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plato, our dear plato!

an aristocracy of semi-madmen, those who have
“a head for maths.”
Platonists?

The mad, headstrong

the poet who wanted to chase away
the poets

It is also obscure that Plato the stylist — the
author of those great prose poems, the myths in
which he tells us of the fate of souls on the shores
of the river of forgetting or of the white and black
horses of action — tackles poetic imitation with
such rare violence, to the extent of declaring, at
the end of the Republic, that of all the policies he
advocates, the most important is the banishment
of poets. And obscure too is the fact that the same
thinker who has left behind only theatrical
dialogues, who often abstains from concluding,
and who — unlike Descartes, Spinoza, or Kant —
never presenis anything in an axiomatic or
formally demonstrative form, makes the destiny
of the philosophical path so utterly dependent on
the traversal of an immense mathematical
antechamber.

Doubtless, we must first of all understand the
extent to which the two imperatives of the
Platonic framing are tied to one other, inasmuch
as they are both linked to the Platonic definition
of philosophy.

Philosophy is first and foremost that which
interrupts the authoritarian regime of the True
without falling for the frivolity of relativism or
scepticism. An authoritarian regime exists when
the truth of a statement depends, not on the
argument that supports it, but on the position of
the one who pronounces it, whether God, king,
priest, professor, or prophet. A relativist or
sceptical frivolity reigns when the critique of the
authoritarian regime of the true leads to the
suppression of the absoluteness and universality
of truths. In its Platonist sense, philosophy
exposes what it says to public judgment,
presupposes shared logical rules, and enters into
dialogue with the first-comer. In so doing, it
divests the authority of the one who pronounces
the statement, in favour of the intrinsic value of
what is stated. But, symmetrically, it retains not
only the absoluteness of the true, but also the idea
that human thought, far from being limited,

finite, relative, and destined to doubt, is instead
entirely dependent on this absolute, which it can
and must encounter.

Now, poetry, as generous as its beauty may be,
is indubitably an authoritarian form of declara-
tion. It draws its authority only from itself,
abhors argument, and states what is, in the
sensory form of what imposes itself without
having to share this imposition. It holds itself at
the threshold of the Absolute, but too often
regards itself as the self-proclaimed guardian of
this threshold. Inversely, mathematics disciplines
thought through explicit rules, not through the
singular genius of language, and offers to every-
one a shared demonstration, whilst never giving
up on ultimate clarity — as complicated as its
construction may be. It informs the True without
conceding anything to the trembling or existen-
tial doubt before that whose cruel necessity it
unveils.

So, it is necessary to affirm that, contrary to
what is generally said, it is mathematics which
is democratic and poetry which is aristocratie, or
royal.

We can thus begin to understand why it is
necessary today to be a Platonist. For the
democracy of opinion, which is everywhere
praised and exalted, is the exclusion of the true;
royalty on  that
empty figure which is the individual, who

it bestows perfectly
thinks himself the free poet of his existence all
the more inasmuch as he takes his place
in commercial imitations. On the contrary, true
democracy, as Plato saw, is equality before the
Idea and the repudiation of imitative “commu-
nications.” Today in particular, when, as in
Plato’s time, the city is collapsing into futility,
democracy is equality before the political Idea,
which must be reinvented against its dissolution
in the play of interests.

One will only democratically return to the
poem if one subordinates it, in the guise of the
pure Idea, to the matheme’s arid power of
illumination. This was, after all, the project of
Mallarmé, and of anything of worth within
contemporary poetry. A Platonist poetry, one
will say, like the one which declares, with Pessoa,
that “Newton’s binomial is as beautiful as the
Venus of Milo.” And a democratic poetry, which
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breaks with the sophistic idea.
of individuals and promotes tl
an access to the real. “Real”
threefold, unusable
Beautiful, the Good.

It is true that we possess n

name:

this essentially democratic ch:
Pessoa himself, having reaffi
equivalence of the Beautiful a
that “the trouble is, nobody
equivalence (Newton’s Bin
Milo). Well, Plato universally
required for caring about it.
teaching makes the world
Infinitely more interesting.
Our Plato, our dear Plato! V
available means, let us affirm
Principle, against the phantom
of this “freedom” with which
we are burdened, the freedom
to depend on insignificant
objects and minuscule desires.

notes

I This text was originally pu
notre cher Platon!,” in Magazir
(Nov. 2005): 32-34. We are
Badiou for his permission to
[Translator’s note]
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