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Would COVID-19 vaccination be mandatory in
the Republic of Plato?
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Abstract—The Republic of Plato is a philosophical treatise
describing the ideal city—state, a self—sufficient civil entity in the
world of Ideas (Forms) that enables both individuals and the
society to thrive. Elements of the Republic can be tracedwoka in
modern policymaking. Plato’s ethical and political philosophy
consists of a standpoint of reflection towards contemporary chal-
lenges, one of whom is admittedly COVID-19 vaccination. Few
countries have made vaccination obligatory for the whole of the
population, while many countries consider making vaccination
mandatory for particular high-risk groups and front line
workers. In response to the growing debate on the necessity and
the ethical integrity of mandatory vaccination against COVID-19,
this paper discusses the matter in the context of Plato’s Republic
and provides relevant recommendations.
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I. INTRODUCTION

The Republic of Plato (428-348 BC) is one of the world’s
most influential treatises in ethical philosophy and political
theory. The Republic describes the ideal city which, lies in the
realm of Ideas, by means of a dialogue between the philoso-
pher Socrates and a number of renowned Athenians. Moreover,
the Republic should not be considered as a political system
but rather as a pattern of it laid up in heaven for him who

wishes to contemplate it and so beholding to constitute himself

its citizen [1]. T herefore man contemplates this pattern in
order to be improve his and his community’s living conditions
as much as possible. Justice, defined as willingness to obey
laws for the sake of the civil coexistence of individuals and
social groups, constitutes the fundament of the ideal city —
state. Although this ideal city never came to existence, Plato’s
political philosophy has influenced modern policymaking and
still serves as a standpoint for reflection on contemporary
ethical and sociopolitical challenges and controversy [2].
Mandatory COVID-19 vaccination has fueled intense debate
over public health and human rights. To date two countries
have made COVID-19 vaccination mandatory at population
level and at least ten countries are issuing similar mandates
for high - risk population groups including healthcare workers,
security bodies and educators. Those who support these poli-
cies stress public health protection and those who oppose set
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the right of informed consent as a red line, shifting the debate
towards the limits between individual and public interest [3,4].
Although Plato’s Republic does not contain a definitive answer
to the question, it can provide modern researchers and societies
with further insights to consider.

Arguments in favor and against mandatory COVID-19
vaccination in the Republic

The governance model and the structure of the society in
Plato’s Republic would make vaccination mandatory. The
population would be divided in three classes, artisans, aux-
iliaries, and philosopher-kings. Although each of the classes
possesses distinct skills and makes substantial contributions to
the collective wellbeing of the city, philosopher-kings rule,
because they prevail in sciences [5]. There is no doubt
over their ethical and evidence—based decision making;
therefore, the population would accept the vaccines they
would approve.

The platonic concept of justice would weigh in favor of this
as well. The citizens would abide by laws for the sake of
the civil coexistence of individuals and social groups [6].
This is explained by the the structure of the human soul that
corresponds to the structure of the State. The philosophers-
kings have developed the rational part of the soul, which makes
them eligible to take over the governance of the city. The
auxiliaries are characterized by the spiritive part protect the
city from external enemies, while the artisans thanks to the
predominance of the appetitive part of the soul, are responsible
for the production of goods. Just as justice prevails in the soul,
it contributes to each part of it performing a specific task,
respectively, and at a social level, justice creates the conditions
for the harmonious coexistence of all parts of society. Each
person is therefore essentially a microcosm of society, in which
the quality of his soul is reflected [7]. Both man and the State
are therefore not separate entities, but are governed by an
inseparable unity, as is the case with the parts of a body.
Therefore, the happiness of the citizens and consequently the
harmonious relations between the social classes should not be
the result of violent coercion or good testimony from outside,
but should come from the inner mental harmony of the
people that will be reflected in the State. In other words,
vaccination denial or hesitancy towards reason and science, the
locomotives of this inner harmony, would fuel conflict between
classes and undermine coexistence posing the very existence
of the Republic at risk. Similarly, frontline workers denying
COVID-19 vaccines would fail to protect their patients and
accomplish their societal role. Mandatory vaccination would
be accepted as a necessary means to safeguard both the citizens
and the state.

Nonetheless, vaccination might not need to become manda-
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tory in the Republic. All the citizens would be trained to
prioritize the common good over their own sake. Beyond moral
principles, they would understand that a standstill caused by
the spread of SARS-CoV-2 would eventually set themselves,
their family and business at peril. For the same reasons, they
would consider a personal calamity inflicted by the potential
side effects less harmful [5, 6]. In the Platonic Republic
particular attention was paid to the education of the auxiliaries
from whom the philosopher-kings were appointed (Plato,
Respublica, 414 b, 1-5). Mandatory courses for the auxiliaries
were music, myths and gymnastic [7]. Beyond them there were
scientific courses such as arithmetics and astronomy that cause
man to think beyond his senses, so as to decide on the quality
of an object [8]. T herefore rational thought is a virtue to be
possessed by the auxiliaries and consequently the kings of the
state. Even today, therefore, these kings would choose
scientific knowledge to deal with a complex scientific subject
such as the COVID-19 pandemic and these auxiliaries would
be able to resonate with this choice.

Recommendations

Although the Republic is an ideal state beyond applied hu-
man politics, modern policymakers and societies can retrieve
a number of lessons from this hypothetical city—state.

Knowledgeable leadership can make a difference: Plato
would appoint only philosophers — scientists as leaders. So far,
leaders with a scientific background have performed better in
the management of the pandemic. Many leaders lacking this
background have been prone to defying the instructions of
experts [9, 10]. Although allocating governmental positions to
scientists would not be compatible with modern constitutions,
empowering them in decision—making can make a difference.

Social accountability needs to become a common ground:

Plato assumes that the citizens of Respublica would prioritize
common over individual interest. Although contem- porary
leaders have repeatedly invoked social accountability, citizens
nurtured exclusively with individual values fail to grasp the
repercussions of public crises at the individual level [11].
Therefore, social accountability and civil coexistence should
be emphasized in the long term.

Realistic expectations can help reach a consensus: Over-
optimistic promises of unconditional exemption from restric-
tions and personal protective measures have recently backfired
against COVID-19 vaccination efforts [12]. On the contrary,
the Republic, a dialogue curated by a philosopher famous for
admitting his ignorance when necessary, promotes a collec-
tive informed concerned, with citizens accepting vaccination
following careful consideration of the risk and benefits at
population and individual level.

Ethics and Philosophy can become part of the solution:
The Republic serves as a reminder of good practices focusing
on social cohesion, social accountability and responsible gov-
ernance. Philosophical models such as Kallipolis have been
authored as a critical response to political, social and ethical
flaws in times of crisis. Revisiting them can provide insights
and enrich constructive dialogue between stakeholders and the
public [13].

II. CONCLUSION

Revisiting philosophy cannot provide definite technical so-
lutions. However, it can contribute to resolving controversy
over mandatory or non-mandatory vaccination on widely ac-
cepted ethical grounds and promote civilized dialogue in times
of tension and division.
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