
Verseny10: 

Dear Master Plato, 

It is from more than 2500 years distant in time and 1500 km far from Athens that I write to 

you. What we call Western civilization is following the path that you, ancient Greeks, have set for us. 

Democracy flourishes in most of our countries (I’m of course talking about the countries which 

represent western culture).  However, democracy has also brought us liberalism and free market, 

which has led us now, 2010 years after Jesus Christ (a famous person who lived a few centuries after 

you) to an economic as well as moral crisis. People don’t know any more if what they are doing is 

good or not, and Humanity is, as I sense it, at the beginning of a big change. I’ve told you all that only 

to make it possible for you to understand the context in which I want to debate with you about the 

following question: which way should people choose to live together in peace and harmony?  

 I have chosen a quotation of a famous English philosopher, Thomas Hobbes, to be the basis 

of our discussion (I send it to you in attachment). Hobbes explains in his famous philosophical work 

Leviathan that humans, in order to live in peace, have to give up their savage freedom and submit 

themselves to public coercive laws. This way everybody would have the same rights, and the 

punishments would be the same for everybody if they were committing a violation of the public 

rules. As he says, “the multitude so united in one person is called COMMONWEALTH”, it rules are set 

to protect the property and the life of its members, those who have accepted this coexistence to 

have a secure life. Hobbes has called this the social contract.  

 It is crucial that you understand the importance of the social contract. People who accept this 

contract accept to give up their (savage) freedom. Apart from now, they will be under the authority 

of the ruler(s), who may be a single person or an assembly of men. Hobbes imagined that these 

rulers would have an infinite power so that they can maintain peace in the community (or state). 

However, Locke didn’t agree with him. 

 John Locke is an English philosopher as well, and he lived approximately in the same time as 

Hobbes lived. He accepted the views of Hobbes and agreed about the necessity of the social 

contract, but he believed that the members of the community should have the right to take action 

against the rulers if these didn’t act at the benefit of the individuals. Hobbes probably imagined that 

the rulers would follow moral rules, as you imagined when, in the Republic, you said the state should 

be lead by philosophers. But Locke thought that moral leadership was not always possible and that 

there was a danger that the rulers would become tyrants. Yes, I know that it’s sad to hear that even 

the elite of society (because rulers must be the elite of society) can submit to the temptation of 

absolute power.  

 However, there may be a solution that could solve this problem. What if we cut absolute 

power into three distinct parts? That’s what Montesquieu, a French philosopher of the 

Enlightenment, thought to be the solution. He said that there should be three branches of power: 

- an executive power (a single person or a small group of individuals), 

- a legislative power (an assembly) and 

- a judiciary power (which would be represented in every part, region of the state). 



I believe this to be a good solution because the different powers would supervise each other. But I 

think it is not enough. Another philosopher (you can see, dear master Plato, that there are many of 

them, and that philosophy plays a very important role in the development of Humanity), John Rawls, 

believed that the group of people who set the laws which are the basis of the social contract should 

temporarily forget who they are, what economic and social situation they are in, in order to be able 

to create laws that fit to everybody and that make no distinction between the members of the 

community. This is a very important condition of life in society.  

 Now let’s have a look at your ideas about this whole topic. You believed, master, that the 

state should be ruled by philosophers and defended by guardians (or warriors). It’s a very good 

solution, but only if the philosophers are following moral rules and if they truly wish the best for the 

community they lead. You say, master, that these philosophers are the one who are able to “get out 

of the cave” and discover the real world (I mentioned here your allegory of the cave, which I don’t 

have to explain to you, because you know it better than I do). Well I believe that the philosophers 

should be selected according to another criterion as well: they should be individuals who only accept 

to rule because they want to serve the others and who know that the best way to serve the others is 

to rule them. These philosopher kings should not only be able to understand what the real world is, 

they should also want to bring peace and happiness to the others who are still in the “cave”. Do you 

agree with me? 

 I know that many years ago you tried, master, to accomplish this philosophers-ruled state 

that you have described in The Republic. You planned to first build it up in Sicily; however it seems 

that you failed. I believe you are not to blame for that, it’s only that Humanity was not able at that 

time to accomplish your dream.  

 As you can see, master, the deeper we get in the different theories of political philosophy, 

the more we approach the question of moral leadership and ethics. It is now evidence for me that a 

state can only be ruled properly by moral laws, and peace and joy within a community can only be 

maintained if the relationship between its members is based on ethics. We have here two different 

levels, the level of individuals and the level of communities, which both need to follow the same 

principles (those of ethics) if they wish to reach harmony. Kant, a philosopher who lived in the 18
th

 

century, adds a third level: the level of the relation between states. 

 Kant seems to agree with Hobbes about the necessity of leaving the savage (lawless) 

condition, but he extends this to the level of states. In his Politics, he says that states in relation with 

one another should form a state of nations (civitas gentium), which would always be growing until it 

would finally encompass all the nations of the world. This state of nations would be the guardian of 

the peace on Earth. It is probably hard to imagine for you, master, such a state of nations, when you 

lived in a time when Greece was cut to several states which were constantly in war with each other. 

Still, I have to tell you that I am absolutely of the same opinion as Kant, especially because in the 21
st

 

century, states have the opportunity to destroy each other with the use of terrifying weapons such as 

the atomic bomb, and if these states are not ruled by an organization which is above them and 

whose aim is to assure the survival of humanity, we can prepare ourselves for the worst. 

 How incredibly true and meaningful the last part of the quotation of Hobbes is: “that mortal 

god to which we owe, under the immortal God, our peace and defence”. Hobbes says that it is 

necessary that individuals attempt to reach peace and happiness on their own by accepting the social 



contract and undergoing coercive laws, but he also makes it clear for us that the real peace will come 

from God, either in this world or in another.  

 My dear master Plato, I think I have told you enough here about this issue, which is perhaps 

one of the most important of human life, and I would be very pleased to know your opinion about it. 

As Mr. Whitehead said, Western philosophical tradition is no more than a list of footnotes to you, 

master. Please tell me your thoughts about this question as soon as possible.  

 Cordially yours, 

 A young thinker of the 21
st

 century who wants to know more about the world 

 

(Kálmán Petro de Chalendar) 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            


