
©2018 Interpretation, Inc. All rights reserved. No part of the contents may be  
reproduced in any form without written permission of the publisher.  ISSN  0020-9635

Volume 45    Issue 1Fall 2018

3 

 
25

 
49
67 

 

87
93 

97
 

103
 
 

109
 
 

119
 

125 

129
 

135
 
 

141 
147

Matthew S. Brogdon  “Who Would Be Free, Themselves Must Strike the 
Blow”: Revolt and Rhetoric in Douglass’s Heroic Slave 
and Melville’s Benito Cereno

Ariel Helfer    Socrates’s Political Legacy: Xenophon’s Socratic  
Characters in Hellenica I and II

Lorraine Smith Pangle  The Radicalness of Strauss’s On Tyranny 

David Polansky & With Steel or Poison:  
Daniel Schillinger Machiavelli on Conspiracy

  Book Reviews: 
Ingrid Ashida   Persian Letters by Montesquieu

Kevin J. Burns  Legacies of Losing in American Politics  
by Jeffrey Tulis and Nicole Mellow

Peter Busch   Montesquieu and the Despotic Ideas of Europe  
by Vickie B. Sullivan

Rodrigo Chacón  The Internationalists: How a Radical Plan to Outlaw 
War Remade the World by Oona A. Hathaway and 
Scott J. Shapiro 

Bernard J. Dobski  Shakespeare’s Thought: Unobserved Details and  
Unsuspected Depths in Thirteen Plays  
by David Lowenthal

Elizabeth C’ de Baca Eastman   The Woman Question in Plato’s “Republic”   
by Mary Townsend

Michael P. Foley   The Fragility of Consciousness: Faith, Reason, and the 
Human Good by Frederick Lawrence

Raymond Hain   The New Testament: A Translation  
by David Bentley Hart

Thomas R. Pope   Walker Percy and the Politics of the Wayfarer  
by Brian A. Smith

  Doubting Progress: Two Reviews 
Lewis Hoss A Road to Nowhere: The Idea of Progress and Its Critics  
Eno Trimçev by Matthew W. Slaboch



 Editor-in-Chief Timothy W. Burns, Baylor University

 General Editors Charles E. Butterworth • Timothy W. Burns

 General Editors (Late)  Howard B. White (d. 1974) • Robert Horwitz (d. 1987)  
Seth G. Benardete (d. 2001) • Leonard Grey (d. 2009) • 
Hilail Gildin (d. 2015)

 Consulting Editors  Christopher Bruell • David Lowenthal • Harvey C.  
Mansfield • Thomas L. Pangle • Ellis Sandoz • Kenneth  
W. Thompson 

 Consulting Editors (Late)  Leo Strauss (d. 1973) • Arnaldo Momigliano (d. 1987) • 
Michael Oakeshott (d. 1990) • John Hallowell (d. 1992) 
• Ernest L. Fortin (d. 2002) • Muhsin Mahdi (d. 2007) • 
Joseph Cropsey (d. 2012) • Harry V. Jaffa (d. 2015)

 International Editors Terence E. Marshall • Heinrich Meier

 Editors  Peter Ahrensdorf • Wayne Ambler • Marco Andreacchio • 
Maurice Auerbach • Robert Bartlett • Fred Baumann • Eric 
Buzzetti • Susan Collins • Patrick Coby • Erik Dempsey • 
Elizabeth C’de Baca Eastman • Edward J. Erler • Maureen 
Feder-Marcus • Robert Goldberg • L. Joseph Hebert •  
Pamela K. Jensen • Hannes Kerber • Mark J. Lutz • Daniel 
Ian Mark • Ken Masugi • Carol L. McNamara • Will  
Morrisey • Amy Nendza • Charles T. Rubin • Leslie G. 
Rubin • Thomas Schneider • Susan Meld Shell • Geoffrey 
T. Sigalet • Nicholas Starr • Devin Stauffer • Bradford P. 
Wilson • Cameron Wybrow • Martin D. Yaffe • Catherine 
H. Zuckert • Michael P. Zuckert 

 Copy Editor Les Harris

 Designer Sarah Teutschel

 Inquiries Interpretation, A Journal of Political Philosophy  
   Department of Political Science 

Baylor University  
1 Bear Place, 97276 
Waco, TX 76798

 email interpretation@baylor.edu 



1 1 9Book Review: The Woman Question in Plato’s “Republic”

© 2018 Interpretation, Inc.

Mary Townsend, The Woman Question in Plato’s “Republic.” Lanham, MD: 
Lexington Books, 2017, 248 pp., $95 (cloth). 

E l i z a be t h  C ’  de  Bac a  E a s t m a n

Long Beach, California

e.eastman@verizon.net

“For a city that is going to be governed on a high level, women must be in 
common, children and their entire education must be in common, and simi-
larly the practices in war and peace must be in common, and their kings must 
be those among them who have proved best in philosophy and with respect 
to war” (543a). Socrates proclaims this to Glaucon at the beginning of Book 
VIII of the Republic, referring to topics discussed in the section commonly 
referred to as the “three Waves.” Though Socrates predicts waves of laughter 
at these startling suggestions, the consequences of these positions and their 
place in the dialogue are central to the discussion in The Woman Question in 
Plato’s “Republic” by Mary Townsend. 

The action of the dialogue begins when Socrates turns to greet others 
as he returns from the Piraeus where he said a prayer to the goddess and 
witnessed the celebration of the Thracian goddess Bendis. The provocative 
assertion about women and children quoted above comes in response to 
questions posed by those who entreat Socrates to stay for a further honoring 
of the goddess. Their conversation turns to justice. They seek a definition and 
judgment of the merits by examining justice in both the individual and the 
city and exploring many other wide-ranging topics such as education, virtue, 
the soul, and philosophy.

Townsend’s book, as the title indicates, addresses in particular those 
parts that speak to the woman question in one of Plato’s lengthiest dialogues. 
The book is composed of an introduction, nine chapters, and an epilogue. 
The author launches her inquiry with the initial task “to uncover and take 
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seriously the action of the First Wave (the radical change in the roles of women, 
children, and men)” (1) by explaining the content of the dialogue before and 
after the three Waves in Book V. The subsequent six chapters further explore 
the three Waves by focusing on specific topics including Glaucon’s aporia, 
thumos and eros in the hunt (one of the activities of the guardians), taming 
the hunting women, women and men exercising together, the political prob-
lem resulting from women in a private setting, and robes of virtue that clothe 
the women exercising naked. She devotes the last two chapters to the larger 
theme in Plato’s writing, the philosopher-king, and her critical assessment of 
the Republic in a chapter entitled “Woman Is a Political Animal.” 

Townsend presents a stimulating reading of the Republic, with references 
to other Platonic dialogues that offer insight into the woman question as well 
as a wide array of secondary literature and authors in literature and philoso-
phy. A prime example of Townsend’s careful reading is her reinterpretation 
of the three Waves, which is also a crucial part of her argument.

Socrates refers to “waves” in Book V when Polemarchus asks him to 
explain more fully the participation of women and children in the second 
city in speech, the city with a fever. Socrates expresses concern about waves 
of paradox or laughter when discussing these proposals. The content of the 
three Waves consists of the following: 1) the claim that some women are 
fit by nature to share in the same education and duties as male guardians, 
including stripping naked for exercise, though Socrates explains they will be 
clothed in virtue; 2) the claim, similar to the requirement that male guard-
ians have no private property, use common messes, and live as soldiers, that 
women and children will also live in common, neither child nor parent will 
know one another, and women will join men in war; and 3) the claim that 
unless philosophers rule as kings or rulers study philosophy, that is, unless 
political power and philosophy come together, there will be no respite from 
evil. Most group the First and Second Waves together owing to their similar 
content, but Townsend proposes that the First and Third should be grouped 
together and that the Second is the outlier.

Townsend argues that bringing women into the public and political 
realm as Socrates does in the First Wave is similar to the role that he calls on 
philosophers to perform in the Third Wave. She identifies parallels between 
the women and philosophers: each may be dishonored by the city, each may 
be compelled to change their customary state, and each may be met with 
laughter (14). Further evidence of the link between the First and Third Waves 
is apparent in Socrates’s discussion of philosophy in Books II–IV, and the 
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second, more comprehensive discussion in Books V–VII. The entrée to this 
more extensive discussion, Townsend explains, is provided by the content 
of the First Wave, in part owing to the similarity of the problematic nature 
of women or philosophers ruling, the attractiveness of the proposition, and 
whether either desires to rule or remain outside of the public realm (14, 17, 
18). To make the case that this is what Socrates is pursuing, she tailors her 
subsequent chapters to advance the argument, with special attention to the 
arguments that underscore the link between philosophy and women. 

One of the primary links is that of the hunt: “Socrates recommends the 
practice of philosophy, imagined as a hunt, as the path to the love of wisdom 
where the goal may or may not be achieved” (61). The hunt was among the 
guardians’ tasks, which women would join. Townsend’s discussion in chap-
ter 4 centers on the taming of the hunting women. She notes that women 
were intemperate, even more lustful than men, according to “common Greek 
report” (67–68). She suggests further that “women’s over-wild passions make 
them only dubiously tamable as citizens” and refers back to Socrates’s first city 
in speech (the city of utmost necessity) in Book II, from which, she claims, 
“women are absent” (68). Townsend asserts more than once that women are 
absent in the first city (2–3, 68, 74, 109), but that is inaccurate. 

In Book II, Socrates proposes investigating justice in the city before turn-
ing to the individual. With the recognition that no one is self-sufficient, cities 
are formed to meet basic needs. In the first city, the essential minimum is 
“four or five men” (369d) but as needs increase, the city grows to include 
farmers, craftsmen, merchants, retailers, and wage earners. While no specific 
reference is made to women, their presence can be inferred by remarks about 
feasting together, bearing no more children than their means allow, and 
bequeathing a life to their offspring similar to theirs that is marked by living 
at peace, in good health, and dying at a ripe age (372a, d). Townsend asks in 
the introduction, “why aren’t women everywhere and present from the begin-
ning?” (2), yet women are present in the first city, albeit in a private capacity. 
Contrary to Townsend’s assertion that women are wild in the private setting, 
Socrates’s description of the life bequeathed to the offspring suggests that the 
harmony in the first city is in both the public and private realms.

Socrates introduces a prominent theme in the first city that provides 
insight into the role of women in a private setting, that of “one man, one art” 
(370b). It is based upon the principle that differences in nature make one bet-
ter suited to a single task or profession. Far from the first city being “comically 
limited” (74), as Townsend suggests, or women’s alleged absence constituting 
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“another humorous deficiency” (75), this important principle in the Republic 
of “one man, one art” is established and applied consistently in the first city. 
This is seen in women bearing and raising children at home as well as in the 
fact that all of the other professions are assigned to men in accordance with 
their nature. The principle also appears in several later discussions, including 
the one linking it to the parts of the soul (586e) and the one defining justice 
as having and doing one’s own and not meddling (433–435b). The city that 
Socrates also refers to as true and healthy (372e) is not as easily dismissed as 
Townsend suggests.

Another instance where women are described in a private setting is in 
Book VIII, where Socrates points to the actions of women in the timocratic 
and oligarchic cities as contributing to the regime’s downfall (549d, 550d). 
Socrates has come full circle. Women are in a private capacity and are as 
moderate as the men in the healthy city, but they contribute, along with the 
men, to the decline in the bad cities. In Townsend’s efforts to persuade that 
the private is not desirable, she links the philosopher, the housewife, and the 
tyrant. Whereas one pities the plight of philosophy in isolation, she writes, 
“it is also the isolation the tyrant and the housewife possess, where alone in 
solitude, the tyrant finds it easier to give reign to his worst desires. . . . It is the 
paradox that even being kept within the walls of a house, one’s privacy can 
take on this wild quality.” Further: “The souls of women are left disordered, 
without the tempering effects of justice in the soul” (113–14). Socrates’s “one 
man, one art” proposal in the first city counters Townsend’s argument: “That 
rule we set down at the beginning as to what must be done in everything 
when we were founding our city—this, or a certain form of it, is, in my opin-
ion, justice. Surely we set down and often said, if you remember, that each 
one must practice one of the functions in the city, that one for which his 
nature made him naturally most fit” (433a). This does not apply only to men. 
Socrates asks Glaucon, “Or is the city done the most good by the fact that—in 
the case of child, woman, slave, freeman, craftsman, ruler and ruled—each 
one minded his own business and wasn’t a busybody?” (433d). This exchange 
is part of a larger discussion about virtue in Book IV in the presentation of 
the second city, the city with a fever, but it refers back to the principle pre-
sented in the first city. The political problem of women being “unregulated by 
the city” (110) that Townsend argues is present owing to their private life is 
thus addressed by Socrates. He presents an alternative solution to the politi-
cal problem by looking back to the first city. 
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Townsend does offer an explanation of how the wildness of women is 
tamed and their activity redirected toward the public good by arguing that 
the virtue that will clothe the women who exercise naked “will be Socratic 
in nature” (140). The link that she established between the First and Third 
Waves or between women and philosophy comes to fruition at this point: 
“Socrates’ robes of virtue wrap women’s concerns up into Socratic ones” 
(143). To respond to the challenge that only a few will take up philosophy, 
Townsend explains that the Republic invites all readers to participate. She 
praises Socrates, whose heavenly polity offers “hope and promise for indi-
vidual human women to follow its laws and no other” (149). She also praises 
Plato’s Republic more broadly, as “one of the profound liberators of human 
women our reading selves have ever seen because it proposes to liberate 
all human beings by means of justice in the soul” (149). Townsend’s book 
encourages the reader to reexamine Plato’s Republic in light of her arguments.


