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Foreword

Jibiao Jiang submitted an excellent MA thesis at Frankfurt University;
its extensively revised version now forms the basis of this book. Craft of
Soul: The Generation of Sovereignty in the State Theory of the Later Plato
presents an original interpretation of aspects of the classical—indeed, the
most canonical—political philosophy in the Western tradition. For a long
time, Plato’s conception of the polis, the state, and political community was
primarily a subject for specialists. On the one hand, scholars emphasized
the historical specificity and contextuality of his work but rarely connected
it to contemporary debates. On the other, some theorists following Leo
Strauss’s influential reading insisted on the esoteric, even elitist charac-
ter of Platonic thought—arguing that it was inaccessible to the »masses«
and fundamentally incompatible with modern democratic demands.
The tide has turned, however—at least partially. A newer trend in
recent discussions has emerged, bold enough to either assert direct rel-
evance for contemporary political thinking (as in Alain Badiou’s origi-
nal reading and translation) or to reopen questions of historical continu-
ity and discontinuity, tracing new connections and identifying topoi that
link ancient political thought with early-modern, modern, and late-mod-
ern concepts. Michel Foucault’s readings of early and late antique texts
(from Plato to the Cynics, the Stoics, and early Christian authors) have
been seminal in this regard. Though neither a specialist in Greek or Lat

in nor a historian of antiquity or political thought, Foucault managed to
make daring contributions to all of these fields. He argued that ancient
conceptions and practices of government and governance constitute the
matrix upon which later political ideas and practices implicitly built. Fur-
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thermore, he demonstrated how the relationship between the self, truth,
and political order has shaped the history of Western political thought
more profoundly than most modern theories—let alone liberalism—have
been willing to acknowledge. The cognitive divides between Antiquity, the
Christian and early modern periods, and high or late modernity may, he
contended, be less profound than previously assumed. Consequently, the
debate on the periodization of European history might need to be revis-
ited on this premise (see, e. g., the classic interventions by Paul Veyne or
the recent contributions by Bernard Jussen).

Jibiao Jiang’s work is situated within this intellectual context. He devotes
his study to the multifaceted Greek concept of techne, which has played a
crucial role in philosophy since Plato, particularly in his political thought.
Jiang engages extensively and controversially with numerous interpreta-
tions of this term, tracing continuities and ruptures within Plato’s corpus
while mapping the entire semantic network in which techne is embed-
ded. Plato himself acknowledges that human action can never fully mas-
ter causal relationships; there remains room for chance, fortune, fate, and
divine favor. Yet human—especially political—action can proceed virtu-
ously and prudently, with a reasonable prospect of success, if it employs
a wise selection of means and strategies and adopts a rational perspec-
tive on its ends. This approximation of meaningful action to the orienta-
tion toward truth also explains Plato’s opposition to the Sophists. Political
action, however, in the end remains fundamentally distinct and precari-
ous in its form, always retaining an element of contingency. Consequently,
the command and application of techne never entirely submits to human
intentionality, and the wise governance and cultivation of souls can nev-
er be reduced to mere instrumentality.

Following a thorough examination of interpretive challenges, Jiang
connects these historical questions to systematic inquiries into power and
politics, drawing inspiration from Foucault’s intensive use of ancient con-
cepts. He corrects Foucault’s own suggestion that modern power theory
had diverged from its ancient model on this point in question, arguing
instead that Foucault, without fully acknowledging it, himself conceives of
the relationship between power and knowledge within the broad frame-
work of a techne-based understanding—thus thinking more »Greek« than

\
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he would admit. Jiang also challenges the notion that the topos of sover-
eignty is quintessentially modern. For Plato, securing political order is the
foundation for all other political strategies and projects; thus, a techne of
state preservation has always been an essential component of the politi-
cal and cannot be separated from it. He links this insight to an engaging
discussion of Carl Schmitt and Giorgio Agamben.

Yet these undeniably compelling reflections are situated within the
aforementioned tension. On the one hand, they reaffirm the historical sin-
gularity of Greek philosophy, demanding philological rigor. On the other,
they insist on a strong ontological claim—unhesitant to embrace anach-
ronism in identifying eternal laws of political thought, thereby even ech-
oing Straussian tendencies. However, the most intriguing aspect lies at
the systematic level. Building on Foucault, Jiang argues that we can derive
insights into the specific forms of sovereignty, state power, and the gov-
ernance of souls from the Platonic framework. Plato systematically inter-
twines the soul, the state, and techne in his theory; this proves useful and
illuminating for both standard cases of contemporary governance (particu-
larly the regulatory power of state law) and its extreme exceptions (such
as emergency laws in wartime or the »war on terror«). Here lies a pecu-
liar yet enduring relevance of ancient concepts and models of thought for
the analysis of contemporary power.

Can we, then, (once again) be Platonists? Of course not. As Fou-
cault remarked in a similar context, no era can answer its questions with
responses from the past. Yet ancient political thought can serve as a mir-
ror in which we recognize, in refracted form, elements of our own time.
These attempts of re-reading the canon and breaking it out of the confines
of received readings are part of a global conversation in which Europe-
an and Asian perspectives often converge but also diverge in fascinating
ways. Jibiao Jiang’s work is a significant contribution to this conversation
on politics today.

Frankfurt am Main, August 2026 Prof. Dr. Martin Saar
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