myth of
autochthony is precisely framed as a story told after the guardians’
education and upbringing is already complete, so that they are no
longer children. It is therefore notable that Glaucon does not tell
us what his device actually is.

Even more notable is that Socrates, typically so tenacious in
argument, simply drops the subject after saying that he thinks he
understands what Glaucon means—“that all this will go where
tradition leads” (415d). The Greek word translated by Reeve as
“tradition” is phēmē. Bloom, who translates it as “report,” has
a useful footnote on phēmē: “In its first sense it is an oracle or
any saying from a mysterious and obscure source. It gradually

becomes what men say about such a thing; it is a ‘report’ or a
‘rumor,’ and finally a ‘tradition’” (Bloom, 1991, 455). This implies
that Glaucon’s “device” is nothingmore than word of mouth. The
hope is that people will pass the word along until it eventually
becomes accepted tradition.39 But stories have a way of getting
transformed in the telling, as Plato was well aware, and in any
case it is not clear how a story of this sort (according to which
someone’s upbringing was just a dream) could ever become
traditional. To gain widespread acceptance, it would probably
have to be altered in the telling, just so that it can be told to
children rather than young adults.

In having Socrates close the subject by saying that “all this will go
where phēmē leads,” Plato therefore implicitly acknowledges that
there are limits to anybody’s control over the social imaginary.
And that in turn implies limits to the ideal of collective autonomy.
If this is right, the Republic’s stance on myth turns out to belie
popular preconceptions. The Noble Falsehood is not the closed,
top-down propaganda of Popper’s reading, but something much
more fluid and open, proposed tentatively and in a spirit of self-
questioning. In fact, the notion of phēmē recalls Castoriadis’s
remark that “the social is what is everyone and what is no one”
(Castoriadis 1987, 111).

We should not exaggerate, of course: the Noble Falsehood still
represents an aspiration to controlling the imaginary, and in
that respect it differs dramatically from Castoriadis’s preferred
approach to achieving social lucidity, which involves actively
embracing the radical contingency and fluid unpredictability that
the imaginary can bring. Castoriadis claims, for instance, that
Athenian tragedy represents the demos coming to know itself as
a potentially hubristic agent. “Hubris exists where self-limitation
is the only ‘norm’, where ‘limits’ are transgressed which were
nowhere defined” (Castoriadis 1997, 282). As such, tragedy could
arise “only in the city where the democratic process, the process
of self-institution, reached its climax”. Its “political function”
was therefore to make manifest to the demos that “Being is
Chaos”: “tragedy shows not only that we are not masters of the
consequences of our actions but that we are not even masters of
theirmeaning” (Castoriadis 1997, 284).

As we saw in the last section, however, Plato offers good reasons
for thinking that theAthenian relationship to tragedywas itself an
instance of alienated heteronomy, insofar as citizens’ orientations
toward the true, the good and the beautiful were shaped behind
their backs. So even if we cannot fully control the imaginary,
it might still make sense, against Castoriadis, to aim at making
some kind of difference. To return once more to the city-soul
analogy, the lucidity evoked in Freud’s dictum, “Wo Es war soll
Ich werden,” surely requires more than mere acceptance of one’s
chaotic id. As Freud says in the same passage, the intention of
psychoanalytic therapy is “to strengthen the ego, to make it more
independent of the super-ego, to widen its field of perception and
enlarge its organization, so that it can appropriate fresh portions
of the id”—and this, he concludes, is “a work of culture” (Freud
1964, 99–100).

On the view that I have been teasing out from Plato, then,
the appropriate attitude for societies to take toward myth is
necessarily complex and ambivalent. We cannot do away with
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myth, just as we cannot do away with the human capacity
for creativity and fantasy that underlies it; it is the ground for
whatever rational and autonomous endeavors we undertake.
But deep myths, in the sense of epistemically unwarranted but
socially embedded imaginative frameworks, can nevertheless
orient us in better or worse ways. For societies to genuinely
decide their own direction, they must therefore take control,
whether democratically or via an elite of guardians, of the process
whereby those myths are created. This might involve attempts to
regulate cultural and material production as well as attempts to
produce new images and myths, all with an eye to producing a
salutary social imaginary. But such attempts can never entirely
succeed, and the degree to which they can succeed at all is
an open question. So although we must strive for lucidity, on
pain of sleepwalking through our lives, it can only ever be a
regulative ideal. We must therefore be light-hearted about our
inevitable failure to achieve collective self-transparency—this is
us, too.

7 Conclusion

To sum up, the presence of myth in human life might seem
intrinsically regrettable from the point of view of our aspirations
toward rationality and autonomy. But insofar as rationality and
autonomy are necessarily grounded in tacit understandings,
imaginative frameworks, and narrative patterns that lack genuine
epistemic warrant, the real question must be whether these
conditioning features can be better or worse, and if so, how we
can improve them.

Read in light of Castoriadis’s work on the imaginary insti-
tution of society, Plato’s Republic emerges as a remarkable
source of reflection on just these questions. At first sight, the
Republic’s insistence on living in the truth seems to conflict
with its suggestion that the Noble Falsehood be disseminated
in Kallipolis: the quest for truth is characterized by rational
dialectic that aims to expose each premise to view, while the
Falsehood is a deliberately false contrivance (mēchanē) whose
mode of operation needs to be concealed for it to be effective.
But understanding why Plato thinks the rational and myth-
ical modes can and should be combined allows us to make
progress in our own reflections on the status of myth in human
life.

Given the nature of human imagination, both individuals and
societies will always be vulnerable to misleading myths. But
myths, whether specific, literary, or deep, can engender true
beliefs despite themselves being false, and in so doing they
can prepare the way either for the practice of philosophy or
for the acceptance of its importance to society. A society that
makes no attempt to control its myths, by contrast, will pro-
duce citizens who are fundamentally misoriented with respect
to truth, goodness, and beauty. For a society to take control
of the process whereby it produces individuals, it must take
control of the process by which it produces its imaginary. But
full autonomy along these lines is obviously a pipe dream.
The most we can aim for is therefore lucid self-awareness,
wherein we attempt to regulate the social imaginary to the best
of our abilities, with a cheery acknowledgement of our likely
failure. Human wakefulness, whether individual or collective,

can only ever be partial and relative—but we should strive for it
nevertheless.40
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Endnotes
1This typology draws on Keum (2020), especially pp. 3–7, which
distinguishes the second and third senses of myth but is silent as to the
first.

2To be clear, I am not claiming that specific mythsmust always be linked
to deep myths.

3My framing of the alternatives owes much to Keum (2020, 10–21).
4See Partenie (2009).
5 cf. Heidegger (1962).
6Keum (2020, 6).
7See Burnyeat (1980), for comparisons between Plato and Aristotle on
this score.

8See Brisson and Naddaf (1999, Part II).
9See, for example, Schofield (2006, 284–303) and Frank (2018, 118–123).
10See, for example, Dombrowski (1997).
11Popper (1966, 142); for the Critias passage, see Gagarin and Woodruff
(1995, 260–262). We might also think of Alexis de Tocqueville’s treat-
ment of religion inDemocracy in America: “Though it is very important
for man as an individual that his religion should be true, that is
not the case for society. Society has nothing to fear or hope from
another life; what is most important for it is not that all citizens
should profess the true religion but that they should profess religion”
(2006, 290).

12See Rowett (2016) and Smith (2019, ch. 2).
13 See Kasimis (2016).
14See Thakkar (2018, ch. 4).
15For an extended discussion of mechanē in the Republic, see Frank
(2018).

16See Winter (Forthcoming) for a critical overview of the confused and
often incompatible ways the term has been used in recent intellectual
history.

17Castoriadis’s conception of the imaginary contrasts with that of Taylor
(2004, 23–20), which emphasizes the notion of common understand-
ings that make possible common practices. This article takes no stand
on which account of the imaginary works best, or how different
accounts relate to one another—the goal is solely to illuminate Plato,
and for that purpose I believe itmost effective to focus onThe Imaginary
Institution of Society.

18 See also Anderson (2016).
19 This is even more evident in modern society than it had previously
been, since productive development makes it possible “to see the
historical manufacturing of needs that are produced every day before
our own eyes” (Castoriadis, 1987, 156–157).
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20 In that sense, Castoriadis inherits Marx’s Theses on Feuerbach, even
while opposing crude historical materialism.

21 “[The subject of praxis] is constantly transformed on the basis of the
experience in which it is engaged, which the subject does or makes,
but which alsomakes the subject. ‘Pedagogues are educated’, ‘the poem
makes the poet’” (Castoriadis, 1987, 77).

22See Joas (1996), as well as his treatment of Castoriadis in Joas, Knöbl,
and Skinner (2009, 401–417).

23 For more on creativity, see Castoriadis (1987, 195–201).
24 For the full quotation, see Castoriadis (1987, 106): “The Ego of
autonomy is not the absolute Self, themonad cleaning and polishing its
external-internal surface in order to eliminate the impurities resulting
from contact with others. It is the active and lucid agency that
constantly reorganizes its contents, through the help of these same
contents, that produces by means of a material and in relation to needs
and ideas, all of which are themselves mixtures of what it has already
found there before it and what it has produced itself.”

25 Compare p. 74: “When an artist begins a work, and even when an
author begins a theoretical book, he both does and does not knowwhat
is going to say - even less does he knowwhat that which he will say will
actuallymean.”

26This is not to deny that he draws heavily on Plato, for example in
his discussion of the Timaeus in The Imaginary Institution of Society
(Castoriadis, 1987, 187–198). In his view, the defining characteristic of
great philosophy is that it points beyond itself. See Castoriadis (1997,
371).

27As Castoriadis says, his ideal of autonomy as “consciousnesses’s rule
over [rather than elimination of] the unconscious” may be informed by
Freud, but ultimately “this is the programmeproposed by philosophical
reflection on the individual for the past 25 centuries, at once the
assumption and the outcome of ethics as it has been viewed by Plato
and the Stoics, Spinoza or Kant.” See Castoriadis (1987, 102).

28The account I give here tracks the one I give in Thakkar (2018, ch. 3).
29For an argument that Plato means to suggest that each city has its own
Cave, see LeMoine (2020, ch. 2).

30Castoriadis (1997, 282).
31Children are especially vulnerable to the literary myths they hear
because when something is young “it is especially malleable and best
takes on whatever pattern (typos) one wishes to impress on it” (377b)
and literary myths have a special capacity to transmit such patterns to
those too young to “distinguish what is allegory (hyponoia) from what
is not” (378d). See Lear (2017).

32On the relation between founding and ruling, see 497c-d and Thakkar
(2018, 104–112).

33CompareMyles Burnyeat’s discussion of the recurrent figure of couches
throughout the Republic in Burnyeat (1997).

34See Allen (2010, ch. 3), McCoy (2020, ch. 2), and Thakkar (2018, 139–
144).

35Theymight also be disseminated to non-philosophers in other societies,
as when Socrates instructs Adeimantus to spread the ship of state
analogy within Athens (489a-c)—see Thakkar (2018, 172–174).

36His portraits of the justman and the unjustmanwere created asmodels
(paradeigmata) to enable the interlocutors to respond to Glaucon’s
challenge concerning happiness, he says (472c-d). But he also describes
them as being like statues purified (the verb is ekkathairein) for a
competition, and Glaucon later praises him as being “like a statue-
maker” (361d, 540c). The beautiful city, the city in speech, is also
compared to a statue, both at the start of Book IV andwhen its inception
is described as a process of purifying (kathairein) the luxurious city,
the verb calling to mind the statues mentioned earlier (420c-d, 399e).

Finally, the verb plattein, meaning “to mould” or “to sculpt,” comes
up repeatedly in connection with the philosophical project of creating
theoretical models: Socrates and his interlocutors are sculpting a city,
and Glaucon is invited to sculpt a new image of the soul (374a, 420c-d,
588b-d). See Thakkar (2018, 155–156).

37See Allen (2010, ch. 4).
38Here, I borrow language from Thakkar (2018, 156–157).
39For alternative accounts, see Rowett (2016) and Smith (2019, ch. 2).
40Thanks to Jacob Abolafia, Carmen Dege, Tae-Yeoun Keum and Grace
Ledbetter, as well as two anonymous reviewers, for helpful feedback on
this material.
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