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Description

Plato (ca. 427 - ca. 347 BCE) has been referred to as a "patriarchal" writer 
by some feminists (e.g., Barbara Freeman 1988) while others characterize the 
philosopher's approach to gender issues as "unambiguously feminist" (Gre-
gory Vlastos 1994). In this book, renowned cultural scientist Harald Haarmann 
argues that Plato was neither the one nor the other. The motivation and the 
goal of his scheme of gender roles in an ideal society have to be sought outside 
the frame of traditional feminist analysis.

In the present study, a new approach to Plato's philosophical endeavor is pre-
sented, one which calls upon an internal reconstruction of historical realities 
and of cultural conditions during Plato's lifetime, and of its zeitgeist, at the same 
time avoiding judgmental stereotyping and the forceful projection of modern 
biased positions into antiquity. Therefore, there is no intention to force Plato 
into "existentialist", "Marxist", "feminist", "psycho-analytical", "mysterious" or 
whatever other straightjackets but to refer to modern positions only in their 
capacity to outline contrasts of worldview, between antiquity and the modern 
age. In other words, Plato's work will not be (mis)used as a quarry to extract 
ideas, forms and concepts, for them to become the target of modern biased 
crit-icism, and pronouncements will not be treated as isolated constructs in a 
cul-tural vacuum.

In this study, priority lies with the reconstruction of Plato's ideas on women's 
roles viewed against the zeitgeist of gender issues in Greek society of classi-
cal antiquity. This poses the challenge to reliably reconstruct the social condi-
tions of women in Greek society of the fifth and fourth centuries BCE, that is 
to reconstruct the living-conditions under the Athenian democracy. That was
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the environment in which Plato worked and lived, with which he
interacted - physically and mentally - and from where he received
vital impulses.

The various facets of women's role in private and public life, in
reality and in the mythical tradition, offer an overall picture that
defies the stereotyping notion of a "patriarchal" society. Women
had various roles even in public life, and yet, such realities were
not readily acknowledged by intellectuals and were marginalized
in antique sources. Plato, as an exception to common attitudinal
positions, was an attentive observer of contemporary Greek society
in Athens under the democracy, and the multifaceted picture of
women's roles and status certainly influenced his reasoning about
gender issues. This is an important book for students and scholars
in anthropology, women's studies, and philosophy.
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