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Introduction.
The aim of this dissertation is to highlight the timeless insights and enduring
relevance of Plato’s view of tyranny. I examine Plato’s comprehensive account of
tyranny and the tyrant in the Republic, and in so doing I contribute to our understanding
of: (1) Plato’s view of tyranny and the tyrant, (2) the perennial political problem of
tyranny in terms of its origins, goals, function, and measures it employs, (3) the tyrant as
a political figure with particular desires related to his goals, actions, and measures as a
ruler, and, thus (4) the relation between tyranny as a regime and the tyrant as a type of
person. Let us begin by considering why tyranny is an intriguing topic in general and
why Plato’s view of tyranny in particular deserves our attention.
Despite the millennia that have passed since Plato’s time, it is evident that
tyrannies still exist, that they still puzzle us, and that they still present us with problems.
A look around the globe makes us realize that there are numerous governments in the
countries of the former Soviet Union, the Americas, Africa, and Asia that we can readily
call tyrannies. Contemporary or recent tyrants such as Kim Jong Il, Saddam Hussein,
Pinochet, Mao, Hitler, and Stalin, or as old as Peisitratus, Dionysius II of Syracuse, Julius
Caesar, and Louis XIV, have left considerable and controversial marks in history, and
have not ceased to invite our curiosity.
In our own time, especially since 9/11, there has been a considerable amount of
discussion concerning tyranny, terrorism, freedom, and democracy. Some wonder
whether terrorism and tyranny are related, and others claim that they are fundamentally
related. Others, still, wonder whether democracies can come to replace tyrannies and
how this may happen. Moreover, the Nazi horrors of World War II and those of Stalinist
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Russia in the twentieth century became an incentive for various thinkers to investigate
such political systems and to reawaken discussions on freedom, justice, and tyranny.
Plato’s personal and controversial entanglements with tyrants brought him close
to the phenomenon of tyranny and might partially explain why he was astonished by it.
Plato lived in an Athens which remembered the tyranny of the Peisistratids, and which
had recently lived through the tyranny of the Thirty. Plato tells us quite a bit about his
experience with the Thirty in the Seventh Letter. He tells us that the previous Athenian
democracy, engaged in the Peloponnesian war, seemed a great regime compared to the
tyranny, “they showed [the Thirty tyrants] in a short time that the preceding constitution
had been a precious thing” (324d-e). We know that Plato’s relatives, Charmides and
Critias, were members of the Thirty, rich anti-democrats established by the Spartan king
in 404. In fact, Critias was the head of the Thirty, which makes him a sort of tyrant of
tyrants. Both Critias and Charmides were killed in 403 in the fighting that overthrew
them and re-established the democracy.
Plato’s involvement with the famous tyrant Dionysius II of Syracuse has
fascinated and puzzled scholars since antiquity. In the Seventh Letter, we may find his
attempts and failure to educate Dionysius and to turn him into a philosopher king in the
manner described in the Republic. Whether this interpretation is correct or not, it still
invites questions regarding the extent of Plato’s involvement with politics and the
particular tyrant. Dionysius looks very much like the tyrant described in the Republic
and thus we get a rather close and curious correlation between Plato’s work and his own
life.
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Plato’s founding of the Academy shows that he was deeply concerned with the
polis and its fate. His experience with tyranny seems to have motivated him to begin a
school where he sought to improve some citizens by philosophic education, and generally
to enhance the level of culture of his time. The Academy was a school that existed in
competition with other schools, such as Isocrates’ school of rhetoric. We also know that
several members of the Academy were involved in politics which makes us suspect that
political education was part of the program in the Academy. Now let us turn to tyranny
as Plato discusses it in the dialogues.
Following the 4th century, tyranny was a substantial problem for Plato and other
intellectuals such as Thucydides, Xenophon, and Aristotle. Plato’s writings reveal to us
that he was deeply concerned with it and that he sought to explain it. Plato shows this
concern with his inclusion of his relatives as characters in his dialogues (see the
Charmides). Moreover, in dialogues such as the Republic and the Gorgias Plato
discusses tyranny within the larger context of justice. In the Republic Socrates argues
against Thrasymachus that the tyrant’s unjust life does not amount to happiness. Whether
the life of the tyrant was a happy one, was a question that concerned many other Greek
thinkers, as far back as Archilochus in the seventh century, and, in Plato’s own time,
Xenophon, who wrote on this topic in his Hiero. Socrates’ claim that justice leads to
happiness while tyranny leads to wretchedness, is a position that the tyrant would reject,
if Plato’s description of the tyrant is correct. From the tyrant’s perspective, a life of
justice in which one obeys laws and is just can never be good enough and, as
Thrasymachus seems to claim, such a life is suited only for weak people. Plato opposes
to this tyrannical perspective the state of one’s soul.
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Furthermore, in the Republic we get the famous analysis of tyranny and the tyrant
in Books VIII and IX. There, Plato describes tyranny in the sharpest contrast with the
most just city, the kallipolis, and the tyrant, in contrast to the just and happy philosopher
king. Plato tries to be comprehensive and systematic. He is comprehensive by
discussing the extremes in his analysis of justice; he discusses the best political
community and the best person and also the worst regime and the worst person. His
discussion is also comprehensive in considering the political, ethical, and psychological
aspects of justice and tyranny.
Some more modern or contemporary views of political philosophy seem to make
a fundamental philosophical shift from Plato. For Plato, analyzing political life involves
explaining: (1) the structure of constitutions, (2) the outlook of the soul of rulers within
particular constitutions, and (3) the orientation of the citizen’s souls in a constitution.
While some modern or contemporary thinkers seem to follow Plato’s explanatory pattern,
e.g. Arendt who treats both totalitarianism but also the character of Eichmann, others,
such as Tocqueville or Montesquieu, leave out the person-based aspect found in Plato’s
discussion and focus more on the structure of tyranny.
The applicability of Plato’s political philosophy has been a matter of considerable
debate in the twentieth century. Since WWII there has been controversy over whether
Nazi Germany and Stalinist Russia were in fact tyrannies or political systems of some
other sort. Hannah Arendt claims, famously in The Origins of Totalitarianism, that with
Hitler and Stalin, the twentieth century saw new types of terrible regimes, which were
essentially different from what the ancients understood as tyrannies. This is not to say
that tyrannies did not exist anymore but rather, that the classical model of tyranny, like

Coumoundouros––Plato’s View of Tyranny

4

the one found in Plato, is no longer relevant to our efforts to understand Nazi Germany or
Stalinist Russia.
Karl Popper, in The Open Society and Its Enemies, launched a vehement critique
of Plato’s political philosophy as totalitarian. He claimed that “Plato’s political program
is far from being morally superior to totalitarianism, it is fundamentally identical with it”
(87). Many intellectuals follow Popper’s critique of Plato’s political philosophy, and
consequently his discussion of tyranny seems irrelevant to them. Even recent
commentators on Plato, such as Julia Annas, doubt any value in his discussion of tyranny
(An Introduction to Plato’s Republic, 1981). Annas claims that Plato’s discussion of
constitutions and individuals in Book VIII is “both confusing and confused” and that
“Plato’s tyrant would not last a week” (294, 304). The fact that Plato’s account of
tyranny has met such resistance in recent times may explain why there is no single work
on Plato’s view of tyranny. Some of the secondary scholarship on Plato does deal with
his ideas on tyranny but this is never a primary concern. My dissertation seems to be the
first full-length treatment of Plato on tyranny.
Plato discusses the violence and fraud associated with tyranny, its injustice, the
absence of the rule of law, the disregard of the citizen’s good, the pursuit of pleasure and
the interest of the ruler, and the employment of tools of propaganda. All these are
practices and characteristics of older, recent, and contemporary governments we can call
tyrannies. In Republic VIII, Plato also discusses the relation of democracy and its pursuit
of freedom to tyranny. He seems to treat democracy as a regime from which tyranny
results causally. This is rather controversial, but it seems relevant to our own concerns
with freedom, democracy, and tyranny.
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This dissertation is in seven chapters. In the first chapter I discuss the usage of
the term turannos (tyrant) and its derivatives in the Greek in the works of authors prior
and during the time of Plato. I consider the usage of the term in the tragic poets,
Aristophanes, Herodotus, Thucydides, Lysias, and Isocrates among others. Such an
examination allows us to explore the intellectual background against which Plato
formulates his own view of tyranny. This chapter establishes that the term turannos was
used vaguely or ambiguously most of the time. The term did not have negative
connotations until the fifth and fourth centuries BCE. Prior to the 4th century authors
used the term to mean monarchy whereas with Plato (and Xenophon) we get a clear
normative distinction between kings and tyrants as different types of monarchs.
Apparently, the Athenian experience of tyranny pushes the term towards negative
connotations. Plato borrows many of the negative features associated with tyranny from
the tradition before him, but he seals the term’s negative usage.
Tyranny seems a concern in several Platonic dialogues, but Plato discusses it most
vigorously in the Republic. In the second chapter of my dissertation I argue that Plato
offers us a preliminary account of tyranny in Books I and II that anticipates the account
of tyranny in the later books.
Various commentators have argued that Plato’s account of constitutions in Book
VIII is plagued with problems and inconsistencies. In the third chapter I respond to some
rather serious challenges to Plato’s account and show that Plato’s discussion does merit
our serious attention. I discuss the following aspects of Plato’s account of regimes in
Book VIII:
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(1) The role of the account of constitutions in the main ethical argument of the
dialogue.
(2) Whether Plato’s discussion of constitutions has both an a priori or logical
perspective and an experiential basis.
(3) The analogy of the city and the soul and how this holds together in Book VIII.
(4) Plato’s depiction of governmental change in temporal/historical terms.
(5) The incompleteness of Plato’s account of regimes.
In the fourth chapter I examine Plato’s account of the development of tyranny from
democracy (562a4-566d2). Plato argues extensively that the pursuit of freedom as
license in a democracy partially causes devolution into tyranny. Excessive freedom
encourages disobedience to the laws and civil unrest. In the midst of civil unrest an
opportunist, the potential tyrant, appears a champion of the people, and takes over to
become tyrant.
Chapter five examines Plato’s rather detailed discussion of the tyrant in power.
His description of tyranny in Book VIII picks up many of the features mentioned in
Plato’s tradition and in Books I and II, and adds others which make tyranny the opposite
of the kallipolis. I discuss Plato’s depiction of the measures tyranny employs as a
government to fulfill its aims and/or to stay in power. I also argue that he provides us
with some rather clear characteristics of tyranny which are part of its essence.
Furthermore, I begin to trace the necessity inherent in tyranny. This necessity entails that
while tyrants employ a number of necessary measures to serve their interests and
preserve the regime, these measures cause necessary effects which are detrimental to both
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the tyrant and the regime’s survival. The most important of these effects is the rise of
enemies and opposition to the tyrant.
In chapter six I examine Socrates’ account of tyrannical soul. Following a
discussion of Plato’s classification of desire I discuss the origin of the tyrannical man, the
compulsory grip of Eros and lawless desires in his soul, and the deeds which result from
such a soul’s effort to satisfy desires. The consideration of tyrannical psychology
explains the necessity inherent in tyranny since the tyrant’s state of soul pushes him to
perform the actions he does in tyranny to satisfy his desires.
In chapter seven I consider Plato’s arguments against tyranny both as a regime
and as a type of life. Plato emphasizes having a comprehensive perspective as a
condition for the adequate judgment of tyranny and the tyrannical life. Plato indicates
strongly that we need a perspective by which we are able to think of lives or regimes
from beginning to end and to draw out the implications of their goals, desires, and
actions. Plato argues powerfully that, as a regime, tyranny is self-defeating, and bad for
citizens since it makes them unhappy. Moreover, he argues persuasively that the tyrant is
necessarily unhappy due to the lawless and unfulfillable desires he has in his soul, and
due to his impotence to secure the external means by which to satisfy such desires. The
tyrant is forced to perform such actions and take measures to satisfy his desires, that these
give rise to such opposition which renders the tyrant fearful, in constant danger, and thus
unhappy. Finally, in the conclusion I summarize the findings of the dissertation and point
out briefly that Plato’s view of tyranny is both illuminating and relevant to our concerns
with, and understanding of, political life and tyranny.
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Chapter 1. The Terminology for Tyranny Before and During Plato’s Time.
In this chapter I aim to trace the use of the term tÊrannow (tyrant) and its
derivatives in ancient Greek texts to show that various authors used such words with
considerable ambiguity before, and during Plato’s time.1 This will provide background
for Plato’s critical view of tyranny, and it will allow us to connect this view to its literary
tradition. Plato has Socrates point out that it was not so clear what tyranny meant, and as
we will see, the intellectual figures before and during Plato’s time do not articulate
clearly or explicitly what they mean by tÊrannow (tyrant) or turann!w (tyranny).2 It
only seems possible to extrapolate the possible meanings Plato’s tradition attributes to the
terms by examining how its authors use these terms in their texts.
My approach here suggests intertextuality, which is the idea that authors write
with other texts and authors of their tradition in mind. So, to begin to understand one text
one has to take into account its relation to the other texts of its tradition.3 Moreover, I
agree with Andrea Nightingale (2000) who points out that Plato invents philosophy as a
“radically different discursive practice” in relation to other literary genres by
incorporating some of the elements of those genres in his dialogues. Of course, the
elements incorporated are not merely stylistic. In this chapter, I indicate that Plato
responds to and puts to use many of the features associated with tyranny in his tradition.4
I begin by pointing out the importance of looking at the terminology for tyranny and by
suggesting a way by which to do so. Then, I analyze the prevalent Athenian self1

It is not my intention to make the linguistic point that the noun tÊrannow is the original term from which
all other grammatical instances are derived.
2
See Gorgias 469c3-4 where Socrates asks Polus if they mean the same thing by “tyrant.”
3
This is a notion developed by Julia Kristeva.
4
That he does respond to, and puts to use, many of the features associated with tyranny in his tradition
becomes evident in later chapters.
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perception and the political conditions in Athenian democracy, which influence the
meaning, understanding, and expression of tyranny. Finally, I discuss the usage of
“tyranny” in the works of several Greek authors.

1.1 Why and How to Examine the Terminology for Tyranny.
Passing through the literary and intellectual territory of Plato’s tradition by
examining the usage of the terms for tyranny will allow us to see clearly how Plato came
to use such terms with negative connotations or in association with negative features.5 It
is not until political philosophy emerges on the Greek intellectual scene in Platonic
dialogues that “tyranny” and “tyrant” begin to signify definitively a morally bad regime
and person respectively.6 While there is criticism and analysis of political issues prior to
Plato it is not until his writings that we see the terms for tyranny used almost exclusively
with negative connotations and negative features. Moreover, as I argue in this chapter, it
is not until Plato’s dialogues that tyranny comes to be distinguished more clearly from
other types of monarchy. I show that many authors other than Plato use the terms for
tyranny in such ways as to denote monarchy without distinguishing between different
types of monarchies.7 With Plato begins the attempt to explain political phenomena
philosophically and thus begins political philosophy. As a philosopher he seeks to
understand political life analytically and comprehensively, and he makes careful

5

I will use the phrase “negative connotations” when there is something negative implied but not explicitly
stated in the usage of the words of tyranny, and the phrase “negative features” where there are negative
aspects associated with tyranny explicitly stated. I will also do the same in the category of positive usage
of the terms for tyranny. When I use the phrases “negative use” or “positive use” this is for the sake of
brevity, and these phrases mean to suggest that the words are used with negative or positive connotations or
with negative or positive features.
6
One could include, arguably, Thucydides, and should include, Xenophon as doing the same. See
Xenophon’s Hiero.
7
Xenophon and Thucydides are exceptions to this point.
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distinctions to do so. Thus, an author like Plato comes to use language more carefully
and with less ambiguity to suit his philosophic purposes.
It will also become clear that the negative use of the terms for tyranny is strongly
related to the Athenian experience of tyranny, from the Peisistratids to the Thirty.8 I
show that the Athenian experience of tyranny pushes the terminology for tyranny towards
negative connotations and negative features associated with it. The rise of the democratic
polis, and Athens in particular, contributed to the use of the words with negative
connotations. More specifically, the problematic Athenian political experience, from the
Peisistratid experience of tyranny prior to the democracy, which was established in 510,
to the establishment and demise of the Thirty tyrants after the Peloponnesian War in 404,
leads the usage of the term tÊrannow towards negative connotations. Athens
experiences tyranny, democracy after tyranny, and tyranny again (I say this because they
are three different experiences, we get much about the use of the terms for tyranny
through the lens of the second experience), and different authors begin to characterize
tyranny negatively in direct relation to, and due to, these experiences.9 The Athenian
democratic lens colors the way people talk about and understand tyranny, but while there
are negative connotations associated with the terms for tyranny due to the Athenian
democratic point of view, these are not applied critically or systematically until Plato.

8

“Tyranny was the name given to the illegal monarchy usurped by individuals in many oligarchic citystates of the 7th and 6th centuries B.C.E. It was not a special form of constitution or a reign of terror; that
bad sense was attached to it later especially by the democratic polis of the 5th century which glorified the
tyrannicide, and by the political philosophers, e.g. Plato, to whom tyranny meant the worst institution
possible.” (Oxford Classical Dictionary). In this chapter I seek to provide evidence and argue more
conclusively for the above two claims, namely that the democratic polis and political philosophy come to
seal the fate, so to speak, of the usage of the terms for tyranny.
9
We should note that the sources we have in which tyranny begins to have negative connotations other than
in the works of Plato and Aristotle are mostly by Athenian authors (the tragic poets, Thucydides,
Aristophanes, Lysias, Demosthenes, Isocrates, Xenophon), or refer to the Athenian experience of tyranny
(Herodotus).
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Lidell and Scott define tÊrannow as
an absolute sovereign, unlimited by law or constitution…not applied to old hereditary
sovereignties such as those of Hom. or Sparta; for the term rather regards the irregular
way in which the power was gained, than the way in which it was exercised, being
applied to the mild Peisistratus, but not to the despotic kings of Persia. However the
word soon came to imply reproach, like our tyrant, Plat., etc.10

They tell us that the etymology of the word is probably from the same root as kÊriow,
ruler or master, and ko!ranow, ruler, commander, or sovereign. The definition they
provide is helpful in some ways and not so helpful in others. It is helpful since it gives us
an idea about what the term meant generally, and it tells us accurately that the kings of
Sparta or Homeric kings were not called “tyrants.” Their etymology also suggests that
the term had the connotation of someone ruling over others either as a master over slaves,
or as a political ruler over political subjects.11 Their definition is not so helpful however
when we try to apply it to a variety of specific instances where the words for tyranny
occur. As we will see many authors use the term in such a way that they mean a ruler
who is a sovereign but, they do not always imply, or state explicitly, that such a ruler is
unlimited by law or constitution. Many authors use the term interchangeably with terms
for “king” such as ênaj and basileÊw, or for monarch. We will also see that in some
cases authors use the term tÊrannow to refer to the way someone usurps power, the way
he exercises it, or both.
Plato, especially, as a political philosopher makes distinctions between regimes
using terminology that already existed prior to, and during his time, and “tyranny” is part

10

Lidell and Scott. An Intermediate Greek-English Lexicon. Seventh Edition. Clarendon Press: Oxford,
1992, pp. 824-825.
11
Aristotle explicitly wants to distinguish between the rule of masters over slaves which, he claims is a
matter of the household, and the rule of political rulers over political subjects in I.7 of the Politics.
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of this terminology.12 Plato comes to choose many of the negative features associated
with tyranny in other authors and to employ these features in his own theory and critique
of tyranny. Moreover, he comes to respond to the positive connotations and features
attached to tyranny as some authors present it. Some authors treat tyranny as absolute
power and refer to it as something which entails great advantages––they do this
themselves or they portray characters who do so––and as something which may
eventually lead to happiness.
Many Greek authors use the word “tyranny” and its derivatives either to praise or
condemn individuals or regimes, or they use them interchangeably with other terms that
imply monarchic rule, sovereignty, absolute rule, or being a master without any clear
connotations attached to them.13 Even when such authors attach negative or positive
connotations or features to the words, many of them do not clearly distinguish tyranny
from kingship or from monarchy. Thus the negative or positive connotations or features
attached to the vocabulary of tyranny often apply to monarchy generally. Plato makes
monarchy a wider universal and tyranny and kingship narrower universals as the two
kinds of monarchy; he portrays tyranny as bad monarchy and kingship as good
monarchy.
In order to keep track of the usage of the words for tyranny I will use three
categories under which one can roughly classify their usage: (1) Negative use; when the
word is used with negative connotations or associated with negative features, (2) Positive
use; when the word is used with positive connotations or associated with positive

12

I say “especially” since Xenophon also seems to make distinctions in the same way.
As we will see many authors use the words for tyranny to refer to the rule of one person but some also
use such words to refer to the rule of a few rulers. The primary instance where this occurs is when authors
refer to the thirty tyrants of Athens.
13
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features, (3) Neutral use, when the word is used with no clear negative or positive
connotations or features, or interchangeably with other words that denote monarchic rule,
sovereignty, absolute rule, and mastership.14
There are a number of passages in different authors where the words for tyranny
occur both with negative connotations or features, and interchangeably with other words
that denote kingship, monarchy, absolute rule, or mastership and I will classify these
under the category of negative use. I will do so since in such instances we get many of
the features that Plato comes to use to criticize tyranny. I will also place words for
tyranny where they appear with positive connotations or features, and used
interchangeably with other words for kingship, monarchy, sovereignty, or absolute rule in
the category of positive use, since in such passages we also get many features that Plato
comes to criticize. Any instances where the words are used only to refer to some ruler as
a tyrant I will treat as neutral, since most of the time it is unclear whether the author calls
someone a tyrant because he himself thought he was one, or because this was the title
people generally attributed to him.15
In the texts where tÊrannow and its derivatives appear there is often a rhetorical
or dramatic context present, that we need to take into account, and which allow us to see
how the terminology used delivers views of tyranny, kingship, monarchy, or absolute
rule. Plato either endorses, criticizes, or expands upon such views. I will be careful not
to attribute positions to authors too readily when they report what someone else said,
14

The terms with which tÊrannow and its derivatives are used interchangeably include, but are not limited
to, basileÊw (king), ênaj (king), ko!ranow (lord, master, ruler), kre!on (lord, master), kÊriow (master,
lord), monarx!a/ow (monar-chy/ch, king), and their derivatives. I mention “absolute rule” above since
many instances where the words for tyranny and the words above occur have this meaning.
15
In passages where a ruler is called a tyrant and there are negative connotations implied or negative
features listed I will include these under negative use, and I will do the same with passages where there are
positive connotations or features.
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especially when this is done in first person voice but not in the author’s propria persona.
Authors such as Herodotus or Thucydides often present whole speeches, and in many of
these cases it is extremely difficult to claim that the author agrees with what he has a
speaker say.

1.2 Tyranny and Athenian Self-Perception.
The Greeks used the term tÊrannow and its derivatives with considerable
elasticity. Thus, it is a complicated matter to give a clear account of what they meant by
them. They also used the terms very ambiguously at times and this ambiguity in classical
Greek literature is complicated even more by its usage in other periods, including ours.
Today, generally speaking, dictators, despots, brutal kings, unjust monarchs, all qualify
as tyrants, that is, as unjust rulers who should not be ruling in light of better alternatives.
Moreover, different thinkers have used different terms to describe unjust, violent, and
brutal regimes
Tacitus labeled the rule of Tiberius a dominatio; Machiavelli analyzed ‘princely
tyrannies’; Montesquieu introduced the word despotisme into European discourse;
Tocqueville rejected both despotisme and tyrannie as inadequate to describe what he
feared, and thus fell back on words like oppression and servitude; Marx explored the
‘despotism of capital’; Freud analyzed what he thought was a natural ‘tyranny of the
superego’; and Weber feared ‘bureaucratic domination’ (Herrschaft).16

Such varied modern usage of “tyranny” plagues our return to the texts of classical Greece
to trace the term and its meanings.
A passage from Aristophanes’ Wasps reveals how widely the term might have
been used in ancient times. In this passage Aristophanes also suggests that the term
tÊrannow was abused in democratic Athens. In the comedy, Bdelycleon is trying to

16

Boesche (1996, 10).
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keep his father, Philocleon, from going to trials and lawsuits to which he is addicted.17
The chorus of judges arrive at his house to get Philocleon to join them but Bdelycleon
tells them that he will not let his father go free and, consequently, the chorus suggests that
Bdelycleon is acting like a tyrant.18 Bdelycleon in turn points out that he had not heard
the term “tyrant” used in fifty years and that lately it is applied to the smallest as well as
to the greatest matters.19 He says that even when one buys fish in the marketplace from a
fish-stand other fish-sellers accuse the buyer of being a tyrant. Xanthias, Bdelycleon’s
servant, adds that even when he went to a prostitute and asked her to sit on top of him,
she accused him of wishing to bring back the tyranny of Hippias, the Peisistratid tyrant
before the democracy of the 6th century. In Xanthias’ story the prostitute seems to react
in this way since she takes his request as a command intending to restrict her from doing
what she wants. Bdelycleon adds that he desires to see his father live a good life without
participating in frivolous lawsuits; consequently, his restrictions on his father freedom to
do what he wants lead to his accusation of being a tyrant.
17

All references to Aristophanes are from Hall F.W. and Geldart W.M. (eds.). Aristophanes Comoediae in
2 volumes, Clarendon Press: Oxford. 1907. Aristophanes makes a problem out of the many lawsuits in
democratic Athens through presenting Philocleon’s obsession with them. He suggests that living well and
many lawsuits do not go hand in hand which is reminiscent of Socrates’ discussion of lawsuits in Republic
3 (405a-c) as a sign of political injustice. The names ‘Bdelycleon’ and ‘Philocleon’ are significant for at
least two reasons: (1) Insofar as they mean ‘disgusted with Cleon’ and ‘lover of Cleon’ respectively. These
are allusions to Cleon, the political opponent of Pericles, and the general (during the Peloponnesian war)
who suggested that the inhabitants of the island of Mytilene be indiscriminately killed since the island was
at the head of a revolt against Athens. (2) Since we know that Cleon brought Aristophanes to court by
accusing him of having ridiculed (in his Babylonians) the policies of Athens in the presence of foreigners
while a great war was going on. Aristophanes is trying to make several points: that Cleon loved lawsuits,
that Philocleon, loves lawsuits as well as Cleon who prosecuted the poet in a lawsuit, and that the son,
Bdelycleon, resists the excessive degree of lawsuits and is a hater of Cleon. Thucydides was also forced to
exile by a decree proposed by Cleon, in which he accused him of military incapacity.
18

At 418 they tell Bdelycleon that not letting his father go and holding him against his will amounts to
tyranny (turann!w), at 464 they tell him that he prevents them from obeying the laws and that he acts as if
he rules alone like in a tyranny (turann!w), and at 486 the chorus refuses to withdraw since Bdelycleon
wishes to exercise tyranny (turann!da) over them. We can see already two possible meanings for
tyranny: preventing freedom and opposition to law.
19
489-500. He uses the word five times in this passage.
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Aristophanes’ comedy portrays the extreme and deep Athenian belief that any
restriction on someone’s freedom is evil. Philocleon pursues his desire to attend lawsuits
obsessively, his son soberly wants to restrict this, and Aristophanes suggests that the
official and everyday democratic Athenian perspective is that any restriction on any
desire is problematic.20 The chorus of judges, a symbol of the official position of the city,
calls Bdelycleon a tyrant. Xanthias’ story reveals that the average person in Athens,
citizen or not, thinks and speaks in the same way as the officers of the city (even
prostitutes use the terms for tyranny like the judges do). Any interference with the ideal
of freedom––understood negatively as the absence of limitations on one’s desires, as
license––is “tyrannical.” This is a strong belief, within Athenian democratic ideology,
which amounts to the position that democracy, with its vague ideal of freedom, is
contrary to tyranny. The poet also suggests that words for tyranny were used in efforts to
ruin someone’s reputation in a democracy. Calling someone a tyrant in the democracy
amounts to calling their character in question, since it portrays them as an enemy of the
democracy (especially as an enemy of its ideal of freedom).21
Even though Aristophanes wrote comedies, his comedies were political satires,
and we can regard them as texts providing us with many objective features of Athenian
life.22 He suggests that the Athenians perceived themselves as anti-tyrannical in the sense
explained above, while pointing out the vague usage of the terms referring to tyranny.
We see that in Athenian terms this is a vague usage based on the retrospective
20

Philocleon’s maniacal or obsessive pursuit of attending lawsuits is reminiscent of Plato’s portrayal of the
tyrannical soul as manic in Republic IX.
21
Many authors, especially rhetoricians, appeal to their parents or grandparents as active opponents of the
Peisitratid tyrants and thus as supporters to boost up their reputation. See Isocrates’ On the Team of Horses
(sections 25-26), Lysias’ On the Scrutiny of Evandros (22), and Andocides’ On His Return (26).
22
For an interesting argument on how classical comedy seems to be a trustworthy source on the intricacies
of Athenian life see Davidson (1999, xvii ff.).
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unpopularity of the Peisistratid era, rather like our own generalized application of
“fascist.”
With the establishment of democracy in Athens in 510, and the democratic
reforms of Cleisthenes, we see many authors using the term “tyranny” in specific ways
that address a democratic audience whose mind and attitudes these authors know, share,
or even exploit. This is especially the case with speechwriters and/or orators. As several
authors show or imply, Athenians perceived themselves, largely and generally, as
democratic in an anti-tyrannical sense. The democratic ideal of freedom is portrayed as
something understood negatively for the most part, namely as the absence of limitation
on someone’s desires to pursue the ends of their choice.23
Further evidence for this Athenian self-perception is the foundational tale of the
tyrannicides Harmodius and Aristogeiton. Athenians generally believed that Harmodius
and Aristogeiton were the people responsible for the democracy in Athens, since they
opposed and murdered the tyrant Hipparchus. They believed this story even though the
tyranny of the Peisistratids lasted for a while after Harmodius had killed Hipparchus.24
Both Thucydides (1.20.1; 6.53-59) and Herodotus (6.123.2) point out that the
tyrannicides were not the ones who ended tyranny and brought about democracy, and

23

In the Republic, Plato discusses the origins of tyranny in Book VIII and has it result causally from
democracy. Plato challenges the prevalent Athenian understanding of tyranny as contrary to democracy and
at the same time he exposes the vague understanding of freedom in Athens. In effect he seeks to explain
both freedom and tyranny. McGlew also points out that “Tyranny does perform an ideological role after its
collapse as a political form. This is especially true in classical Athens, where attacks against the
democratic regime were defined as tyranny––a definition that, by implication, made the democracy
synonymous with the polis inteslf.” (1993, 12).
24
There was a cult established in Athens, and paid for by the state, which celebrated Harmodius and
Aristogeiton as the tyrannicides, there was a statue of them in the agora, and songs sang that often
compared them to Homeric heroes such as Achilles and Diomedes (See Garland. R.1992. 94-96, and 199,
and Taylor M. 1981). We also know that Xerxes took the first statue of the Athenian tyrannicides with
him. Taylor tells us that he stole the symbol of Athenian isonomia or equality (1981, 46). Alexander the
Great later returned the statue in his efforts to appear as a guardian of Athenian liberty.
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they imply that the story of Harmodius and Aristogeiton was merely a convenient and
uplifting tale for Athenians. Such a story provided Athens with anti-tyrannical or
democratic heroes to place at the beginning of the democracy.25 Athenians believed
strongly that the death of tyranny gave birth to democracy.
Thucydides seeks to correct the Athenian and Greek historical consciousness by
reminding it that the motivations of Harmodius were due, not to political ambition but to
personal differences since he only killed Hipparchus after his lover Aristogeiton suffered
an insult by him.26 Moreover, in 514, the year of the incident, it was Hippias not
Hipparchus who was tyrant of Athens. Herodotus tells us that it was the Alcmaeonidae
with the help of the Spartans that really changed the regime from tyranny to democracy.
The Alcmaeonidae bribed the Delphic oracle to tell the Spartans that it was in their
interest to set Athens free. The confused Athenian self-perception is often colored by
pro-democratic/anti-tyrannical attitude and many authors we will examine make use of
this understanding.

25

A similar discussion of these passages from Thucydides can be found in Ober (1998, 53-54). Ober
argues that these passages amount to a critique of the democracy in the sense that the people believe things
they hear about the past too easily and uncritically. He also points out that Thucydides, as a historian
looking for some accuracy, looks to undermine the foundational myth as a historical inaccuracy. See also
Plato’s Hippias Major 285d-e on the Spartan interest in legends of political origins.
26
Aristotle agrees with Thucydides in the Politics (1311a33-1311b39) about the attack on Hipparchus
being personal. Aristotle points out that some conspiracies against monarchies are prompted from anger
instead of ambition and he tells us, contrary to Thucydides’ claim that it was an insult on Aristogeiton that
prompted Harmodius to attack Hipprachus, that it was an insult on Harmodius’ sister that prompted
Harmodius and Aristogeiton to attack the tyrant together. Plato in the Symposium (182c2-d1) has
Pausanias suggest that the love of Harmodius and Aristogeiton was contrary to the ambition of rulers for
absolute power and that it was detrimental to the tyrants, a position which seems to be closer to what
Athenians, in general, believed. Pausanias connects love and philosophy as personal pursuits to nontyrannical regimes, at least, where the citizens are allowed to have ambitions of their own and form bonds
of friendship. Plato has Pausanias treating the personal and public/political interests in the incidents as
related, unlike Thucydides and Aristotle, but still there is no reason to believe that Plato thought of the
incident in this way, since it is in the context of Pausanias’ speech on what love is, whose view cannot be
attributed to Plato himself. It is likely that Pausanias is repeating a prominent Athenian belief.
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To trace the original usage, we must avoid calling a number of rulers ‘tyrants’, or
a number of regimes ‘tyrannies’, when Greek authors themselves do not. It is prudent to
avoid this mistake of anachronism in order to allow the original authors to speak for
themselves as much as possible. The following order of presentation of how the term is
used by different authors is a mixture of chronological and thematic order. I begin with
the poet Archilochus since we get the first occurrences of the terms for tyranny in two of
his fragments. Then I take up Herodotus and Thucydides as historiographers, the tragic
and comic poets, the orators, and then Isocrates. I think that, despite all the ambiguity,
elasticity, and complexity that accompany the words for tyranny, it is still possible to
clarify how the Greeks used them.

1.3 The First Occurrences of the Terms: Archilochus.27
Eighth century Greek authors, like Homer and Hesiod, while saying a lot about
kings, do not use the term tÊrannow or its derivatives in any form. The earliest
occurrences we have of the term and its derivatives occur in two fragments of the seventh
century BCE in the poems of Archilochus (c.710-676).28 In one of the poems
Archilochus compares himself to a city never conquered and tells his lover in the second
person what he has done, what to do, and how people will react to what he does:
NËn eÂlew afixmª ka‹ m°gÉ§jÆrv kl°ow.
Keinhw ênasse ka‹ turannihn ¶xe.
Pollo›si yhn zhlvtÚw ényr≈pvn ¶seai.

(23. 19-21)29
27

Citations in this chapter of the terms include line numbers for some authors and section numbers for
other authors. I only indicate whether the citations are lines or sections in the first citation of a given
author, thus the reader should assume that all citations are lines or sections depending on the first citation.
28
Hippias, the sophist, also tells us that the word tÊrannow, was first used by Archilochus, a poet of the
seventh century BCE. Cf. Jacoby, F. (ed.), (1957, 6 F 6).
29
Archilochus’ fragments are from West, M. L. (1971-1972).
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you have now taken [me, like the unconquered city] at spear point and made off with
great fame.
Rule it and hold a tyranny.
Many will envy you.30

The poet implies an unspecified feature of the tyrant (or the lover) who holds on to the
city (or the loved one) tyrannically, namely, that something about such a person causes
people’s envy; it is his power or wealth perhaps. It is unclear how we should interpret the
imagery of force except that the lover, and perhaps the tyrant, used it to conquer a loved
one and a city respectively. Moreover, it is unclear what tyrannical ruling amounts to in
the fragment.
A second fragment by Archilochus is a little more helpful and it can be used to
illuminate some aspects of the first fragment:
oÏ moi tå GÊgev toË poluxrÊsou m°lei,
oÈdÉ eÂl° p≈ me z∞low, oÈdÉ égaiomai
ye«n ¶rga, megãlhw dÉoÈk §r¢v turannidow:
épÒproyen gãr §stin Ùfyalm«n §m«n.

(19. 1-4)31
I do not care for the things of golden Gyges,
and envy has not yet caught me, nor am I indignant
to the deeds of the gods; and I do not long for great
tyranny, for that is far from my eyes.

Archilochus suggests that an actual tyrant, Gyges,32 is rich, but this does not invoke the
envy of the poet. What causes people to envy tyrants is their wealth (Gyges is said to be

30

Addition in brackets mine.
Aristotle in Rhetoric III 17 1418b31 quotes some of the first line of this passage. He does so in the
context of telling us how one can make some remarks about character effective by placing them in a third
person’s mouth instead of praising oneself directly or saying abusive things about another in the second
person. The line by Archilochus quoted by Aristotle in part serves as an example for this rhetorical
technique since he tells us that the poet placed these words in the mouth of Charon the carpenter. It seems
that Aristotle supposes that his audience knows the whole fragment or poem since he does not quote the
whole of the first line. The passage from Aristotle also serves as evidence that the fragment is by
Archilochus indeed. Cf. Herodotus’ Histories I.12 where he tells us that the Gyges who usurped the throne
of Lydia is mentioned by Archilochus as his contemporary.
32
Gyges is mentioned famously by Plato in Republic Book II as an expression of the tyrant or the unjust
person par-excellence.
31
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golden in many ways). If we import this sense in the first fragment’s analogy of lover
and tyrant, we could say that the lover will be envied since he has a valuable possession,
the loved one, like the tyrant has wealth. In the second fragment the poet criticizes
tyranny, and its pursuit of wealth in particular. He tells us that he is not envious of the
tyrant’s wealth and neither does he wish for tyranny (either as its subject or, most likely,
to be the tyrant).
Archilochus also points out that he is not indignant regarding the deeds of the
gods and that he does not wish for tyranny. We could interpret the gods as tyrants in the
sense that they are free to do what they want; they are absolute sovereigns over humans.33
Thus, Archilochus seems to suggest that while tyrants are free to do what they want, be
they gods or human, the poet facing the option of being a human tyrant, would not choose
it. The poet seems to argue that being a human tyrant does not seem appropriate since
tyrants, like Gyges, who seek to be able to do what they want challenge the power of the
gods to the point of hubris or impiety.
The fragments suggest a number of features that make Archilochus’ view of
human tyranny negative. Archilochus suggests that: tyranny comes about by force (this
makes tyrants usurpers); tyrants have wealth and the ruling power (something like
absolute power) to do what they want; people envy it due to its wealth, its freedom, and
its power to do whatever the tyrant desires; the life of tyranny is not a good option for

33

Some of Archilochus’ fragments talk about the deeds of the gods, most notably (130. 1-5) which
indicates that all things are easy for the gods and that they may help those who are destitute as well as
destroy those who stand firm on their feet when they choose. In this fragment Archilochus points out that
humans live in a tragic world which entails the possibility of receiving the help as well as the wrath of the
gods, thus all good and bad fortune is attributed to, and depends on, the gods who are portrayed as the
ultimate rulers of the universe, that is, as absolute sovereigns.
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human beings.34 Humans should not envy tyranny, since more fitting lives are available
for them, and since only divine tyranny is justified in the universe. Archilochus’ use of
“tyranny” entails questions concerning the justice of tyranny, and the relation of tyranny
to happiness, which we find Plato discussing in great detail. Archilochus does not make
a distinction between tyranny and other types of ruling, like kingship, but, mentioning
Gyges, who was a monarch, suggests that he has in mind absolute monarchy at least.
Now let us turn to Herodotus’ Histories.

1.4 Herodotus’ Histories.
Herodotus (c. 490-420) uses the words for tyranny more than one hundred times,
most of the time neutrally.35 There are some passages where he attaches positive features
to tyranny or uses it with positive connotations: in 1.96.1-2 (Book 1, Chapter 96, sections
1-2) and at 1.100.1 he says that Deioces was infatuated with tyranny and went after it,
that he professed to be after justice, and that after he gained power he was liked by the
people for his justice since they had experienced much injustice before. Herodotus goes
on to tell us that Deioces was a defender of justice, which was shown by his decisions,
and in these passages Herodotus attaches justice to a tyranny. At 3.52.3 we see Periander
asking his son, who had a grudge against him due to some dispute they had, and who was
forced to live in the open, whether he likes his present way of life or would prefer to
34

This is suggested by the second fragment but not by the first.
See. 1.6.1, 1.7.2, 1.14.1 (x2), 1.15.1, 1.20.1, 1.23.1, 1.59.1, 1.60.1, 1.60.2, 1.61.3, 1.64.1, 1.64.3, 1.73.3,
1.77.1, 1.109.4, 1.163.2, 2.147.4 (here Herodotus refers to twelve kings of Egypt as tyrants, so tyrants were
not always thought of as monarchical absolute rulers), 3.50.2, 3.53.1, 3.53.3, 3.53.6, 3.120.2, 3.145.1,
4.98.1, 4.137.1-2 (x2), 4.138.1, 5.11.2 (x4), 5.12.1, 5.30.2, 5.32.1, 5.38.2 (x2), 5.46.2, 5.49.1, 5.62.1,
5.62.2, 5.64.2, 5.65.5, 5.67.1, 5.74.1, 5.94.1, 5.98.2, 5.109.1, 6.1.1, 6.9.2, 6.10.1, 6.13.2, 6.23.2, 6.23.3,
6.34.1, 6.36.1, 6.123.1-2. 6.126.1, 7.10C.2 (x2), 7.52.2, 7.99.1, 7.154.1, 7.155.1, 7.163.1, 7.195.1, 8.67.2,
8.85.3, 8.132.2, 8.137.1, 8.137.2, 9.90.1. All references to Herodotus consult the Greek from Godley A. D.
(1920).
35
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inherit his tyranny. Herodotus implies that Periander thinks of tyranny as something
choice worthy, and that this is expected since he is a person who occupies that position.
At 3.125.2 Herodotus tells us that Polycrates, the tyrant of Samos, could not be compared
to anyone for his magnificence except to the tyrants of Syracuse, and at 5.113.2 we find
out that Aristocyprus the king (basileÊw) of the Solians in Cyprus was extolled by Solon
as the greatest of tyrants. In these few passages Herodotus presents tyranny as good or
possibly good monarchy and we may wonder whether he endorses this position. A look
at passages where he uses “tyranny” negatively will prove that he does not.
Passages with negative use of “tyranny” reveal that Herodotus opposes tyranny,
that he favors democracy, and that he does not distinguish tyranny from other types of
governments, like kingship. We can make the case that Herodotus is very critical of
tyranny, where tyranny is the same as monarchy, but in order to provide sufficient
evidence for this claim it is necessary to distinguish between two types of passages in the
Histories. We should distinguish between passages where Herodotus speaks in his own
name, which allow us to know his own position, and passages where he presents
someone’s speech in first person narrative. The passages above where Herodotus
associates tyranny with positive features are of the latter kind, thus we cannot conclude
that Herodotus thinks of tyranny favorably. Once we find passages in which Herodotus
speaks in his own name and condemns tyranny, then we can conclude, with strong
likelihood, that he does endorse critiques of tyranny coming from the mouths of people
portrayed in the Histories.
At 1.61.1 he tells us that Peisistratus had married Megacles’ daughter but because
he had children of his own and was aware of a curse in the Alcmaeonid family he
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“refused normal intercourse with her and lay with her in an unnatural way.” Megacles
saw this as an offense, joined forces with the opponents of the Peisistratids, and ousted
them from Athens. Ten years later the Peisistratids returned and were joined by their
supporters who loved tyranny more than freedom (1.62.1). In this passage, Herodotus is
critical of the Peisistratids (Peisitratus committed unnatural and thus immoral sexual
acts), and he implies that loving tyranny more than freedom is a mistake. This is the first
passage in which Herodotus explicitly attacks tyranny in favor of freedom.
Later on in Book I he tells us that Croesus, after being arrested by Cyrus and
placed in a pyre to be executed, shouts that he would rather talk to all tyrants than have
great wealth. As Herodotus implies, Croesus’ announcement is a repetition of Solon’s
saying that no one is blessed until the end of his life. Croesus seems to interpret Solon’s
saying as the idea that good fortune does not last (1.86.4). Cyrus recognizing that his
good fortune also may not last either decides to spare Croesus’ life. Since Croesus
thought of being a tyrant as great fortune, and it did not last until the end of his life, there
is a negative connotation attached to the good fortune of being a tyrant. The point is that
since the good fortune of being a tyrant does not last until the end of someone’s life, and
happiness or blessedness is measured at the end of one’s life, tyranny cannot make one
happy or blessed. This is another passage where Herodotus reveals his own thoughts on
tyranny.
In Book 3 Otanes (3.80 ff.) begins a speech in support of popular government in
Persia. He says that monarchy is neither good nor pleasant since it is full of insolence
(hubris) on the part of the ruler, the ruler can do whatever he wants with impunity, the
ruler does many evil things either out of envy or insolence, he likes slander, he dislikes
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and envies the best people and likes the worst, he is inconsistent since he gets angry when
he does not get people’s full attention and when he does he accuses them of flattery, he
upsets the ways of the ancestors, he rapes women, and he kills indiscriminately. He also
says that the tyrant should be free of envy since he has all good things (3.80.4). In this
chapter (80) Herodotus presents Otanes’ critique of all monarchies, which is the same as
tyranny, since he uses both the words monarx!a (monarchy) and tÊrannon (tyrant) to
speak of the badness of such a regime. Tyrants should be neither envious, nor do all the
bad things they do out of envy, but they do these things and this makes all monarchies
wicked in the ways listed above. Otanes goes on to say that democracy lacks all the evils
of monarchy or tyranny, and it has several positive features such as equality under the
law (fisonom!a), the assigning of offices by lot, holding power accountable, and making
deliberations publicly.
Megabazus replies to Otanes that he agrees with his critique of tyranny
(turann!da) (3.81.1) and goes on to say that, instead of democracy which will replace
the insolence of the tyrant (tËrannou) for that of the masses, the best regime would be
oligarchy which is more likely to have people ruling with knowledge instead of the
masses who cannot rule with knowledge (3.81.2). Megabazus’ reply is further evidence
that tyranny and all monarchies are treated as the same in this chapter; such a regime is
evil since it has the negative features listed above. While this critique of all monarchies
as tyrannies is offered from Otanes’ and Megabazus’ mouths instead of Herodotus’,
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further passages will allow us to conclude that Herodotus endorses the idea that tyranny
has all the negative features listed in Otanes’ speech above.36
At 3.143.1 Herodotus tells us that Maiandrios, realizing that someone else might
seize power (érxÆn) and become tyrant (tÊrannow), went to the citadel and called
people to come to him so that he could talk to them about the money of the city. But, by
using this pretext he seized them instead. This is an instance where someone becomes a
tyrant through violent and deceptive means.
In Book 5 we see Aristagoras of Samos, in his opposition to Darius, gave up his
tyranny (turann!da) of Miletus as a pretense, and installed equality of government
(fisonom!a) so that the Milesians might join his revolt (5.37.2). He proceeded to do the
same things to the rest of Ionia; he banished some tyrants (turãnnvn) and some others
(tÊrannouw), he handed to their cities to please them. The fact that Herodotus calls the
giving up of tyranny “a pretense,” suggests that he thinks of Aristagoras’ giving up of
tyranny as a strategic move. The goal of such a pretense was to expand his own tyranny
or absolute rule of the region later.
At 5.44.2 we are told that the Crotonians tell a story of Callias, a diviner, as aiding
them against the Sybarites when he had fled from the tyrant (tÊrannou) Telys, the
Sybarite ruler. We should note that Herodotus reports two stories. The first story is told
by the Sybarites who say that they marched against Croton with their king (basil°a).
The second story is the Crotonian version and when Herodotus reports it he calls Telys “a
tyrant.” Perhaps he is reporting that the Sybarites thought of their ruler as a king and the

36

See my discussion of the following passages after this passage: 5.66.1(even though in this passage
Herodotus speaks of the tyranny in Athens which he does not call a monarchy), 5.78.1, 5.91.1, 6.5.1,
6.22.1, 6.43.3, 6.127.3, 7.165.1, 8.142.5.
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Crotonians thought of the ruler of their enemies as a tyrant, a distinction which seems to
ascribe negative connotations to tyrants and positive ones to kings.
Later on, Herodotus tells us that Aristagoras (of Samos), after being forced to
leave Sparta, went to Athens, which had been freed from its tyrants (turãnnvn) and he
begins to tell us how this liberation took place (5.55.1). Hipparchus, the brother of the
tyrant (tÊrannou) Hippias, was slain by Harmodius and Aristogeiton, and after this the
Athenians were subject to tyranny for four years, which was even more absolute
(§turanneËonto ka‹ mçllon) than before. This passage presents a tyranny that
became worse than it was before by becoming more absolute and this shows that both the
earlier and the subsequent, more strict, tyranny were bad. At 5.66.1 Herodotus tells us
that Athens which was great before became even greater after it was rid of the tyrants
(turãnnvn). Telling us that democracy was better for Athens than the tyranny was
suggests that tyranny is not as good as democracy and that it hindered growth to
greatness. Herodotus also tells us that Cylon wanted tyranny (turann!di) in Athens and
that he tried to take over the citadel but, his failure to do so led to a death sentence and
execution (5.71.1). This passage presents a person attempting to usurp the rule of the city
by violent means and one who meets a violent death.
At 5.78.1 Herodotus contrasts the democracy in Athens with the previous tyranny
and we get his own endorsement of democracy as better than tyranny:
So the Athenians grew in power and proved, not in one respect only but in all, that
equality (fishgor!h) is a good thing. Evidence for this is the fact that while they were
under tyrannical rulers (turãnnvn), the Athenians were no better in war than any of
their neighbors, yet once they got rid of their tyrants, they were by far the best of all.
This, then, shows that while they were being tyrannized (turanneuÒmenoi), they were,
as men working for a master (despÒt˙), cowardly, but when they were freed, each one
was eager to achieve for himself.
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Herodotus seems to endorse the presence of fishgor!a (freedom of speech or equality)
over tyrannical rule. By having it, the Athenians were better in war and were each eager
to achieve things for himself. He also treats being ruled under a tyrant as the equivalent
to being ruled by a master (like a slave). In this passage Herodotus condemns tyranny
and endorses democracy while he does not use the word monarx!a as he did in the
passages where Otanes and Megabazus condemn all monarchies and tyranny as
equivalent.
At 5.91.1 Herodotus compares tyranny to being ruled by a master once again. He
tells us that the Spartans, after realizing that the Athenians, on gaining freedom would
become as powerful as them but would remain weak if they were under a tyranny
(turann!dow) and ready to serve a master, attempted to bring Hippias back as a tyrant of
Athens. This is another passage in which there is an explicit Herodotean critique of
tyranny.
At 5.92A Sosicles of Corinth begins a speech in which he accuses the Spartans for
having a double standard in their desire to set up tyrannies (turann!daw) elsewhere
when they themselves guard against it. This speech amounts to a critique of tyranny
while also criticizing Sparta for seeking to pursue its establishment around Greece. He
points out that the world will be upside down (heaven in the earth and earth in heaven,
fish will dwell on the earth and men in the sea) now that the Spartans have chosen to get
rid of equal power (fisokrat!aw) and install tyrannies in cities, which is the most unjust
(édikÒteron) and most bloodthirsty (miaifonÒteron) thing for humans. Sosicles also
says that if it seems good to Spartans that cities should be ruled by tyrants
(turanneÊesyai) they should set a tyrant (tÊrannon) for themselves first and then for
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others. As things are however the Spartans have taken precautions to prevent tyrants
(turãnnvn) from ruling Sparta. He also points out that when Cypselus gained the
tyranny (turanneÊsaw) in Corinth he came to be the sort of man who drove many
Corinthians into exile, took their wealth, and killed many of them (5.92E). Then at 5.92F
Sosicles continues his critique of tyranny by telling the story of Periander who was to
begin a rule milder than his father in Corinth but, after he held counsel with Thrasybulus,
the tyrant of Miletus, he became more bloodthirsty (miaifonÒterow) than Cypselus (his
father). Periander sent a messenger to Thrasybulus to ask how he should rule.
Thrasybulus cut the tallest plants in a corn field which sent the message that a ruler
should murder the best people (in influence and ability) in the city as challengers to his
power. After this there was no crime that Periander did not commit against the
Corinthians. At 5.92G Sosicles tells us that Periander slept with his wife’s dead body,
that he stripped all the women in Corinth naked and that he burned their clothes due to an
oracle. Then he says that this is tyranny (turann!w) and its works and that the Spartans
should not seek it, nor attempt to bring Hippias back into power or else the Corinthians
will not support them.
Later on in Book 5 Herodotus tells us of the tyrant Stesenor of Curium in Cyprus
who betrayed Onesilus and his supporters in the revolution against Persian control of the
island. This was a betrayal which contributed to the victory of the Persians (5.113.1). As
he presents this act of betrayal as morally bad, so he attributes to a tyrant betrayal with
dire consequences, thus assigning further negative connotations to tyranny. At 6.5.1
Herodotus tells us that the Milesians were glad to be rid of Aristagoras and that they had
no desire to be ruled by another tyrant since they had tasted freedom. This is another
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passage where Herodotus praises freedom and endorses democracy, and condemns
tyranny in his own name.
The Samians resolved to sail to a colony before Aeaces the tyrant (tÊrannon)
and the Medes arrived to enslave them (douleÊein, 6.22.1). It seems that Aeaces is
called a tyrant in these passages with negative connotations, given that Herodotus
endorses freedom, and equality (fisonom!a and fishgor!a) in earlier passages, and that he
condemns being ruled by a tyrant as being ruled as a slave by a master. At 6.43.3 we
read of Mardonius who deposed the Ionian tyrants (tÊrannouw) and set up democracies
in their cities. Herodotus calls this a great marvel for the Greeks who did not believe
Otanes when he said that Persia would have democracy. Thus, this is another passage in
which he endorses democracy rather than tyranny. Then, we see that Phidon, the tyrant
of Argos, did the most insolent (Íbr!santow m°gista) thing done by a Greek, namely
trying to manage the Olympic games himself instead allowing the Eleans do so since this
was their task (6.127.3). At 7.165.1 Herodotus tells us that Anaxilaus the tyrant of
Rhegium gave his own children as hostages to Hamilcar, king of Carthage, to persuade
him to undertake an expedition. This passage attaches another negative feature, which
shows the tyrant’s willingness to carry out his plans at all costs, willing to risk even the
lives of his own children. Finally at 8.142.5 we are told that the Spartans warned the
Athenians that Alexander the Macedonian praised Mardonius as a tyrant, because he was
the fellow worker of a tyrant and he was trying to deceive them. This accusation colors a
tyrant as willing to deceive to carry out his plans.
Our survey of passages where Herodotus uses the words for tyranny and attaches
negative connotations to it makes it quite clear that he condemned tyranny and that he
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endorsed democracy instead. It is unclear whether Herodotus’ critique of tyranny and his
endorsement of the positions of its opponents whom he presents as speaking in their own
name in the Histories, are really distinguishable from a critique of monarchy as such.
Thus, we should interpret his critique of tyranny as a critique of monarchy in favor of
democracy. Herodotus is a non-Athenian author who criticizes tyranny and who praises
democracy but we know that he spent considerable time in democratic Athens. He was
therefore familiar with, or at least exposed to, the Athenian experience of tyranny and the
beliefs of the democratic Athenians on tyranny. It is possible that his endorsement of
democracy may have been influenced by his Athenian experience. Perhaps this influence
extends to the features and connotations he attaches to the terms for tyranny when he
criticizes it.

1.5 Thucydides’ Peloponnesian War.
In the beginning of the Peloponnesian War, in the midst of explaining how Greek
cities acquired strong navies, Thucydides tells us how tyrannies came to be numerous in
the Greek world. Following the Trojan war, there was a lot of political unrest and “Even
after the Trojan war Hellas was engaged in removing and settling, and thus could not
attain the quiet which must precede growth” (1.12.1).37 Then he tells us:
But as the power of Hellas grew, and the acquisition of wealth became more an object,
the revenues of the states increasing, tyrannies (turann!dew) were by their means
established almost everywhere––the old form of government being hereditary kingship
with definite prerogatives––and Hellas began to fit out fleets and apply herself more
closely to the sea (1.13.1).

Thucydides points out that tyrannies came about after considerable political unrest, which
rendered hereditary kingship less frequent a regime. What brought about tyrannies was
37

Translations from Thucydides are from Wick (1982) unless otherwise noted.
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the acquisition of wealth and the means by which they came about, even though
Thucydides does not tell us explicitly what these means were. We may suppose, that it
was probably through violent struggle since they were not regimes that involved a
hereditary handover, nor is it likely that people were too easily persuaded to be ruled by a
monarch. The distinction between kingship and tyranny in this passage provides us with
a way to think of tyranny as such, namely as a regime whose historical beginnings and
frequency were violent and involved the presence of a considerable wealth. Such a
description of tyranny, while not very clear, still treats it as a different sort of monarchy
than kingship, and in Thucydides we get the first explicit distinction of monarchy into
kingship and tyranny, which he seems to apply in the rest of the work.
Let us begin by looking at the passages in which Thucydides uses the words of
tyranny negatively.38 At 1.17.1 he tells us that one of the obstacles to the growth of the
Greeks was the ruling of tyrants (tÊrannoi) in many places since they were in the habit
of providing for themselves, “looking solely for their personal comfort alone and family
aggrandizement, made safety the great aim of their policy, and prevented anything great
proceeding from them.” This, he tells us, was true of the Greek tyrants in the mainland
but not of the tyrants in Sicily who accomplished great things. Thucydides treats rule by
tyrants, at least in the mainland, as stifling political growth and the achievement of great
things whatever these may be. He thus presents tyranny, at least in part, as bad. What
seems bad about tyranny in this sense is the way it ruled, namely selfishly.
Josiah Ober, considers the same passage and argues, correctly, that in this part of
the text Thucydides distinguishes between regimes or states which have either external or
38

He uses it neutrally at: Book 1, chapter 13, section 6, 1.14.2, 1.20.2, 1.26.3, 1.126.5, 2.15.5, 2.30.1,
3.104.2, 6.4.2, 6.4.5, 6.5.3, 6.54.1, 6.54.2, 6.54.3, 6.54.6, 6.55.3, 6.55.1, 6.55.2, 6.55.4, 6.59.3, 6.59.4, and
at 6.94.1.
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internal obstacles to growth.39 He points out that Thucydides’ prime example of an
internal obstacle for political growth is being ruled by a tyrant as 1.17.1 indicates, and
that here, Thucydides distinguishes between the selfish interest of the powerful person
and the power or greatness of the state. One of the internal reasons a state cannot become
great is due to the ruler serving his selfish interests. Thus, in this passage we find tyranny
associated with selfish ruling which is portrayed as problematic. We can also conclude
that Thucydides in this passage implies that tyrannies because of their selfish rule
achieved relatively little in his experience.40
At 1.18.1 he tells us of the greatness of Sparta being able to have a stable regime
with good laws, which allowed it to be free of tyrants (éturrãneutow) and to possess
the same form of government for four hundred years. Given the passage at 1.12-13 and
this one, where Thucydides points out that stable regimes like Sparta, were free from
tyranny, we can conclude, that for Thucydides, tyrants came about during periods of
political unrest. Given the passage at 1.17.1 and this one, we can gather, once more, that
Thucydides thought of tyranny as bad since it stifled political growth which only stable
and non-tyrannical governments like the Spartan one could achieve. Another feature that

39

Ober (1996, 64). Ober presents Thucydides as a critic of Athenian democracy. The main criticism he
attributes to Thucydides is that democracy is an extremely problematic regime when it does not have
competent leaders, like Pericles and Themistocles, to direct the many, and it becomes democracy in action
instead of merely democracy in speech. Thucydides says that Athens under Pericles became “ in logos a
democracy, in ergon the rule of the foremost man (tou protou andros)” (2.65.9). cf. 78-79, 91-94.
40
Ober argues that although Thucydides holds that human nature entails acting out of perceived selfinterest, but acting so only as an individual was a rather bad extreme. Acting out of self-interest entails cooperation with others for Thucydides, Ober argues, so he talks of states acting selfishly with approval since
it allows cities to thrive but not with any approval in the case of individuals since such behavior when
coupled with political power hinders the thriving and growth of any city (67-69). I think this is an accurate
reading of how Thucydides views the realm of politics generally. Some of the implications of such a
reading is that it is unclear whether it is morally bad for Thucydides when individuals pursue their selfish
interests alone or only because this does not allow cities to be stable and thrive. Another implication is that
it seems that Thucydides seems to think that it is permissible for states to do anything that furthers their
growth to greatness regardless of whether this is unjust. Politics seems to be more about survival and
power rather than justice for Thucydides.
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is important to note here is that, for Thucydides, a stable government such as Sparta owes
its stability, partially at least, to the presence of good laws, something which he implies
tyrannies lack. Thus, Thucydides implies that tyrannies are lawless.
Thucydides tells us that Pausanias, the Spartan general, was accused by many
Greeks for being very violent during an expedition to Byzantium and Cyprus and that he
was called back to Sparta to answer to these accusations (1.94-1.95). Thucydides
characterizes Pausanias as mimicking tyranny (turann!dow) rather than generalship in
many of his ways (1.95.3). Here we see tyranny associated with extreme and
unnecessary violence.
At 1.122.3 the Corinthians in a speech, prior to the inception of the war, tell the
Spartans that if they do not resist Athens by forming an alliance composed of various
states, then the Athenians will enslave them and there will be a new tyrant state
(tÊrannon pÒlin), even though they choose monarchies (monarx!ai) in many
individual states. In this passage we see tyranny associated with slavery while portrayed
as equivalent to monarchy––or monarchy is treated as equivalent to tyranny––which is
regarded as bad by the Corinthians. At 1.124.3 the Corinthians conclude this speech by
saying:
We must believe that the tyrant city (pÒlin tÊrannon) that has been established in
Hellas has been established against all alike, with a program of universal empire
(≤ghsãmenoi §p! pãsin), part fulfilled, part in contemplation; let us then attack and
reduce it, and win future security for ourselves and freedom for the Hellenes who are now
enslaved.

In this passage we see tyranny associated with slavery again, and the equivalence of
tyranny and empire, which present the following position: Athens is a tyrant-city which
wants to have universal empire and this amounts to slavery. While this speech cannot be
read as a presentation of Thucydides’ position since it is in the voice of other people, we
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still get the idea, that at least some people thought of tyranny as slavery and use this
belief to make an argument against Athenian imperialism.
At 2.63.1 which is in the middle of Pericles’ last speech in the Assembly, during
the second year of the war, he tells the Athenian audience that they are not fighting only
to prevent their enslavement and to be independent but also not to lose their empire. He
goes on to say that it is no longer possible to pull back from the war since what they hold,
i.e. the empire, is “like a tyranny” (turann!da) and that “to take it perhaps was unjust
(ëdikon), but to let it go is unsafe (§pik!ndunon)” (2.63.2).41 In this speech Pericles
attempts to divert the anger of the Athenians towards him and to restore their confidence
in the war. He seeks to prevent them from giving up their empire by highlighting the
dangers of appearing weak in the Greek world. Pericles also presents injustice in this
passage as preferable to self-destruction or loss of power.42 Here tyranny is associated
with empire and with injustice. Empire is tyranny between states rather than between an
individual ruler and subjects, thus it may be exercised by any sort of regime conceivably,
like the Athenian democracy. In this passage we also get the idea that a regime may have
double standards. Thucydides through the speech by Pericles implies that democracy is

41

Translation mine. We should notice that having Pericles suggest that taking empire was unjust but giving
it up is dangerous, shows that he prefers to treat others unjustly rather than to be treated unjustly, i.e. that
doing injustice is better than suffering it. See also Isocrates’ Panathenaicus 117 ff. where he points out that
the Athenians made the conscious choice of preferring to harm others to support and retain their power in
the Greek world than to suffer harm by the Spartans. This is clearly connected to Socrates’ opposition to
this claim, i.e. that doing injustice is worse than suffering it (see for example the Gorgias 4763a ff.) even
though Socrates speaks of individuals rather than cities.
42
Ober, also points out that in this passage Pericles warns the Athenians of the dangers of giving up their
empire even if it is unjust to hold it and pursue it. He goes on to explain what some of the dangers of doing
so might have been: (1) loss of revenues that provided for fortified security and maintenance of the navy,
(2) states that had lost their autonomy under the Athenian empire could try to get revenge for past wrongs
(90-91). Ober does not point out the strong relation of tyranny and empire with injustice that Thucydides
presents us with. This is not to say that such a presentation makes Thucydides hold the position that
tyranny is morally bad in the political world but it is interesting given the emphasis on tyranny and its
injustice in Plato and Aristotle which is part of their argument for tyranny being the worst sort of regime.
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not a tyranny internally and that it is opposed to tyranny, but it is a tyranny
“internationally.” “Like a tyranny” refers to not being a tyranny internally but a tyranny
in relation to other states. Thucydides seems to open the door to the problem of having
tyranny not only as a regime by itself but as a political arrangement between regimes.
In Book 3 Cleon, whom Thucydides describes as the most violent man in Athens,
and as the one who attempts to persuade the Athenians to massacre the Mytilineans for
revolting against Athens, gives a speech during which he tells the Athenians that they
cannot show any compassion since this would show weakness (3.37.2). He insists that
instead, they should try to get their obedience by showing their strength, i.e., by killing all
the men in Mytilene, since they are running a tyranny (turann!da). Here we see a
violent man endorsing violence in foreign relations and we also see tyranny associated
with violence once again.43 Unlike Pericles’ last Assembly speech Cleon does not claim
that Athens is “like a tyranny” but that it is a tyranny. The fact that Thucydides qualifies
Cleon as the most violent man in Athens who suggests that the Athenians should
demonstrate their strength by massacre, makes the association of violence and tyranny
strong and violence a negative feature of tyranny.
Later on, during a speech of the Thebans addressing the Spartans in the fifth year
of the war, the Thebans attempt to excuse their support of the Persians (3.62.3). They say
that they acted in this way since they were not under a democracy or an oligarchy but
under a government closest to a tyranny (turãnnou), the dynastic rule of the few, which
is most opposed to law and good government. The few sovereigns hoped that the success
43

This is the Cleon in Aristophanes’ Wasps and the one who exiled Thucydides for military incapacity.
Thus, the personal issues between Thucydides and Cleon may have influenced Thucydides’ judgment of
him. It is unclear whether we should read the association of violence to tyranny as explaining tyranny in
any way or as a way in which Thucydides seeks to present Cleon in a negative light, i.e. by presenting him
both as violent and as tyrannical.
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of the Persians would strengthen their power and they invited the Persians into the city.
In this passage we get the suggestions that tyranny is most opposed to law and that it is
the sort of regime that forces people to do what is in the perceived interest of the rulers
and the maintenance or enhancement of their power.
At 6.15.4 Thucydides tells us of the perception of Alcibiades by most Athenians:
Alarmed at the greatness of his license in his own life and habits, and of the ambition
which he showed in all things whatsoever that he undertook, the mass of the people set
him down as a pretender to the tyranny (turann!dow), and became his enemies.

This seems to be another instance in which someone is accused of being tyrannical in the
sense of not being democratic. The suggestion is that the Athenians perceived Alcibiades
as tyrannical since he was acting as superior to others, not as their equal. Thucydides
presents this passage as an introduction to Alcibiades’ speech in favor of the Sicilian
expedition. He seems to be in favor of Alcibiades’ desires for the state and he implies
that the Athenians did not like Alcibiades since they perceived him as superior to them.44
At 6.36 Athenagoras addresses his fellow Syracusans prior to the expedition of
the Athenians to Sicily regarding rumors that the Athenians have launched an expedition
against Sicily. He tells them that the Athenians would not dare to attack Sicily since it
would be too dangerous for them. He accuses those who began such rumors of trying to
agitate things, something which may cause a tyranny (turann!das) like Sicily has
known to happen before (6.38.3). Athenagoras seems to imply that making people afraid
of a strong enemy like the Athenians creates such turmoil that people who aspire to
tyranny may take advantage of. This fits with what Thucydides pointed out at 1.13.1
where he said that tyrannies became very common sorts of government after the political
turmoil that followed the Trojan war.
44

This point is made by Ober (1996,110).
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Thucydides tells us of the Athenian attitude during the investigations concerning
the incident of the mutilation of the Hermae. The Athenians ended up committing a
number of unjust acts, namely killing a lot of innocent people because they had not
questioned informers well and took their word for the accusations they presented to
them.45 Thucydides attributes this attitude of intense suspicion to the Athenian’s memory
of how bad (xalepÆn) Peisistratus and his son’s tyranny was before it was overthrown
by the Spartans (6.53.3). He also says that the Athenians, remembering the events of the
early tyranny from hearsay, were suspicious of the person charged in the affair of the
mysteries and thought that it was all part of an oligarchic and tyrannical conspiracy
(6.60.1).46 Thucydides seems to imply that the Athenians were so eager to defend their
democracy as they saw it that any challenge to it, like the sacrilegious mutilation of the
Hermae did not allow them to be very just or fair-minded. While the argument
Thucydides makes in the first passage concerns the injustice committed by Athenians, he
also reveals the Athenian memory concerning the terrible nature of the earlier tyranny.
These passages present us with further examples of the Athenian state of mind in which
anything challenging the democracy and its values was immediately thought to be terrible
tyranny.
At 6.59.2 we read that the tyranny in Athens became worse (xalepot°ra) after
Hipparchus was killed. Hippias killed a lot of people because he was afraid of people
challenging his authority and taking over his power over Athens. This passage suggests

45

The Athenians had small statues called hermae throughout the city and one night in 415, prior to the
departure of the Sicilian expedition, some people cut off the phalluses of the statues thus performing a
sacrilegious act which was investigated by the city. This act was also seen as a bad omen for the departing
expedition which was a total failure.
46
The affair of the mysteries regarded the improper performance of religious mysteries and thus another
sacrilegious incident.
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that the tyranny was bad already since it became worse after the murder of Hipparchus,
and it seems to be a repetition of what Herodotus told us in the Histories (5.55.1). Here
Thucydides tells us in his own voice that the tyranny of Hippias was a bad government
for Athens.
At 6.85.1 Euphemus, an Athenian ambassador, speaking to the Syracusans tells
them,
Besides, for tyrants and imperial cities nothing is unreasonable if expedient, no one a
kinsman unless sure; but friendship or enmity is everywhere an affair of time and
circumstance. Here in Sicily, our interest is not to weaken our friends, but by means of
their strength to cripple our enemies. Why doubt this? In Hellas we treat our allies as we
find them useful.

While this passage does not carry any negative connotations as Thucydides presents it, it
shows the double standard of Athenian politics. On the one hand, as we saw the
Athenians labeled people “tyrants” to defame them and they seemed to have been afraid
of tyranny at home. On the other hand, in foreign affairs, they used people in a tyrannical
manner according to their interests as the passage above suggests.
At 6.89.4 Alcibiades speaks to the Spartans after he abandons his command of the
Greek navy. He tells them that Athenians have always been hostile to tyrants and that
those who oppose arbitrary power are called common (d∞mow), and this hostility to
tyranny, as well as the fact that democracy was the established regime at the time
encouraged him and his friends to act as leaders of the multitude (plÆyouw). He says
that he and his friends tried to limit the licentious temper of the people in the democracy
while others tried to lead the mob (ˆxlon) astray, like the people who banished him.
Then, he points out that it would have been better to have altered the democracy but that
was impossible at the time. In this passage Thucydides tells us once more of the
Athenian hostility to tyranny and of Alcibiades’ hostility to democracy.
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Finally at 6.86.4 Thucydides tells us of one Theramenes who was one of the
subverters of the democracy. He was a very able man in council as well as in debate and
he led Athens away from freedom almost a hundred years after the tyrants (the
Peisistratids) were deposed, which was no small matter for the Athenians. This suggests
that after the democracy was subverted it returned back to tyranny which was intolerable
to Athenians since they were so used to and enamored of freedom.
Thucydides also uses the words for tyranny positively one time where he says that
the Peisistratids had a government that
was not so grievous to the multitude, or in any way odious in practice; and these tyrants
cultivated wisdom and virtue as much as any, and without exacting from the Athenians
more than a twentieth of their income, splendidly adorned the city, and carried on their
wars, and provided sacrifices for the temples (6.45.5).

In this passage he suggests that the Peisistratids were an exception to what tyrants do
generally, namely, pursue their personal interests and stifle the growth of their states.
Thus tyrannies may be acceptable regimes for Thucydides as long as they may further the
interest of the whole city. But, notice that earlier (6.59.2) Thucydides presented the
tyranny of the Peisistratid Hippias as worse than before suggesting that the tyranny was
bad already. Perhaps all Thucydides means here is that Peisistratus’ tyranny was not as
bad as that of his son Hippias.
There are several conclusion we can draw concerning Thucydides’ view of
tyranny. Descriptively we can conclude that:
(1) there are two types of tyranny, an internal one which concerns the governing
of citizens, and an external or international one, which concerns the governing
of states by other states (empire).
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(2) in internal terms, he distinguishes tyranny and kingship (at least of the
hereditary type) as different types of monarchy.
(3) there are two forms a tyranny, of the internal or the external kind, may take
and these are, either pursuing the interests of the rulers or, the interests and
greatness of the city.
We may wonder what the interests or greatness of the city are exactly, but Thucydides
seems to imply that anything is in the interest of the city as long as it furthers its
possession of power and wealth, the stability of its political structure, and its ability to
last or survive.
In prescriptive terms Thucydides both condemns and endorses tyranny based on
the violation or the fulfillment of a normative criterion. His usage of the terms for
tyranny in the above passages suggests that he saw tyranny as a problematic state only
when it stifled political growth. He endorses tyranny as long as it applies the normative
criterion of pursuing the city’s interests and furthering its growth. Tyranny seems
acceptable to Thucydides in two manners exhibited by at least two historical instances:
(1) either tyranny is exercised by a state on other states, as empire, like Athens did, or (2)
the tyrant, internally, like the Peisistratids did according to Thucydides, furthers the
interests of the city and makes it great. Thucydides does associate violence, injustice,
and slavery with tyranny but these are not what he finds problematic with it as long as
these do not violate his normative criterion above. His usage of the terms for tyranny
also suggests the Athenian self-perception as anti-tyrannical given the experiences with
tyranny, especially that of the Peisistratid era.
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1.6 The Tragic Poets and Aristophanes.
Aeschylus (525-456) uses the terms for tyranny in three of his tragedies: the
Agamemnon, The Libation Bearers, and the Prometheus Bound. In the Agamemnon he
uses the term once neutrally (line 810) and three times negatively. Aeschylus has the
chorus point out that they should attack Aegisthus before he sets up a tyranny and that
death is preferable to tyranny (1348 ff.). The chorus also says that it is doubtful whether
Aegisthus could be their tyrant since he could not kill Agamemnon, their king (ênaj),
himself (1617). While his use of the term in these two passages is vague we can
conclude that he presents tyranny in negative terms. The chorus at 1348ff. prefers death
rather than tyranny, which may suggest that Aegisthus will be an unjust ruler who would
treat them like slaves. Further the chorus distinguishes between Agamemnon as their
king and Aegisthus as a tyrant at 1617, and thinks of the latter as bad, which suggests that
whatever tyranny means exactly in this context it is bad. It could be that Aegisthus
cannot be a legitimate ruler since he is about to take over by force or that he will be a
terrible ruler who would rule unjustly, or both. In The Libation Bearers Aeschylus uses
the term neutrally to refer to rulers (354 and 479), to refer to the powers of the
underworld as sovereign (turann!dew) (405), and to the tyrants that killed Orestes’ father
(973). None of these occurrences suggests that he uses the term in a negative sense in
this tragedy.
Aeschylus uses the term most often in the Prometheus Bound, but matters there
are complicated since one of the major themes of the tragedy is the extent of Zeus’ justice
as the new ruler of the gods. The term is used a number of times to refer to Zeus as the
absolute ruler of the gods even though it is unclear if any of these occurrences suggests
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that Zeus is a tyrant in the negative sense of the term.47 There are other instances where
the term is used along with indications that Zeus is an unjust ruler. At 196 Prometheus
points out that he helped Zeus become a tyrant, that he came to power through deceptive
and violent means, and that it is an inherent disease of tyranny not to trust friends; at 696
Prometheus asks the chorus whether Zeus, the “tyrant” of the gods is not violent in all his
ways. The context of the tragedy pushes us to read these two passages as references to
what Zeus did or does as sovereign of the gods. But we can also read them, plausibly, as
pointing out features of tyrannical or monarchical ruling. In this tragedy Aeschylus
mentions that Zeus is a new ruler who came to the throne by violent means, by
dethroning his father, and as someone who cannot trust any friends, and this presents
Zeus as a usurper. Thus, in The Prometheus Bound “tyrant” seems to denote “usurper.”
It is unclear whether Aeschylus, in most of the instances he uses the word for
tyranny, makes any distinction between monarchy and tyranny. It is clear however that
he makes the distinction between a king, Agamemnon, and a tyrant, Aegisthus, in the
Agamemnon, and he suggests within the dramatic context of the tragedy that tyranny is
something bad. Aeschylus does not show us why having Agamemnon as a king is better
than having Aegisthus as a tyrant, even though the chorus tells us that death is preferable
to tyranny. The general claim made about tyranny as worse than death points out that
tyranny is terrible but we are not told why exactly this is. Thus Aeschylus uses the
terminology of tyranny negatively to an extent, he draws the distinction between a king
and a tyrant as different sorts of monarchs at least once in the Agamemnon, and by
“tyrant” he seems to generally mean a monarch and usurper of power.

47
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Sophocles (c. 496-406) uses the words for tyranny in six of his tragedies. In the
Ajax the messenger says that Calchas, the seer, has left the circle of tyrants (line 750),
and Agamemnon says that reverence (eÈsebe›n) is not something practiced by tyrants
(1350). The negative usage of the term in the second line does not suggest a distinction
between any types of regimes but it does imply that tyrants are, or think of themselves as,
so powerful that reverence comes to be beyond their reach.
In the Antigone, Ismene tells Antigone that they will be destroyed if they bury
their brother and they defy the law (nÒmon) against the tyrant’s decree (c∞fon) (58).
Antigone points out that tyranny (turann!w) has the power to do and say what it pleases
and that the people of Thebes are afraid to agree with her that she should bury her brother
due to Creon (506). Later on, Teiresias accuses Creon by telling him that the race that
sprang from tyrants loves shameful gain (1056). Finally, the messenger speaks of fortune
and points out that Creon both did and had great things but he ended up unhappy in the
end. Thus if one lives with a tyrant’s pomposity and riches there is no joy living like
him, so the messenger does not wish for such a life (1168). In the first passage Sophocles
suggests that the tyrant’s decree is the law which shows a kind of arbitrariness on the part
of Creon as a ruler. In the second passage the power of the ruler is portrayed as so strong
that people are afraid to disagree with him, so fear in the citizens seems to be one of the
features of the rule of Creon and it is associated with tyranny. In the third passage
tyranny is associated with shameful gain, and in the fourth it is suggested that riches and
a pompous life will not guarantee happiness, thus the life of the tyrant is undesirable. In
the Antigone Sophocles does not distinguish tyranny from other types of monarchy and
we can assume that he speaks of it as absolute, monarchical, sovereignty and that he
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gives it negative features, namely, arbitrary rule, rule by fear, pursuit of shameful gain,
and lack of happiness.
In Oedipus Tyrannus the words for tyranny occur 15 times only five of which are
negative.48 Sophocles uses the term in this tragedy to denote ruling as monarch, or ruling
as an absolute sovereign since he does not distinguish tyranny from other regimes. At
409 Teiresias claims that although Oedipus is the king of the land, he should be allowed
to speak freely since he is not under his tyranny, that is, under his monarchic and absolute
rule. This passage suggests that there is fear and lack of freedom to speak in such
regimes as Oedipus rules, so he rules by fear. At 58749 and at 592 Creon claims that
being a tyrant, that is, an absolute, monarchical, sovereign, entails fear and that he does
not wish for such tyranny since he has enough power in the city already. At 874 the
chorus claims that insolence (Ïbriw) breeds the tyrant, that is, the absolute sovereign, and
when wealth is added his rule comes crashing down. This suggests that too much power
makes one disrespectful to the gods and that this causes one’s rule not to last or make him
happy. Thus the negative features attached to tyranny as absolute, monarchical ruling in
this tragedy are rule by fear since people are afraid to speak their minds, that ruling in this
way entails fear, and that insolence comes with such a rule that causes one’s eventual
downfall. In the Trachiniae the words for tyranny occur twice (215, 316) in a neutral
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Sophocles uses the terms neutrally at 128, 380, 514, 532, 540, 798, 924, 939, 1043, 1087. In the
Electra
the words for tyranny are used twice neutrally: in one passage the Paedagogus asks which house is the
house of tyrants, namely, the royal house (660) and in another he supposes that Clytaemnestra is the king’s
wife since she looks like a tyrant, that is, she has a royal look (664). In the Oedipus at Colonus the words
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rule, his realm (448), when Creon calls himself a tyrant, that is, a ruler (850), and when Polyneices calls his
brother a tyrant, that is, a ruler, at home (1338). In this tragedy there is no distinction between different
types of regimes or rule so the meaning of the words for tyranny seems to be equivalent to monarchy,
kingship, or being an absolute sovereign.
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way and they denote ruling absolutely. We can conclude that Sophocles does not
distinguish tyranny from other types of monarchy and when he uses the term he means
absolute, monarchical, sovereignty and he attaches to it the negative features listed above.
Euripides (480-406) uses the term very frequently in seventeen of his tragedies.
He uses the term neutrally to refer to rulers, absolute sovereigns, kings, monarchs, (all of
these either literally or metaphorically), queens, princes, and princesses, regimes, and
royal houses many times.50 He also uses the term positively in the following tragedies:
In the Alcestis, Alcestis claims that she could have married into a tyrannical (royal) house
and enjoyed many benefits (line 282), presumably wealth and honor, and Admetus
connects being a tyrant with happiness at 654. In the Electra the chorus says that kings
(basile!w) will rule (turanneÊsousi) justly (876). In this passage the poet presents
tyranny and justice as possibly accompanying each other. In the Phoenissae Eteocles
claims that he would go to all extents to win Tyranny, the greatest of the gods (504), that
if he is to do wrong it should be for tyranny (absolute power) which is the fairest cause
(524). Eteocles is reluctant to let his brother Polyneices have ruling power and even
though he praises being a ruler or a tyrant, Euripides seems to suggest that the desire for
power or tyranny to such an extent is destructive. In the Trojan Women Hecuba refers to
tyranny (ruling as an absolute monarch) as god-like (1170). The above passages show
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Neutral usage occurs in the following lines: the Alcestis (1020, 1149), the Andromache (2, 201, 203,
215, 302, 472, 663, 881), the Bacchae (44, 775), the Electra (90, 708), the Hecuba (55, 365, 809, 815), the
Helen (5, 32, 478, 515, 550, 786, 809, 817, 1057, 1169), the Heracleidae (112, 360, 423), the Heracles (27,
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that Euripides attaches positive connotations to tyranny mostly when he presents
someone’s wish to have the supposed advantages of absolute power.
There are also a number of passages where the word is used negatively:
In the Helen Menelaus claims that he led troops to Troy unlike a tyrant who does so by
force but with the voluntary consent of his soldiers (393); tyranny is portrayed as
persuading by force. In the Hippolytus, Hippolytus asks whether to rule (turanne›n) is
tempting even for virtuous people, and claims that monarchy (monarx!a) has corrupted
the minds of all those who loved it (1013). He also claims that the absence of danger is a
greater pleasure than having a tyranny (turann!dow, 1019). The criticism here is of
monarchy as such which is accused of corrupting people’s minds and of entailing many
dangers.
In the Ion, Ion says that the external image of tyranny is sweet but there is
bitterness in it since it is a life full of fear and suspicion (621), and that it is better to live
as a private citizen than as a tyrant since tyrants like to love wicked friends and hate the
virtuous because they are afraid of death (625). These two passages make an issue of the
relation between private life and the life of absolute rulers or monarchs which is a
prevalent theme discussed throughout much of Greek literature. Here we get two
negative features attached to tyranny or ruling as a monarch, namely that it is attractive
on the outside, that is, to private citizens, but it is indeed bad, and so perhaps they should
not aspire to it; the second negative feature is the constant fear of death which leads
tyrants to trust wicked people and hate the virtuous.
In the Medea, a passage tells us that the minds of tyrants are dangerous since they
command but seldom obey and they are subject to violent changes in mood (119). Here
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it is suggested that there is danger to be expected from tyrants since they are of such
dispositions as to be in violent mood which endangers those around them. In the Orestes,
Orestes claims that having trusted friends is more valuable than wealth and tyranny
(1156) and that his father Agamemnon was worthy to rule over Greece, not as a tyrant,
but still having god-like power (1167). Here we get a critique of tyranny or monarchy as
not being able to have friends, and the suggestion that one can rule with a lot of power
without being a tyrant or an absolute ruler.
In the Phoenissae Jocasta criticizes her son Eteocles’ desire and praise for ruling
by pointing out that tyranny is a prosperous injustice, that admiring glances are of no
worth, that many riches bring troubles, that the wise find what is sufficient to be good
enough, that tyranny is good only in name, and that prosperity is as transient as the day
(550 ff.). Here we get a number of negative features attached to the word, namely, that
ruling as a monarch is unjust, that it relies on flattery which is worthless, that too much
wealth is detrimental to one’s well being, that ruling throws one into excess while
moderation is better according to wisdom, that it is good only from the perspective of
those who desire it not of those who live it, and that the prosperity that comes with it can
be lost very easily.
It is clear that Euripides makes ruling as a monarch a problem in his tragedies
since the tragic events he portrays take place in royal houses and follow their members
for many generations. He uses the words of tyranny quite often to express this problem
even though he does not distinguish between different types of monarchy. Euripides also
attaches an array of negative features to the term tÊrannow as these belong to ruling
absolutely, as a monarch. These are:
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(1) Persuasion by force (and thus use or threat of use of force).
(2) Corruption of the virtuous by temptation to power.
(3) Dangers to one’s life.
(4) Fear and suspicion which make it a bad sort of life on the inside even
though it looks great externally.
(5) Inability to obey when one has to.
(6) Violent changes of mood.
(7) Lack of friends.
(8) Injustice and prosperity due to injustice.
(9) Flattery to the tyrant.
(10) Lack of moderation of desires.
Aristophanes uses the words of tyranny twenty three times in seven of his
comedies. He uses “tyranny” and its derivatives neutrally51 eight times to refer to ruling
absolutely, as to the way Zeus rules. In The Knights it occurs only once when the chorus
tells Demos that he is their all-powerful tyrant (tÊrannon) in front of which they
tremble and that he likes to be taken in by flattery and orations (1112). In this passage
Aristophanes suggests that democracy represented by Demos––which means “the many”
or “the people” when used as a noun (d∞mow)––is like a tyrant who rules by fear, and
taken in, or persuaded by, flattery and orations. Thus, Aristophanes exposes some
features that democracy and tyranny share in front of a democratic audience in Athens
which thinks of itself as anti-tyrannical. This politically satirical passage has both the
democracy and tyranny share the above three similar negative features and may make one
51

Six times in The Birds (lines 483, 1073, 1605, 1643, 1672, 1707), one time in The Clouds (564), once in
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wonder whether the democracy was much different from tyranny which the Athenians
despised.
In The Lysistrata the chorus accuses the women of plotting a tyranny to
overthrow the democracy which its members say they will oppose (617, 630, 631). In
these passages Aristophanes suggests that tyranny is not preferable to democracy and,
therefore, that it is something bad that must be opposed. Tyranny in these passages has
negative connotations but they are unspecified.
In The Thesmophoriazusae the woman herald says that if someone plans a tyranny
or plans to aid its coming about, then they should pray that this does not happen (332),52
and the chorus points out that the hatred that has overthrown the tyrants is just (1144). In
these two passages Aristophanes attaches negative connotations to tyranny as something
undesirable which it is just to oppose or hate.
Finally in the Wasps we get further negative connotations attached to tyranny
while Aristophanes satirizes democracy. At 418 the chorus suggests that by not letting
Philocleon go, and keeping him captive against his will around the house, amounts to
tyranny on the part of his son Bdelycleon. The fact that the chorus thinks of Bdelycleon,
who has his senses and tries to rule his father Philocleon, as tyrannical, seems to show
that the democracy has gone to such extremes so as to desire to allow mad people to do
what they want. When one tries to rule or get a mad person to hold back from acting
badly in the democracy they are ridiculously accused of being tyrannical. At 464 the
chorus of judges suggests that they have been attacked by the tyranny and that
Bdelycleon is like a tyrant since he prevents them from obeying the laws (from getting
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his father to go to a trial) and that he claims to rule alone without any appeal to the laws.
This passage carries the critique suggested at 418 even further. In democracy, even the
law allows mad people to do what they want and Bdelycleon who has his senses appears
like a tyrant in light of the law. At 464 Aristophanes associates tyranny with disregard
for the law, but the laws of Athens are shown to be extreme since they allow mad people
to behave as they like.
At 486 the chorus accuses Bdelycleon of wishing to tyrannize over them, that is,
to oppress them, and they refuse to go away. At 489-500 Aristophanes uses the term five
times and this is where he shows that the word was abused. As we saw earlier, he
portrays fish-sellers accusing customers of other fish-sellers of tyranny and prostitutes
accusing their customers of being tyrannical. In this passage Aristophanes shows that the
words for tyranny were used elastically and that their elasticity was taken advantage of in
democratic Athens.
In The Wasps Aristophanes points out some negative features of tyranny like its
forcing people to do things against their will, its desire to oppress, its disregard for law,
and the desire of the tyrant to rule alone and absolutely. All this, however, takes place
within a context of making fun of, and criticizing the extremes of Athenian democracy.
Aristophanes seems to make much more fun of the democracy and to comment on its
extremes and problems than he seems to comment on tyranny. The references to tyranny
in the passages above, especially those from the Knights and the Wasps use tyranny and
the negative features attached to it to criticize democracy and to suggest that the
democracy is perhaps not as different from tyranny as Athenians thought it was.
Aristophanes also shows that the Athenian understanding of democracy was largely anti-
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tyrannical and that this negative understanding of democracy was not so beneficial to
Athens since it allowed it to go to extremes. It allowed Athenians to aspire to extreme
freedom or license and to refer to tyranny as an unjust frustration of that ideal.

1.7 Athenian Orators of the Fifth and Fourth Century.
Given the political culture in Athens, especially the fact that people generally
understood the democracy and themselves as anti-tyrannical, authors such as the
Athenian orators Lysias, Andocides, Aeschines, and Demosthenes use “tyranny” in its
anti-democratic sense to persuade their audiences on a variety of political matters.53 The
ways these orators use the words related to tyranny show further that the Athenian
experience of democracy and tyranny framed the terms for tyranny and attached negative
connotations to them.
Lysias (c.445-380)––son of Cephalus and brother of Polemarchus––uses the
words for tyranny in five of his speeches and he does so negatively most of the time. In
Against Andocides he points out that neither a democracy, nor an oligarchy, nor a tyrant
will accept Andocides in their cities (section 30). Lysias intends to indicate that
Andocides is a really bad person, since not even a tyranny will take him in.
In Against Eratosthenes, a speech against the person who arrested Polemarchus
who was eventually tortured and killed by the thirty, Lysias points out that if the judges
do not judge Eratosthenes’ case well, then the rest of the thirty will know if their actions
will be punished or if they can be the tyrants of the city (35). Lysias suggests that the
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judges should punish Eratosthenes to show that tyranny is unacceptable and that people
with aspirations for tyranny or those who help them will, and can, be punished. The rest
of the speech suggests that tyranny, specifically that of the thirty, was very unjust since it
executed innocent people like Polemarchus. In his Funeral Oration Lysias points out
that their ancestors created such conditions that no city was ruled by tyrants (55) and that
the Persians after defeating the Greeks set up tyrannies everywhere (59). These two
passages attach negative features to tyranny, the first in the sense that tyranny is
antithetical to freedom, which is assumed to be good, and the second that once Persians
won over the Greeks they set up tyrannies instead of allowing democracies to exist
(democracy is assumed to be good here since it allows for freedom and the Persians
stifled that).
In the Olympic Oration Lysias assigns the founding of the Olympic contests to
Heracles who had crushed tyrants (2). He associates Heracles crushing tyrants with the
Olympic contests. He thus politicizes the games for rhetorical effect to show that the
Olympic games are to be associated with democracy, or anti-tyranny, which one of the
seminal Greek heroes upheld. Then Lysias goes on to say that Greece is in a terrible state
since many of its cities are ravaged by tyrants (3), that the tyrant of Sicily has many ships
which seem to be a threat to Athens (5), and that the Athenians ought to compete with
their ancestors who expelled the tyrants and made people free (6). Thus, in this speech,
Lysias associates tyranny with violence and with lack of freedom.
Finally, in On the Scrutiny of Evandros Lysias claims that his own ancestors were
not ruled by the tyrants (the Peisistratids) since they had opposed them (22). This is
another instance where the speaker invokes the character of his ancestors and tyranny as
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evil to make himself likeable to an audience indirectly, in this case an Athenian
democratic audience which thinks of tyranny as evil.
Andocides (440-390), a contemporary of Socrates and Plato, was among those
accused of mutilating the Hermae, but he was eventually acquitted.54 In Against
Alcibiades he warns Athenians against liking Alcibiades too much since people who
become too great eventually set up tyrannies (section 24). He accuses Alcibiades of not
treating people as his equals since he robs them, strikes them, imprisons them, extorts
money from them. To this he adds that Alcibiades talks like the champion
(dhmagvgoË) of the people but be acts like a tyrant, taking care of tyranny in words but
neglecting tyranny itself (27). In On his Return he tells us that his grandfather led a
revolt of the people against the tyrants (the Peisistratids) even though he could have ruled
with them and married into their house, and that this fact gives Andocides a good reason
to act in support of the people (26). In On the Mysteries he speaks of an Athenian decree
concerning various violations that ought to be punished including attempted tyranny,
namely, the attempt to seize power and become an absolute ruler (78). He also points out
that there is a law that urges Athenians to slay by deed and word anyone who opposes the
democracy including people who attempt to be tyrants or those who help such people
(97).55
Andocides, in these passages, uses the terms for tyranny negatively. In his
accusations of Alcibides, he paints a picture of the tyrant’s character as unjust and terrible
to his fellow-citizens. He credits his family and himself as anti-tyrannical and thus as a
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friend of democracy, and endorses anti-tyrannical measures as pro-democratic and thus as
good. It is evident that he uses the terms with some awareness that they have antidemocratic connotations. This usage is further evidence for the claim that the Athenian
experience of tyranny and democracy frames the way the terms for tyranny were used.
Aeschines (390-314) was an opponent of Demosthenes, especially on the issue of
Philip II’s rise to power and influence in the Greek world, and a contemporary of Plato.
He uses terms for tyranny in three of his speeches.56 In Against Ctesiphon (section 6) and
Against Timarchus (4) he points out that there are three types of regimes: tyrannies,
oligarchies and democracies and he points out that only democracies are ruled according
to laws whereas the other types of regimes are ruled according to the temper of their
rulers. We should note that he uses the term turann!w to refer to monarchical regimes
when he distinguishes the three types of regimes, so in his mind any monarchical regime
is inferior to democracy. In other words, all monarchical regimes are tyrannies in a very
negative sense for him.
Aeschines points out further negative features of tyranny: in Against Timarchus
he says that in democracies it is the laws that protect people whereas tyrants seek
protection in suspicion and guards (5), and that it is wicked men that support tyrants to
put down democracies and slay their fellow citizens (191); in On the Embassy he refers to
Dionysius of Sicily as a tyrant who was an enemy to democracy (10), and to the tyrants
of Phocis using mercenaries to overthrow democracies (131). He also uses the term
twice in Against Ctesiphon to accuse Demosthenes and one of his ancestors for being
bribed by tyrants in an attempt to attack Demosthenes’ credibility (103, 171). Aeschines’
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use of the term is negative in a very strong sense since he presents tyranny as wicked.
The wickedness of tyranny is due to the fact that only wicked men support it, that it does
not rule according to law, but arbitrarily. The fact that he accuses Demosthenes of being
bribed by tyrants has two facets that seek to discredit Demosthenes, namely, that he was
bribed and that he was bribed by a tyrant. Aeschines’ speeches present tyranny as an
anti-democratic and democracy an anti-tyrannical.
Demosthenes (384-322) was also an Athenian and a contemporary of Plato, and
he was opposed to Macedonian expansionist tendencies as dangerous to democratic
Athens. He uses the terms for tyranny extensively and negatively in many of his
speeches to express his disapproval of Macedonian expansion, but also to portray many
regimes and individuals as unjust or inferior to Athenian democratic culture and
practices. In Philippic 2 he tells us that Philip has corrupted many cities, that
communications with tyrants corrupt (section 21), and that it is a good tool for
democracies to mistrust tyrannies (24). He also warns that tyrants are the enemy of law
and freedom, and that if Athens does not go to war with Philip it will soon find itself
under a master (25). In Philippic 3 Demosthenes tells us that Philip dictated to the
Thessalians their form of government by sending mercenaries to end the democracy and
set up a tyranny (33), and he warns Athens that it lost its valuable mistrust of tyrants (38).
In Philippic 4 he tells us that Athens is the last democracy since Philip set up tyrannies
everywhere else (4), and that he took advantage of Athens’ neglect of Euboea and set up
a tyranny there which now threatens Athens (8). In this speech Demosthenes suggests
that Athens is the last democratic bulwark, that it must defend itself against tyrannies
everywhere else, and thus, perhaps, it will save democracy as such also.
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In Against Leptines Demosthenes points out that oligarchies and tyrannies have
the advantage over democracy that they can make people instantly rich but that
democracies are better in honoring people and securing their possessions (15). He calls
the Spartan regime a tyranny (70), and he warns Athenians that political situations change
so easily that the people in Syracuse, which was once a democracy, came to be ruled by a
clerk (Dionysius I) who became a tyrant (161).
In On the Accession of Alexander he tells us that the victims of tyranny
(turannoÊmenouw) can be seen to be executed without a trial (3), and that Alexander is
unjust since, by following his tyrannical disposition, he set up tyrants in Messene
violating the peace with Athens (4). He urges the Athenians to pay attention to the terms
of the peace and to notice whether regimes change from democracies to tyrannies (14).
In On the Crown he claims that it is among the Macedonian acts of injustice to have set
up a tyrant in Oreus (71). In Against Aristocrates he tells us that the Areopagus has never
lost its authority to judge cases of murder as a legal body not even under the tyrannical
constitution (66).
It is clear the Demosthenes uses the term negatively to denote tyranny as an unjust
political regime, which employs many unjust and violent political practices, has the
tendency to corrupt people and other regimes, and which is a serious threat to democracy
in Athens. This usage contributes to, and takes as granted, the Athenian democratic
identity as largely anti-tyrannical. He also suggests that the Spartan regime was
tyrannical, that people of low positions may become tyrants, as Dionysius I did in Sicily,
and that it is important for democratic Athens always to regard tyrannies with suspicion.
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Our consideration of these Athenian orators reveals that their use of the
vocabulary of tyranny is full of negative features and that they use the terms in this way
in relation to the Athenian experience of democracy and tyranny. All four have in mind
an Athenian democratic audience and thus they use the terms for tyranny in such ways so
as to be persuasive to such an audience. It is evident from the ways they make use of the
terms for tyranny that the Athenian experience of democracy and tyranny shapes the way
the terms are used.

1.8 Isocrates (436-338).
Isocrates was Plato’s contemporary and while he was not a public speaker
himself,57 he ran a school of rhetoric. I include him in a different category from the other
orators since he was not just a writer of speeches but something of a writer of political
pamphlets also. His usage of the vocabulary for tyranny is relative to the context he
writes, to the speaker, and to the audience, and such usage often ends up being
contradictory. In speeches like Nicocles or the Cyprians, a speech written in the voice of
the ruler Nicocles addressing his subjects, Isocrates attaches a number of positive
connotations to tyranny as monarchy, and argues for why tyranny is good and better than
other regimes, thus giving Nicocles a way to justify his rule. In a speech like On the
Peace, which is addressed to an Athenian audience, he uses the terms for tyranny
negatively and as equivalent to monarchy in an attempt to persuade the Athenians that
their empire through their strong navy goes against their anti-tyrannical principles.58 He
uses the words for tyranny neutrally seventeen times in his speeches and numerous times
57

For evidence that he did not speak publicly see To Philip 81 where he tells us that he did not have a good
voice for it or self-assurance to be good at public speaking.
58
For an analysis of the pertinent passages from these two speeches see the discussion that follows.
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both negatively and positively.59 Let us begin by looking at the passages where the word
appears with positive connotations.
In the Archidamus, a speech written in the Spartan king’s voice, we are told that
in addition to Athens, the tyrant (tÊrannow) Dionysius I of Syracuse was a good
example of the benefits one derives from daring to resist one’s enemies, and that one of
his companions said that tyranny (turann!w) was a great way to protect oneself (section
44). Even though the terms denote “absolute rule” at best, the positive connotation is that
it is beneficial to be such a ruler. In Letter 6 To Timotheus Isocrates advises Timotheus
to study and to find ways by which he can get his citizens to do their jobs and act
temperately, and to get them to live more happily than in the past. He should do so since
this is the goal of those who tyrannize or rule correctly and wisely (Ùry«w ka‹
fron!mvw turanneuÒntvn, 3). In this passage we get the positive feature that tyrants
can rule well and make their citizens happy.
In the Evagoras, a speech praising Evagoras as a great ruler, and the speech in
which most of the passages where the words of tyranny occur positively, Isocrates points
out that it should be clear to everyone, once they have seen how Evagoras ruled, that
tyranny (turann!da), is the greatest good among human and divine goods, the one most
strived for, and the most dignified (semnÒtaton, 44). Later on he tells us that Evagoras
Fell in no respect short of the qualities which belong to kings, but choosing from each
kind of government the best characteristic, he was democratic in his service to the people,
statesmanlike (politikÒw) in the administration of the city as a whole, an able general in
his good counsel in the face of dangers, and tyrannical (turannikÒw) in his superiority in
all these qualities (46).
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He uses the terms neutrally in the Archidamus (section 63), in the Areopagiticus (26), where the people
of Athens are called a “tyrant” (tÊrannon) meaning “in charge as rulers”, in the Evagoras (26, 27, 28, 31,
34, 39, 63, 64, 66, 71, 78), in the Helen (34, 37), in and in the Nicocles or Cyprians (11, 55).
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In this passage Isocrates attaches a positive flavor to someone being tyrannical with all
the good qualities of a ruler, and in this context the word turannikÒw means “royal” or
“princely.”
In the Nicocles or the Cyprians we encounter a number of passages with positive
features and connotations where “tyranny” and “monarchy” are used interchangeably;
these passages launch a defense of monarchy. At 16 we are told that tyrannies (tçw
turann!daw) keep a better view of people’s characters and actions more than other
governments do and that everyone should wish to be a part of such a form of government.
This is because one’s worth will be recognized instead of being lost in the commotion of
the many. It is also right to say that such a regime is a milder government since it is
easier to pay attention to the will of a single person that to the will of the many. The
argument for why such regimes are better than others continues in 17 where Isocrates has
Nicocles say that monarchies (afl monarx!ai) are better than other governments in
planning and executing any action, and it is better for people to hold office for a long
time, rather than to enter into office annually,60 since they gain political insight and
experience. At 22 he tells us that monarchies (afl monarx!ai) excel also in war since
they can raise troops easily, and handle them so that they can mislead and hinder the
enemy. He continues in this section by saying that tyrannies (turann!dew) can get
people to do things either by persuasion, force, or bribery and thus such regimes are more
efficient as the facts show. At 23 he cites Dionysius I as a tyrant who was efficient in
war by beating the Carthaginians, and at 24 he tells us that states which do not like
tyrannies (turann!daw) send out many generals to the battlefield and meet disaster. The
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Isocrates has in mind democratic distribution of political offices here.
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argument continues at 25 where he tells us that those under tyranny (turanneuÒmenoi)
have the greatest powers and those under oligarchy appoint one man for the most
important tasks. At 26 he tells us that even the gods live under a monarchy and while we
do not know whether this is true, the mere belief that they do shows that people hold
monarchy in higher esteem than other governments. This defense of monarchy associates
a number of positive features to tyranny as the word is used in these passages.
In the Panathenaicus Isocrates tells us that the democracy in Athens afforded
power to many people by giving them political offices which allowed them to punish and
bring justice to those who offended them, something which is the same position enjoyed
by the most happy tyrants (tÊrannon to›w eÈdaimonestãtoiw, 146). This passage
suggests that many tyrants, meaning “absolute rulers,” are happy.
In To Nicocles, a speech that precedes the To Nicocles or Cyprians,61 Isocrates
advises Nicocles to make himself both courteous (éste›ow) and to be full of dignity
(semnÒw) since dignity is in keeping with the position of a tyrant and courtesy is in
important in his social intercourse (34). This admonition, Isocrates continues, is difficult
to carry out since those who appear dignified are regarded as cold and those who are
courteous appear to lower themselves. However, trying to cultivate both of these
qualities is beneficial since one may avoid the dangers that come with both. Isocrates
presents the tyrant as someone who should be dignified and courteous while attaching
dangers to each of these qualities of the tyrant’s character, the danger of being thought
arrogant by being dignified and the danger of appearing weak by being courteous.
Dignity and courtesy together are presented as qualities beneficial to the tyrant.
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Now let us take up the passages where the words of tyranny are used with
negative connotations. In the Antidosis Isocrates refers to the accusations against him as
an irresponsible teacher who corrupts young men, and as a teacher, not only of private
men but also of generals, kings, and tyrants, from whom he makes a lot of money (30).
In this passage the accusations are three: corruption of the young, having even tyrants as
his students, and making a lot of money. 62 The accusation of having tyrants as his
students and the distinction of tyrants from kings here shows that there are negative
features attached to tyranny. In the same speech he makes the claim that people who
have studied speeches or argumentation turned out to be the best statesmen, like
Cleisthenes, who was expelled by tyrants (the Peisistratids) and who was able to find
allies to expel the tyrants (232).63 Mentioning the expulsion of tyrants by Cleisthenes
serves as evidence for the goodness of Cleisthenes as a statesman and for the idea that
studying speeches or argumentation makes one a good statesman. Expelling the tyrants is
portrayed as a good event so the tyrants are given a bad name in this passage.
In the Areopagiticus, Isocrates claims that the only way to avoid future
misfortunes and to deliver Athens from the ills of the present is to restore the earlier
democracy established by Cleisthenes and Solon who drove the tyrants out of power (16).
This passage seeks to present democracy as a solution to political trouble by reminding
the audience that democracy was good partly because it was established by getting rid of
tyrants; it is implied that the tyrants were bad.
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Notice how these accusations are reminiscent of what Plato tells us about the sophists on the one hand,
and the accusation against Socrates in the Apology on the other.
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At 306 Isocrates makes the same claim about Cleisthenes, namely, that he was a great statesman who
expelled the tyrants, and two further claims, namely, that he united the people and brought democracy in
Athens.
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In Letter 6 To the Children of Jason Isocrates speaks in favor of private life over
the life of those who tyrannize (turannoËntvn), and he tells us that Euthynus’ friends
were urging him to tyrannical power (turann!da) not looking at the nature of the whole
thing and thinking only of its rewards, power, profits, and pleasures, neglecting the
disturbances, fears, and misfortunes that come to rulers (to›w êrxousi) and their
friends.64 In Letter 7 To Timotheus Isocrates is happy that Timotheus did not acquire his
wealth forcibly and tyrannically “at the cost of much hatred” and that he inherited it from
his father instead (6). Isocrates portrays tyranny as something which entails force and
tyrannical acquisition as the source of much hatred.
The Peace is the speech with the most passages in which the words of tyranny
carry negative connotations, and many of the negative features that Isocrates attributes to
tyranny are found in Plato’s dialogues as we will see in later chapters. Isocrates tries to
make a case against the empire Athens pursued after the Persian wars and he claims that
more Athenians have died under the empire than in the Persian wars or the civil conflict
under the tyrants (88). Whether he has in mind the earlier Peisitratid tyrants or the thirty
tyrants, it is clear that the civil conflict he mentions resulted in something bad which was
caused, partly, by the fact that tyrants ruled. Isocrates proceeds to say that the Athenians
should not imitate those who hold tyrannies or those who hold larger territories than what
is just, but imitate those who get honors from free people (89). Here he emphasizes the
goodness of the democratic spirit which he presents as an opposite to tyranny. At 91 he
tells us that those who came to power in Athens after the Persian wars wanted to
tyrannize but not to rule (oÈk êrxein éllã turanne›n), two things, which seem the
64

As we will see Plato reveals that the attraction to tyrannical life is due to having a limited perspective on

it.

Coumoundouros––Plato’s View of Tyranny

64

same but are in fact very different. It is the work of rulers (érxÒntvn) to make their
subjects happier (eÈdaimon°sterouw) by tending to them while it is the work of tyrants
(turãnnoiw) to provide pleasures for themselves through the gains and labors of others,
and it is also necessary that those who attempt to tyrannize meet great misfortunes. In
this passage we see a clear distinction between ruling and tyrannizing, and the portrayal
of tyranny as an unjust and self-serving sort of regime. It is possible that Isocrates has in
mind other monarchical regimes, namely kingship, in which the ruler serves his subjects
instead of himself. In 99 he accuses Sparta of setting up tyrants in Sicily and Italy and
this is also a passage in which “tyranny” carries negative connotations since Isocrates
talks about in the context of an accusation.
At 112-122 Isocrates launches into a direct attack against Athenian imperialism
and lists a number of evils that befall absolute rulers. At 112 he says that they make war
upon all the citizens, that they suspect their friends, that they entrust their safety to
strangers, that they fear those close to them as much as those who plot against them, and
that they even suspect their own families. In 113 he says that the above happens quite
naturally since they (presumably both the tyrants and everyone else) know that the ones
who held tyrannical power (teturanneuk«taw) have been put out of power either by
their parents, their brothers, their wives, or their children. But many people still pursue
this kind of life and this causes many people to think that such a sort of life is good and
worth pursuing. Isocrates continues in 114 and he says that while tyrants meet
murderous fates and the Athenian audience agrees to this, still, they do not accept the
idea that a similar fate awaits them while they pursue empire in the Greek world. In 115
he says
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But you have never given this (the fact that empire and tyranny are alike) a thought; on
the contrary, while you consider tyrannies (turann!daw) to be harsh and harmful not
only to others but to those who hold it, you look upon the empire of the sea as the greatest
good in the world, when in fact it differs neither in what it does nor in what it suffers
from monarchies (monarxi«n).65

In this passage Isocrates tries to drive home the idea that monarchy or tyranny and empire
are very similar and only different on scale. At 122 he accuses Athenians of desiring to
have as rulers people similar to those who destroyed Athens, namely tyrants. Finally at
142-144 he says
But I have yet to touch upon the chief consideration of all––that upon which centers
everything that I have said and in the light of which we should appraise the actions of the
state. For if we really wish to clear away the prejudice in which we are held at the present
time, we must cease from the wars which are waged to no purpose and so gain for our
city the hegemony for all time; we must abhor all tyrannical powers (turannikãw
érxãw) and imperial power (dunaste!aw), reflecting upon the disasters which have
sprung from them; and we must emulate and imitate the position held by the kings
(basile›w) of Lacedaemon: they, it is true, have less freedom than their private citizens to
do wrong (they are controlled by the Ephors) yet are much more enviable than those who
hold tyrannies (turann!daw) by force; for those who take the lives such a sort of people
are given the highest rewards by their fellow citizens, whereas those Spartans who are not
ready to lay down their lives for their kings in battle are held in greater dishonor than
men who desert their post and throw away their shields. This, then, is the kind of
leadership which is worth striving for. And this very position of honor which the kings of
Lacedaemon have from their citizens we Athenians have it in our power to win from the
Hellenes, if only they become convinced that our supremacy will be the instrument, not
of their enslavement, but of their salvation.

While the case Isocrates tries to make in these passages is one against Athenian
imperialism he does so by treating empire as equivalent to tyranny in the bad sense of the
term. In order to make his argument he ends up claiming that tyranny is bad first. Then
he claims that empire is like tyranny and since it is, imperialism must also be bad. In
these passages he also seems to speak of tyranny as such not monarchy as such since he
distinguishes tyranny from kingship in 142-144.
In On the Team of Horses he speaks of his family as being against the tyrants and
in support of democratic values and the people (25-26); this is another instance in which
65
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an author tries to praise make himself liked by a democratic audience by referring to his
democratic and anti-tyrannical ancestors. His Alcmaeonid ancestors refused to share the
tyranny of Peisistratus, they preferred exile than to see their fellow citizens enslaved
(douleÊontaw), and they were the ones who drove the tyrants out eventually. Here
tyranny is associated with slavery and democracy is associated with freedom in an
attempt to show that democracy is good. The conclusion Isocrates wants us to draw is
that he is also good since he comes from democratic ancestors.
In the Panathenaicus, a speech praising Athens, Isocrates mentions that it is
difficult to find any examples of royal houses or houses of tyrants that remained in power
for too long, thus he is criticizes monarchical regimes as not lasting long (124). In 148 he
criticizes Peisistratus for doing too much harm to the city, driving out the best citizens by
accusing them of being oligarchs,66 ending democracy and setting himself up as tyrant
(tÊrannon). This passage suggests a number of evils that tyrants do, namely, driving
out the best citizens of a city, accusing such citizens falsely as oligarchs, and ending the
good regime of democracy. At 243 Isocrates mentions that the eulogists of Sparta, whom
he assumes to speak falsely in the context of this speech, think of the extreme selfseeking (pleonej!a) of the Spartans, kings, and tyrants as a gift from heaven and as
something which all humans are after.
In the Panegyricus Isocrates tells us that Athenians in their relations with other
states tried to command but not to tyrannize (turanne›n) other Greeks in battle, wanted
to be addressed as leaders rather than masters, as saviors rather than destroyers, and they
won the support of the Greek cities by being kind instead of subverting them by force
66

Socrates in the Republic (565d-566a) tells Glaucon that tyrants come to power by setting the people
against the few rich people in a city, the oligarchs.
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(80). In this passage we see a pairing of commanding with being a leader, a savior, and
kind, and a pairing of being tyrannical with being a master, a destroyer, and a person who
subverts by force. Isocrates then tells us of Athenians not liking tyrannical rule since this
was like the rule of masters over slaves (104), that they set up democracies in many
places with the effect that people did not experience tyrannies anymore (106). He also
mentions that some places are so removed from freedom and autonomy that they are
ruled by tyrants (117), that the Spartans used to expel tyrants and bring salvation to the
people but lately they have reversed this policy (125). All these passages suggest
negative features associated with tyranny or imply that tyranny is bad in general terms.
In To Nicocles Isocrates points out that private citizens are educated under better
conditions than tyrants since tyrants do not get much admonition but get flattery instead
and many debate whether the life a of a private citizen or that of a tyrant is better (4). He
also says that even though tyrants have a lot of wealth and authority over great affairs
they often misuse these, and when one looks at the honors of kings they are enviable but
when one looks at their history they are not since they are slain by those near them. They
are forced to do terrible things to those close to them, and they have terrible fears and
dangers in their lives (4-5). While Isocrates uses the terms for “king” and “tyrant” as
equivalent and to mean absolute ruler, we still get some negative features that come with
such lives, namely, flattery, murderous fates, unjust action, fear, and danger. In the same
speech Isocrates advises Nicocles to look at the fortunes and accidents in the lives of both
private citizens and tyrants to be able to plan better for the future (35). Presumably
Isocrates encourages Nicocles to look at these lives to be able to plan better for himself
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and for his subjects. This passage seems to assume the features and differences between
private life and the life of a tyrant discussed at 4-5.
Finally, in To Philip, a speech addressed to Philip II of Macedon asking him to
unite the Greeks under his reign in the interest of Panhellenism, Isocrates tells Philip that
he has expressed his opinions boldly like he did when he wrote to Dionysius of Syracuse
after he had established his tyranny (81). This passage suggests that there is some
element of fear to be bold in speech in front of tyrants since Isocrates makes sure to
mention that he expressed himself boldly after Dionysius was tyrant. In the same speech
Isocrates also tells Philip that he should try to unite the Greeks under his reign to save
Greece, and that he should rule the Macedonians as a king not as a tyrant, and that this
will win him the kindness of the Greeks (154).
Isocrates’ speeches provide us with a variety of usage of the words of tyranny and
as we saw depending on context he uses the terms either with positive or with negative
connotations. This ambiguous usage may make one wonder about the nature of tyranny
as such as does Plato who develops a critical view of it.

1.9 Concluding Remarks.
In this chapter I have traced the usage of the term tÊrannow and its derivatives
and I have shown that such terms were used with elasticity, complexity, and ambiguity.
As we have seen, Plato’s literary tradition, which existed in a complex and volatile
political environment, exhibits a wide variety of features associated with tyranny. Plato’s
critical response to this tradition, which also exhibits his employment of some of the
features it associates with tyranny, entails three major steps:
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(1) He clears us the ambiguity with which his tradition confronts and discusses
tyranny. He does this by using tyranny negatively, and by distinguishing it from
kingship. More specifically, he associates tyranny consistently with clearer
features such as injustice, pursuing the interest of the ruler alone, insecurity,
instability, violence, and lack of happiness.
(2) He formulates more clearly some of the problems with tyranny itself. He does
this by presenting tyranny as essentially unjust and devoid of happiness on all
levels, and by seeking to explain the features mentioned in (1).
(3) He explains and addresses the problems and implications of the ways others
understood tyranny. This includes both: (a) the positions of those who opposed
tyranny, such as the Athenians whose understanding of tyranny was related to
their understanding of freedom and happiness, and (b) the positions of those who
admired tyranny for its power, and its capacity to make the tyrant happy.
Now let us begin our consideration of Plato’s view of tyranny by turning to the first two
books of the Republic.
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Chapter 2. Plato’s Preliminary Account of Tyranny in Republic I and II.
Plato discusses tyranny most extensively in the Republic. He presents tyranny as
a problem several times and he presents us with characters other that Socrates who point
out what tyranny is, namely Thrasymachus, Glaucon, Adeimantus.67 In this chapter I
argue that Plato offers a preliminary account of tyranny in Books I and II of the Republic.
Such an account amounts to a general description of tyranny, and it is an account prior to
the prescriptive arguments Socrates offers concerning tyranny, injustice, and happiness in
the latter part of the dialogue. Moreover, such a description also sets up the problem of
tyranny and its relation to justice and happiness as these are discussed in Books VIII and
IX.
Plato, in Republic I and II provides an account of tyranny as complete injustice,
which anticipates the idea that tyranny will be the complete opposite of the just city or
kallipolis. Since the kallipolis is the most just regime conceivable, tyranny is its
opposite. Among the essential features Plato assigns to tyranny in the first two books of
the dialogue are injustice, deception of subjects, serving the interests of the ruler instead
of those of the citizens, and use of violence or fraud. These, in turn come to play a
central role in the account of tyranny in Book VIII. Furthermore, we see Socrates’
interlocutors, especially Thrasymachus, suggest that tyrants can be happy due to their
power, while Socrates resists this idea.

2.1 Republic I: Thrasymachus’ Position on Justice and Tyranny.
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While commentators have paid much attention to Republic I they have barely
discussed the relation between Thrasymachus’ position on (in)justice and tyranny.
Moreover, when commentators mention tyranny in the Republic they go directly to the
account in Books VIII and IX. Plato has Thrasymachus explain what tyranny is in his
exchange with Socrates concerning what justice is and whether it is better than injustice.68
He claims that injustice, for which tyranny is the best example, is beneficial to the one
who commits it, and that the most unjust person, the tyrant, will be happiest. In this way,
Plato begins to set up the challenge for Socrates to show that tyranny is undesirable as a
political regime insofar as it is an unjust regime, and that being a tyrant is also
undesirable since it does not lead to happiness. Let us begin by looking at how
Thrasymachus enters the discussion.
At the end of the argument with Polemarchus, Socrates suggests that the view that
justice is helping friends and harming enemies has to be the position of some people who
thought themselves possessing great power.69 “Do you know whose saying I think it is,
that it is just to benefit friends and harm enemies?…I think it is a saying of Periander, or
Perdiccas, or Xerxes, or Ismenias of Thebes, or some other wealthy man who thought he
had great power” (336a1-7).70 Socrates suggests that in Polemarchus’ account, justice is
68

The arguments with Cephalus and Polemarchus center more on the question of what justice is and
proceed on the assumption that justice is good, i.e., that it is a virtue. Beginning with Thrasymachus,
however, the assumption that justice is good is exposed and criticized, so Socrates is prompted to discuss
both what justice is and to prove that justice is good in the rest of the dialogue.
69
It is worth noting that Polemarchus initially presents his position on justice as an interpretation of
Simonides’ saying that justice is returning what one owes, thus the origin of his view seems to be poetry.
Socrates, by the end of their exchange, claims that Polemarchus’ position must originate from powerful
rulers not from poetry. This seems to be a subtle way Plato calls our attention to the question of the
relation of poetry and politics or that of poetry and justice.
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All translation is from C.D.C. Reeve (2004). Plato: Republic unless otherwise noted. Annas (1981)
says “The conclusion (336a) is that the view that justice is helping friends and harming enemies cannot be
the thought of a wise man, but rather of some jumped-up and morally coarse dictator, of which type some
examples are given” (31). While I agree with her claim that Socrates tries to show that Polemarchus’
position cannot be that of a wise man by using some historical people as examples, she uses the word
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related to power erroneously and that the definition of justice is biased. Socrates suggests
that this position is biased since it originates from people already in power who think that
justice is (the ability) to help one’s friends and harm one’s enemies. Polemarchus’
account does not imply that justice is the desire to help one’s friends and harm one’s
enemies but, rather, the ability or power to do so. In order to be able to help one’s friends
and harm one’s enemies one needs the appropriate means, i.e. political power. Powerful
people may think that justice is helping one’s friends and harming one’s enemies, but
such an account makes justice dependent on power and thus relative to it. Socrates
doubts that power and justice are related in this way. As the rest of the Republic makes
clear, Socrates argues that justice and power are not related in the sense that power makes
justice what it is, but only justice can make the exercise or possession of any sort of
power good.71
Socrates uses the names of some rulers with reputations for being powerful and
thereby hints at the political aspect of Polemarchus’ definition of justice.72 Socrates’
mention of rulers by name, points to the fact that he is pushing the discussion to broaden
its scope to politics––ruling in particular––and its relation to the question of justice; this
is something which Thrasymachus’ account takes up explicitly.

“dictator,” a term very ambiguous for the discussion here and one not used by Plato. This is a problematic
term to use in the discussion given the emphasis on the relation between tyranny and injustice that follows
in the discussion with Thrasymachus. Irwin (1995) forms the same conclusion as Annas about this passage
and explains rather helpfully that “Socrates means that a tyrant exercising his power to help his friends and
harm his enemies, as the Thirty did at the expense of Lysias and Polemarchus, might well find it convenient
to make his behaviour appear just, but we acknowledge that his claim would be a fraud” (172).
71
I do not intend to claim that helping friends and harming enemies is a frivolous account of appropriate
rulership, but only that Polemarchus seems mistaken in thinking that justice is only the ability to help
friends and harm enemies. Moreover it seems that even Platonic justice depends on power
72
Cooper (1997) in his edited volume Plato: The Complete Works notes that the first three names on the list
were “notorious tyrants or kings, the fourth a man famous for his extraordinary wealth” (981). For other
passages in Plato where Periander and Perdicas are associated with tyranny see Theages 124c ff.
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Since Polemarchus’ definition of justice has just been refuted, the implication is
that such rulers and any other rulers who hold such a position must be mistaken. Socrates
implies that having political power does not necessarily imply wisdom on any matter, and
particularly on the question of what justice is. Thus, Socrates tries to distinguish power
from knowledge and from justice, insofar as we may think that the truly powerful are
those who know and those who can tell us what justice is.73 Dramatically, it is irrelevant
whether the refutation of Polemarchus’ position was convincing. What matters is that
Socrates attributes the origin of the position of Polemarchus to some rulers who were real
historical figures with seeming political power. This matters since Socrates places
himself, as a philosopher seeking the truth, in opposition to politically powerful rulers as
people who suppose themselves correct about justice. In other words, Socrates denies
that having power gives one good insight.74 This is dramatically and philosophically
relevant since the discussion that follows with Thrasymachus involves contention on
precisely this point.
The curious fact that Socrates mentions the names of actual rulers in this passage
before Thrasymachus enters the discussion to attack Socrates venomously, suggests that
the association of these powerful rulers with ignorance concerning what justice is brings
Thrasymachus to a boiling point.75 Thrasymachus is irritated by the whole discussion,
but what brings him to the edge is the suggestion that powerful people cannot be right in
their conception of what justice is, in this case, helping friends and harming enemies.
73

Compare this to Socrates’ claim in the Meno that the famous Athenian statesmen of the past could not
teach virtue and thus, that they did not know what virtue is (93a ff.).
74
He also denies this in the Gorgias where Polus assumes that since tyrants and rhetoricians seem to be
able to do what they want, i.e., have power, they must know what is to their real interest or advantage
(466a-468e, for Polus’ assumption see 466b)
75
A similar incident occurs in the Gorgias when Socrates claims that rhetoric is a powerless knack, which
prompts Polus to suggest that rhetoricians, like tyrants, are very powerful, and should thus be admired.
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While Thrasymachus does not call Socrates on this point immediately and explicitly,76 his
subsequent position entails the two following claims: that justice is indeed what is to the
advantage of the stronger or the powerful (338b-c) and, after some opposition from
Socrates, that rulers, strictly speaking (true rulers), are never wrong about what is to their
advantage (340d-341a).77 There may be people who rule cities who do not know what is
to their advantage but these are not ‘true’ rulers for Thrasymachus, since true rulers have
both power and know what is to their advantage. Thrasymachus wants knowledge
closely related to power more than Socrates seems to allow for. His two claims above
amount to a disagreement with the claim that the rulers mentioned by Socrates at 336a
hold a false position about what justice is. Such rulers cannot be wrong about what
justice is provided that these powerful rulers stick to what is to their interest.
Thrasymachus wants political power to be coupled with wisdom but in such a way that
one’s wisdom is recognizable due to his ability to have power; Socrates will not have
this.
Thrasymachus’ reasons for wanting power and wisdom coupled in this way have
to do with the fact that this is what he offers as a teacher, namely, rhetoric which may
permit one to gain political power. Thrasymachus claims to educate people to become
true rulers who know what is to their advantage and able to gain and hold power. If
Thrasymachus is simply a positivist or conventionalist, i.e., if he holds that whatever
those in power think is right, then this would jeopardize his usefulness as a teacher who
76

Initially Thrasymachus complains about how Socrates has been approaching the question, namely that he
is not serious about it (336b8-c2) and that he has been exploiting the fact that it is easier to ask questions
than to answer them (336c2-6).
77
The second claim amounts to the distinction of reality or being and appearance in the sense that
Thrasymachus, unlike Polus in the Gorgias (466b), has rulers knowing what is indeed to their advantage
and not thinking that what seems to be to their advantage is to their advantage. This distinction is clearly
relevant in the rest of the Republic and in the Platonic corpus also. I take this point from Ober (1998) p.
217-218.
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may aid those who desire to be powerful to become so by imparting to them some
knowledge he possesses.78 Given Thrasymachus’ subsequent position, that justice is the
advantage of the stronger, he seems to think that if the rulers mentioned by Socrates use
Polemarchus’ position to serve their advantage and think this to be justice, then
criticizing them, as Socrates does, must be false.79 Thus, what prompts Thrasymachus to
enter the discussion at this precise point in the dialogue is Socrates’ suggestion that an
erroneous idea of justice originates from people in power, since this seems to threaten his
position as a teacher of rhetoric.80
Thrasymachus begins to clarify what he means by his definition of justice as the
advantage of the stronger, which he presented at 338b-c, and discusses the relation
between justice and the manner in which cities are ruled. He says:
Don’t you know, then, that some cities are ruled by a tyranny (turannoËntai), some by
a democracy (dhmokratoËntai), and some by an aristocracy (éristokratoËntai)?
…And that what is stronger in each city is the ruling element (tÚ êrxon)?…And each
type of rule makes laws that are advantageous for itself (t!yetai d° ge toÁw nÒmouw
•kãsth ≤ érxh prÚw tÚ aÍtª sumf°ron): democracy makes democratic ones,
tyranny tyrannical ones (dhmokrat‹a m¢n dhmokratikoÊw, turann‹w d¢
turannikoÊw), and so on with the others. And by so legislating, each declares that what
78

Notice the similarity between Thrasymachus position that intends to have his profession be what
provides one with the knowledge to gain power and Polus reaction to Socrates’ suggestion that rhetoric is a
powerless knack. Polus insists that rhetoricians, like tyrants, are very powerful indeed and thus connects
rhetoric to political power (466b ff.). The suggestion implies that rhetoric is the means to political power
and that rhetoricians are important teachers. Notice also the connection to Meno’s second and third
definitions of virtue in the Meno. Meno apparently repeats what he learned from the rhetorician Gorgias:
virtue is “to be able to rule people” (73d), and then, “virtue is to desire beautiful things and have the power
to acquire them” (77b). In the Meno we see Meno repeat what Gorgias presents as virtue, i.e. political
power which is an end which justifies the importance of rhetoric as a means to it.
79
Both Cephalus’ and Polemarchus’ positions may be included as instantiations of Thrasymachus’ position
that justice is the advantage of the stronger. This would be the case if paying one’s debts is (or is thought
to be) to the ruler’s advantage or if helping friends and harming enemies is (or is thought to be) to the
ruler’s advantage.
80
It seems that nothing in the discussion with Polemarchus invites Socrates to explain the origin of the
position that justice is helping friends and harming enemies so it is plausible to suggest that Socrates claims
that the position originates from powerful people to upset Thrasymachus so much that he enters the
conversation. At the same time, it is plausible to argue that Plato has Socrates include this particular
comment to show that Thrasymachus has to be prompted personally (taking into account who he is and
what he thinks), although carefully and indirectly, to join the conversation. We could make the same point
about how Polus enters the conversation in the Gorgias, i.e., due to an indirect personal “attack.”
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is just for its subjects is what is advantageous for itself––the ruler––and it punishes
anyone who deviates from this as lawless and unjust. That, Socrates, is what I say justice
is, the same in all cities: what is advantageous for the established rule (338d7-339a1).

Whereas the discussion on justice, which began with Cephalus’ account that justice is
paying one’s debts, was about individuals, the discussion with Thrasymachus has
expanded to include political justice explicitly.81 The discussion with Polemarchus is
potentially about politics since both private individuals and rulers may be able to help
their friends and harm their enemies.82 In this passage it is clear that for Thrasymachus
the rulers of a city are the strong, that justice depends on power, and that ruling should
aim at serving the interests of the ruler. Thus his vehement reaction to Socrates’ mention
of rulers by name as ignorant about justice, amounts to the rejection of the idea that
possessing political power cannot determine what justice is. Moreover, Thrasymachus
mentions tyranny first in his list of the ways cities are ruled which suggests that he is
responding to Socrates’ earlier comment that had famous tyrants be ignorant of justice.83
During the cross-examination of Thrasymachus, Socrates tries to persuade him
that any experts in any of the arts, including the art of ruling a city, exercise their art for

81

The distinction and relation between individual justice and political justice is a theme that takes up much
of the dialogue. Consider the analogy or parallel of the soul and the city.
82
The argument with Polemarchus makes the implicit distinction between a friend in private and a public or
political friend. This distinction seems to me to merit separate discussion.
83
In his explanation of his definition of justice at 338d7-339a1 Thrasymachus lists regimes in two ways.
The first time he lists them in the following order: tyranny, democracy, aristocracy, as the ways different
cities are ruled. The second time he mentions democracy, tyranny and “the others,” omitting mention of
aristocracy and switching the places of tyranny and democracy. I get this point from Stauffer (2001, 66).
Stauffer further claims that “Thrasymachus’ emphasis on tyranny and democracy, and their seeming
interchangeability in his account, is an implicit assertion that democracy (the regime in which freedom and
the rule of law would seem to have their most natural home) is at root no different from tyranny (the regime
least characterized by freedom and the rule of law)” (66). While it is interesting that Thrasymachus does
not bother to keep his lists of regimes consistent it is not so clear that he only equates tyranny and
democracy at this point in the discussion and not all regimes. His point is that any regime which makes
laws makes these for the advantage of the ruling class and thus justice is the advantage of the ruling class
which is furthered by such laws. What is more interesting is that his first, descriptive, list of the types of
regimes is in opposite order than Socrates’ prescriptive list in Book VIII (kingship/aristocracy, timocracy,
oligarchy, democracy, tyranny).
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the benefit of their objects or subjects and not for the benefit of themselves (341b-342e).84
Socrates tries to argue that the art of ruling a city is like the other arts which aim for the
benefit of its objects, or subjects, and not for the benefit of the expert. This line of
argumentation becomes possible upon Thrasymachus’ insistence that ruling necessarily
entails knowing what is advantageous to the ruler, which turns ruling into an expertise or
a field that requires knowledge. Socrates does not have to argue that ruling is an
expertise or an art since Thrasymachus implied that it is at 340d-341a.85 Socrates’ model
in this argument is the doctor who uses his knowledge or expertise to heal patients but
does not heal patients for his own interests. Thrasymachus denies that experts exercise
their art or knowledge for the benefit of their subjects and not for their own interests,
because he seems to understand that admitting this would be detrimental to his account of
justice. If experts exercise their art for the benefit of their subjects, and rulers are experts
of this sort, then justice cannot be what is the advantage of the expert ruler, but only what
is to the advantage of the one being ruled.86 Admitting that experts exercise their

84

This is a criterion that both Plato and Aristotle consider essential in separating good regimes from bad
ones, namely, whether the rulers aim for and serve the common advantage. See Plato’s Laws 715b2-6 and
Aristotle’s Politics 1279a17-21, where he makes aiming at the common advantage the basis for his
distinction between correct and just regimes and deviant regimes. A similar point is made by Stauffer
(2001, 67). Moreover, Thrasymachus buys into the assumption that there is such a thing as an art of ruling
since arts can be taught. He claims to be able to teach skills for ruling, so having ruling be an art allows
him to argue for his importance as a teacher. Socrates seems to recognize this and this is why, in part, he
treats ruling as an art; he knows the assumption will go on unchallenged by Thrasymachus.
85
A point to keep in mind when ruling a city is discussed as being analogous to other arts is that in the
Greek it does not sound as odd as it does in English to suggest that, say, a doctor rules (êrxetai) over a
patient. The verb êrxein may mean either ruling politically or having authority over another in a more
general sense, like a doctor may have some authority (epistemic or otherwise) over a patient, or a parent
have some authority over a child. Such a verb seems to have been used both in reference to private settings
like the relation of parents to children, and in political settings. For an excellent discussion of Plato’s
conception of art or techne and issues related to it see Roochnik(1996).
86
Several commentators have pointed out that there are changes in Thrasymachus’ position, especially once
he turns rulers into expert knowers of what is to their own advantage, even though he seems to think that
his position is the same all along. Cf. Annas (1981, 35-43), Bloom (1968, 328-329), Sallis (1986, 338), and
Reeve (1988, 13-15). My argument here does not rest on whether Thrasymachus actually holds the same
position all along or changes it in the course of the argument.
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knowledge for the benefit of their subjects would also call into question his abilities as a
teacher. He is supposed to be able to educate potential political rulers on how to pursue
their interests, that is, he is supposedly able to impart the ruling art to them.
In the following passage, Thrasymachus gives a speech (the shepherd speech) in
which he says that experts practice their arts for their own sake and claims that ruling is
rather like these arts. In this long passage we get a detailed discussion of tyranny, even
though the passage is primarily directed towards showing that injustice is better than
justice, and that rulers are the sorts of experts who aim at what is to their advantage.
Thrasymachus says:
You think that shepherds and cowherds consider what is good for their sheep and cattle,
and fatten them and take care of them with some aim in mind other than what is good for
their masters (despot«n) and themselves. Moreover, you believe, that rulers
(êrxontaw) in cities––true rulers, that is (o„ …w élhy«w êrxousin)––think about their
subjects (érxom°nouw) in a different way than one does about sheep, and that what they
consider night and day is something other than what is advantageous for themselves.
You are so far from understanding justice and what is just, and injustice and what is
unjust, that you do are ignorant of the fact (égnoe›w) that justice is really the good of
another person than the one being just (éllÒtrion égayÚn t“ ˆnti), what is
advantageous for the stronger and the ruler (toË kre!ttonÒw te ka‹ êrxontow
sumf°ron), and harmful to the one who obeys and serves. Injustice is the opposite, it
rules those who are truly simpleminded (élhy«w eÈhyik«n), and just people, and the
ones it rules make what is advantageous for the other who is stronger: and they make the
one they serve happy (eÈda!mona), but they do not make themselves the least bit happy.
Consider it as it follows, most simpleminded (eÈhy°state) Socrates: a just man
must always get less than an unjust one. First, in their contracts with one another, when a
just man is partner to an unjust, you will never find, when the partnership ends, that the
just one gets more than the unjust, but less. Second, in matters relating to the city, when
taxes are to be paid, a just man pays more on an equal amount of property, and unjust one
less; but when the city is giving out refunds, a just man gets nothing while an unjust one
makes a large profit. Then, when each of them holds political office, a just person––even
if he is not penalized in other ways––finds that his private affairs become worse due to
neglect, that he gains no advantage from public affairs because of his justice, and that he
is despised by his relatives and acquaintances because he is unwilling to do them an
unjust favor. The opposite is the case for an unjust man in every respect. I mean, indeed,
the person described before, namely, the man who outdoes anyone else due to having
power (tÚn megãla dunãmenon pleonekte›n). He is the one you should consider if
you want to figure out how much more advantageous it is for the individual to be unjust
than just. You will understand this most easily if you turn your thoughts to injustice of
the most complete sort (§p‹ tØn televtãthn édik!an ¶ly˙w), the sort that makes the
one who does injustice happiest (∂ tÚn m¢n édikÆsanta eÈdaimon°staton poie›),
and the ones who suffer it––those who are unwilling to do injustice––most wretched
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(éylivtãtouw). This is tyranny (turann!w), because it uses both covert means (ka‹
lãyra) and force (ka‹ b!&) to appropriate the property of others––whether it is sacred or
indeed hallowed, public or private––not to a small scale, but all at once. If someone
commits a part of this sort of injustice and gets caught, he is punished and greatly
reproached––temple robbers, kidnappers, housebreakers, robbers and thieves are what
these partly unjust people are called when they commit those crimes. When someone
appropriates the possessions of the citizens, on the other hand, and then kidnaps and
enslaves the possessors as well, instead of these shameful names he is called happy and
blessed; not only by the citizens themselves, but even by all who learn that he has
committed the whole of injustice (tÆn ˜lhn édik!an). For it is not the fear of doing
injustice, but of suffering it, that elicits the reproaches of those who revile injustice
(Ùneid!zousin ofl Ùneid!zontew tØn édik!an). In this way, Socrates, injustice is stronger
(fisxurÒteron), freer (§leuyeri≈teron), and more masterful (despotik≈teron) than
justice if it is committed on a large scale (flkan«w gignom°nh). And, as I was saying
from the beginning, justice is what is advantageous for the stronger, while injustice is
profitable and advantageous for oneself (343b1-344c8).87

In this passage Thrasymachus tries to argue for a number of things related to his account
of justice. He tries to argue that the art of ruling is similar to the arts which do not seek to
benefit those they are exercised upon, but those who exercise them. Socrates is so naïve
as to think that even shepherds do not aim at anything further than the good of the sheep,
but anyone knows that they aim at the benefit of themselves or that of their masters.88
Thrasymachus also attempts to clarify what he means by justice and what by
injustice, and while he does so he tells us which is better to exercise and for whom.
Justice is what is to the benefit of another, namely to the benefit of the powerful person
who is unjust and whom the just person ought to serve. Injustice is what is to the benefit
of oneself and to the detriment of others; thus injustice is beneficial to oneself and justice
is not.89 The extent to which injustice is beneficial is such that it leads those who are

87

Translation mine.
Stauffer (2001) in his consideration of the speech suggests correctly that having shepherds possess an art
analogous to ruling and saying that shepherds have masters suggests that the good of some human beings
may depend, sometimes, on serving the good of others (79). Of course Thrasymachus goes on to talk about
rulers as masters rather than shepherds who have masters.
89
Many commentators have stressed correctly that Thrasymachus’ explanation here of justice as the good
of another that brings misery, and of injustice as the good for oneself that affords happiness is a turning
point in the dialogue. See, for example Annas (1981, 45), Bloom (1968, 334-335), Irwin (1995, 176).
88
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unjust to happiness and those who are just to misery. Only “most simpleminded” or
naïve people, like Socrates, would think that justice is better than injustice.90
Thrasymachus then goes on to provide evidence for his claim that injustice is
superior to justice. He lists the benefits that unjust people may garner both in private
affairs, and more importantly, in public or political affairs. First, privately, unjust people
benefit through contracts or partnerships since they come out of them with more than just
people do. Second, in public affairs when it comes to paying taxes and getting financial
benefits from the city the unjust person also, always, pays less and gathers more than the
just person. The third sorts of benefits Thrasymachus discusses have to do with holding
political office or ruling. These benefits are directly relevant to his definitions of justice
and injustice. People in office who are just find that their private affairs deteriorate since
they neglect them, they do not gain much money, and their relatives hate them since they
show no favoritism. Thrasymachus assumes that a just person neglects his private affairs
when in political office since he tries to do what is to the benefit of everyone else, the
citizens, but not to the benefit of himself.91 Unjust people in office do much better than
just people and in order to drive this point home Thrasymachus makes his discussion
more narrow by talking about a person who has great power and does much better than,
or is able to outdo, anyone else (tÚn megãla dunãmenon pleonekte›n).92

90

Regarding the question of Thrasymachus’ prudence in exposing the view that people who want to be just
are naïve, which seems to desire to awaken the just to the benefits of injustice and thus to prompt them to
pursue it see, Stauffer (2001, 84-86) and Henderson (1970, 222-223). Thrasymachus seems to imply, at
least, that as a teacher of rhetoric he may aid people to pursue the benefits of injustice in politics. We
should also keep in mind that Thrasymachus exposes the idea that injustice pays more than justice in front
of a few people, in closed quarters so to speak.
91
This is reminiscent of Socrates in the Apology where (23b-c, 30a, 31a-c) he says that he neglected his
private affairs to serve the city.
92
The term pleonekte›n (lit. to have more or to outdo), here portrayed as good, becomes important in the
rest of the dialogue. Socrates treats pleonej!a as a vice later, meaning “greediness” and he associates it
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He tells Socrates that in order to understand why the unjust person is better off
than the just one, and how much so, he must look at the case of complete injustice, that is,
tyranny.93 Thrasymachus sets up his account in extreme terms: the most unjust person is
happiest and the most just person most miserable. He hopes that the presentation of his
position in these extremes will prove him correct. Thrasymachus portrays justice as an
obstacle or a restraint to happiness. In order to avoid restraints to happiness in the case of
injustice, like punishment and reproach, he makes injustice complete; this allows him to
argue that injustice is better than justice.94 It is here that we can see that Thrasymachus’
speech while about justice and injustice is also about tyranny. He portrays tyranny as
extreme or complete injustice, which makes the tyrant the most unjust person and the
happiest in Thrasymachus’ terms.
In the shepherd speech there are a number of points made which amount to a
preliminary description of tyranny as a regime and of the tyrant as a person. Let us
enumerate and discuss these:
(1) Thrasymachus argues that the unjust person is happier than the just person. In order
to drive this point home, as I indicated above, he claims that tyranny, the most complete
form of injustice, is the best example by which one may realize that the most unjust
person benefits and is happy. Thus, in this passage we get the ideas that: (a) tyranny is
the most unjust of regimes, (b) that it is the regime in which the tyrant, as the most
powerful and unjust person, is the most happy, and thus (c) that tyranny is the best regime
with the dominance of the appettitive part of the soul. Pleonej!a is also the term used to express the idea
that the unjust person tries to outdo everyone.
93
This is the expression of an early version of the analogy of the city and the soul/individual as Socrates
comes to employ it later, first in Book II and throughout the dialogue. Thrasymachus goes on to talk about
and examine tyranny, a political regime, to argue that the individual who is unjust is better off than the
individual who is just; this assumes the analogy of the city and the individual.
94
I take this point from Stauffer (2001, 83).
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provided that one is a tyrant. Thrasymachus argues that tyranny is completely unjust and
that the tyrant is absolutely powerful. He also argues that complete injustice or tyranny
contributes to the benefits and happiness of the ruler, thus tyranny is also the best regime.
For Thrasymachus, one of the criteria for the best regime is that the ruler must benefit or
be able to do what is to his advantage.
Socrates will try to separate claims (a) from (b) and (c), will agree with (a) but not
with (b) or (c). Socrates, in the Republic, never denies that tyranny is the most unjust
regime; thus he agrees with (a). But in the rest of the dialogue he argues against the idea
that injustice can make anyone happy and, in effect, he argues against the idea that
tyranny, the most extreme form of injustice, can make anyone happy. He will point out
several times that tyrants are not able to do what they want; thus their power and
happiness come into question even on their own terms. Socrates will agree that tyrants
try to outdo or to have more than everyone else, but he will doubt whether they are really
able to do so to the degree they desire. Moreover, the hierarchical listing of regimes in
terms of justice, and thus in terms of goodness in Book VIII makes it clear that for
Socrates tyranny is the worst and not the best regime.
Another way we can think about the portrayal of tyranny in this passage is as
injustice par excellence. In effect the tyrant is the unjust individual par excellence. This
theme colors much of the rest of the dialogue, especially Books VIII and IX, since
Socrates agrees with the idea that tyranny is injustice par excellence, but not with the idea
that it is good or that it should be desirable. If tyranny is injustice par excellence and the
tyrant is the unjust person par excellence, then Plato, in all the arguments in which he
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rejects injustice as bad and non-conducive to happiness, implicitly, also argues the same
about tyranny.
(2) Thrasymachus presents tyranny as extreme or large-scale injustice (flkan«w
gignom°nh),95 and which aims at the ruler’s individual advantage alone. This amounts to
a general definition of tyranny: tyranny is the regime which exercises extreme, largescale injustice and which aims at the ruler’s advantage alone. Petty thieves or criminals
may get benefits for their injustice but they are negligible examples of injustice for
Thrasymachus. Since they do not do enough injustice without the restraint of punishment
to achieve happiness. Apparently, other regimes which are unjust are not so on such a
large scale as tyranny; tyranny is the regime which is completely unjust and other
regimes are less so. As we will see, the central meaning of this definition of tyranny is
picked up, used, and clarified in Book VIII, but the following points also show how Plato
clarifies this definition a bit further in Thrasymachus’ speech.
(3) Thrasymachus also prescribes the proper aim of rulers and the position of
citizens in the polis in this passage. Rulers ought to care for themselves and treat their
subjects like the herders or their masters treat herd animals, namely, according to what is
to their own interest but not according to what is to the interest of the subjects. Citizens
are analogous to herd animals and should be treated only as means to the interests of the
rulers like herd animals are treated as means to the benefit of the herder or his
employer/master. This passage shows what tyrannies aim at and how this aim is related
to how they treat their subjects or citizens. Since tyranny is complete injustice and

95

The phrase flkan«w gignom°nh literally means “done sufficiently” or “done competently” which, in the
case of injustice comes to mean “large scale” since only thus injustice may be done sufficiently or exhibit
the competence of the one who does it.
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injustice amounts to serving one’s own interests, tyrannies aim at the interest of the ruler
alone and they do this, at least in part, by using the citizens as means to the interests of
the ruler. Tyranny is portrayed as treating citizens like domesticated animals or like
slaves96 for the interest of the tyrant alone. Under tyranny citizens are reduced to slaves.
(4) In the last part of the speech Thrasymachus also points out some of the means
by which tyrants rule. They use covert means (lãyra)97 and violence (b!&) to get the
property of others whether it is sacred, public, or private. That tyrants may confiscate
property that is sacred, that is, money from temples, is a suggestion that the tyrant may be
impious. One may suggest, quite plausibly, that the tyrant uses covert means or violence
in all sorts of activities, and not merely in confiscating property. Furthermore,
Thrasymachus’ claim that tyranny uses covert means and violence (lãyra ka‹ b!&) is
ambiguous and we may read it both as a disjunction and a conjunction. Tyranny may use
both covert means and violence at the same time, or it may use either one. “Covert
means” may amount to fraud, lies which are used to persuade people to believe or support
the tyrant, or anything the tyrant does imperceptibly to further his interests. Using
violence may amount to doing so openly and actually, in order to get rid of the tyrant’s
enemies, or merely as a threat to scare people into submission. The tyrant may also
employ violence covertly, as when he assassinates political opponents while making sure
this does not come out in public.
That tyranny may use covert means or violence in these ways also suggests that
there are two types of tyranny: (a) one which rules violently and openly so, and (b) one
96

Thrasymachus claims that injustice on a large scale, namely, tyranny, is more masterful
(despotik≈teron) than justice. DespÒthw (despot) was a word usually used to denote a master of
slaves.
97
This could mean ‘covertly’, ‘stealthily’, ‘imperceptibly’, or ‘without one’s knowledge of.’
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which tries to present itself as just and fair to its citizens by pretensions to justice and
with lies that persuade the citizens. The thrust of Thrasymachus’ argument suggests that
he thinks of tyranny as operating in way (a), but the ambiguity of whether we should read
the use of violence and covert means as a conjunction or a disjunction allows for the
possibility of these two types of tyranny. Since either type of tyranny is possible we may
hold that Plato was aware of the possibility also.98 This is important in light of Aristotle’s
discussion of tyranny in the Politics. Aristotle, in Politics V 12, criticizes the account of
regimes from Book VIII of the Republic and he suggests that Plato’s discussion of
tyranny and regime change do not allow for the possibility of different forms of tyranny.99
(5) Thrasymachus claims that the large-scale injustice of tyranny makes people
consider the tyrant the happiest or most blessed person, unlike petty criminals who are
punished and reproached. The claim is that large-scale injustice not only wins happiness
for someone, but also the reputation for it. The tyrant is admired for his ability to pursue
his interest through unjust means without getting punished like a petty criminal. He
argues that this admiration comes from people’s deep belief that suffering injustice is
worse than doing it, and that it is fear of suffering it that makes people think of injustice
as an evil. In effect he argues that all people, deep down, want to do injustice without
getting punished and they admire the tyrant for being able to do so; deep down, everyone
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We may hold this position since Glaucon’s speech in the beginning of Book II is explicit on the person
who seems just but is unjust, and Socrates, in Book VIII speaks of the potential tyrant seeming but not
being the just defender of the people.
99
Aristotle in that chapter discusses two ways tyrannies may be preserved and they may do so either by
being openly violent and unjust, or by imitating kingship and trying to appear just while not being so in
actuality. He argues that the second way allows for tyranny to preserve itself longer. In effect Aristotle
argues that a tyranny which uses covert means rather than violence openly may last longer. Plato seems to
anticipate the distinction of tyranny into these two types. Aristotle’s second tyrant may not be as unjust as
the first tyrant but he is still unjust since in both cases he aims at his own benefits and not to those of the
citizens. We have seen earlier that serving the interests of the citizens is a criterion by which both Plato
and Aristotle distinguish just from unjust regimes.
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wants to be a tyrant. Socrates will try to show that tyranny is really undesirable since it
does not pay.
(6) Finally, Thrasymachus mentions that injustice on a large scale, i.e. tyranny, is
comparatively stronger, freer, and more masterful (fisxurÒteron, §leuyeri≈teron,
despotik≈teron) than justice.100 Being a tyrant makes one stronger or more powerful
than being just. Tyranny also allows the tyrant to be free in the sense that it allows the
tyrant to do what he wants and to pursue his interests; freedom here means having the
license to do what one wants. Socrates challenges this notion of freedom in Book VIII as
the element that may cause democracies to devolve into tyrannies, and he denies the
tyrant’s ability to do what he wants. Thrasymachus portrays tyranny as more masterful
than justice since it commands citizens with complete authority much as a master
commands his slaves.101
It is helpful to distinguish Thrasymachus’ claims about injustice and tyranny into
prescriptive (normative) claims on the one hand, and into descriptive claims on the other.
We should realize that Plato endorses Thrasymachus’ description of what tyranny is but
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Compare this claim with Otanes’ account of monarchy in the Histories (3.80.3) as the government that
“can do what it wishes without giving an account.” For such a comparison see see McGlew (1993, 30).
101
In the Gorgias Polus and Callicles present a similar image of tyranny and the tyrant, thus Plato presents
a preliminary account of it there also. At 466b ff. Polus compares rhetoric to tyranny and suggests that
tyrant do what they want, unjust things due to their power while assuming that possession of power is great.
Thus, he seems to tell us that tyranny entails for the tyrant to do what he wants to do, i.e., extreme injustice
to serve their advantage. He also gives a brief definition of the tyrant as the person for whom there is “ the
ability to do in the city whatever seems good to him” (469c). Moreover, he claims that people who are able
to do extreme injustice, like tyrants are happy (470d). As evidence for this he tells the story of Archelaus
who came to rule a kingdom by being very unjust. At 473d he suggests that plotting a tyranny and
succeeding without paying a penalty amounts to a happy life. He thus implies that if one is able to be a
tyrant for long he will be happy. Callicles supports Polus’s position on tyranny and on the fact that tyrant
are happy. See 490a-b where he claims that superior and intelligent people in politics are able to do what
they want. He also points out that happiness is allowing one’s desires to grow as large as possible and
through courage and intelligence to fulfill them (491e-492a). He goes on to say that it would be a shame to
have a chance to be a tyrant and give it up, so he thinks that being a tyrant contributes to happiness since it
allows the tyrant to satisfy his extravagant desires. Thus we see that Polus and Callicles largely agree with
Thrasymachus’ points above. The only disagreement seems to be that Callicles holds that tyranny is just.
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not his prescription that we must seek tyranny or injustice because they benefit.102 Given
the discussion of the rest of the dialogue we see that Socrates does not disagree or argue
against what Thrasymachus says tyranny is or what it is like (what it does, its policies and
structure).103 If Socrates does anything to this descriptive account of tyranny is to expand
it. He does so primarily by looking into the tyrant’s soul. Consequently, Socrates
opposes the claims that it is better to be unjust than just and that rulers ought to serve
their own interests and not those of their subjects. Thrasymachus intends the claim that
tyranny makes its ruler happy to be both descriptive and prescriptive. Such a claim is
prescriptive on the assumption that all people want to be happy, and hence we ought to
desire to be tyrants to secure happiness. Thus, Plato presents us with a description of
what tyranny is (extreme large scale injustice on the political level with the aim of
serving the rulers), and with a description of what it is like (measures and actions) via
Thrasymachus, but he does not endorse the prescriptive or normative claims that
Thrasymachus makes about it or about injustice. In this passage Plato begins to set up
the problem of tyranny in connection with injustice and happiness that will be addressed
in the remainder of the dialogue.
While the shepherd speech is largely about justice and injustice it shows that for
Plato the question of justice and injustice is directly related to the problem of tyranny.
This passage allows us to conclude that any discussion of justice and injustice has
tyranny in the background to some degree (and any discussion about just or unjust
individuals has the tyrant in the background). Further, we may conclude that the
102

We can only make such a claim after we have read the whole dialogue of course (and perhaps a few
other dialogues, like the Gorgias), and so retrospectively.
103
I think that it is safer to assume that Socrates is closer to being Plato’s prescriptive and normative
mouthpiece than Thrasymachus is, and that both Thrasymachus and Socrates may be merely descriptive
mouthpieces.
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discussion of tyranny in the dialogue has a double edge: (a) tyranny is clearly an
exemplification of injustice done on an extreme level or on a large scale, which may help
Socrates (or Plato) explain what injustice amounts to; whether it is better than justice or
not, and consequently whether it ought to be desirable. Thus discussing tyranny does
some explanatory work for the question of injustice and justice in the dialogue. (b)
Injustice has tyranny in the background and so learning about injustice (in passages
where tyranny is not mentioned explicitly) allows us to glean something about tyranny or
the tyrant also. This is especially the case where injustice or the unjust person is
portrayed or discussed in its extreme form.104 If one is concerned with the problem of
injustice, and tyranny is large-scale injustice, then one should be concerned with the
problem of tyranny. Plato sets up this strong correlation between injustice and tyranny
from the beginning of the dialogue.

2.2 Republic Book II: Glaucon and Adeimantus’ Challenge and Further Description of
Tyranny.
In Book II Socrates is challenged to show that justice is better than injustice
positively and this requires him to give an account of what justice is. Glaucon renews
Thrasymachus’ position and proposes to: (1) explain what justice is according to most
people, (2) to show that people practice justice not as a good but as something necessary
and unavoidable against their will, and (3) to show that the unjust person is happier than

104

This is the case in Glaucon and Adeimantus’ portrayal of the unjust person and injustice in Book II
where they set up the challenge to Socrates to show that justice is better that injustice both in itself and for
its consequences. As part of the challenge the unjust person is described as completely unjust with the
reputation for justice and such a person may be understood to be the tyrant.
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the just person (358b-c). In Glaucon’s renewal of Thrasymachus’ position, we can also
see a further discussion of the nature of tyranny and its relation to injustice.
In discussing the second point above Glaucon claims that according to most
people, practicing justice is done out of necessity since whenever they can get away with
injustice they try to do so. People are just due to fear of punishment, not by choosing to
be so willingly. They consider justice good because they are not able to do injustice
without punishment and thus they are each protected from suffering injustice (359b-c).
In order to explain where human appetites may lead those who practice justice
unwillingly, namely to injustice, if they had the ability to do what they wanted without
fear of punishment, Glaucon tells the story of Gyges’ ancestor and his ring (359d360b).105 The story is supposed to illustrate how all humans are essentially only after
their own interest and thus unjust by nature. It is important to note that in the story it is
the power of the ring, which Gyges’ ancestor discovers accidentally on a dead corpse,
that allows him to act on his desire to be unjust, whereas prior to the discovery of the ring
we may assume that he was law abiding out of fear of punishment.106 Gyges’ ancestor
was completely unjust because the ring of invisibility protected him from detection and
punishment, and because it allowed him to gain the power to do whatever he wanted.
The ring does not only give one freedom to do what he wants but also the power or
ability to do so.107 Unlike most people Gyges’ ancestor was able to do whatever he
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Gyges is familiar to us from the account we get from Herodotus’ Histories (I. 8-15) and form
Archilochus’ poems. Herodotus’ account does not mention Gyges’ ring but he does mention that he came
to power by murdering the previous king Candaules and marrying his wife and that he made considerable
monetary contributions to the temple at Delphi.
106
We may even wonder of the story of Gyge’s ancestor reveals that we are naturally unjust since it is only
upon the possession of extraordinary ability that the desire to be unjust awakens in Gyge’s ancestor.
107
This fits with Thrasymachus’ claim earlier that complete injustice, i.e. tyranny, is stronger, freer and
more masterful than justice (344c5-6).
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wanted without any consequences, he was able to fulfill his desire for license because he
was given power through the ring.108
Glaucon presents Gyges’ ancestor as completely unjust and happy, and since
Thrasymachus in his speech suggested that such a person is a tyrant, Gyges’ ancestor is
really a tyrant even though he is not called this. Much of the portrayal of Gyges’ ancestor
in Book II fits what Thrasymachus told us about the tyrant or tyranny. Glaucon renews
Thrasymachus’ claim that the completely unjust person, the tyrant, is happier than the
just person in every way. Thus, Glaucon does not only renew Thrasymachus’ claims
about justice and injustice but also about tyranny. Gyges’ ancestor takes people’s
property at will, kills whoever gets in his way, seduces whom he wants, and assumes
political power by becoming the ruler, and he does all this in secret with the help of the
ring (360a7-b3). Here we see that Glaucon repeats the ideas that a tyrant confiscates
property and that he uses violence. Glaucon presents the tyrant, Gyges’ ancestor, as
assuming power and as being unjust covertly (at least initially), whereas Thrasymachus
had suggested that tyrants are unjust either covertly or with violence openly.109
The discussion of Gyges’ ancestor brings Glaucon to demand that they should
compare the just person with the unjust person by giving them opposite reputations: the
completely unjust person has the reputation for justice, and the completely just person has
the reputation for injustice (360e-362a ff.). This methodological measure in the analysis
108

The relation of freedom as license and power is essential in the dialogue. As we will see in the
discussion of democracy and tyranny in Book VIII, people in democracies desire freedom to do what they
want, i.e. license, but they often lack the means to do so, and the tyrant is able to pursue his desire for
license further than any citizen in a democracy. In this sense the tyrant is a “democrat” with means or
power. Also, by having the apparent power to do what he wants, the tyrant is envied or admired by most
people.
109
Polus points out several times that what is admirable in tyrants is that “they can kill whomever they
wish, and confiscate their possessions, and expel from the cities whomever it seems good to them”
(466b11-c2, see also 468e6-9). He also suggests that plotting a tyranny and not getting punished for it
would bring happiness (473b).
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of justice guarantees that justice in-itself, without its good external consequences, will be
compared with injustice in order to discover which one is better. Glaucon portrays both
justice and injustice as complete and thus in the extreme. Thrasymachus presented the
tyrant as a completely unjust person, and thus the injustice Glaucon mentions here is
equivalent to tyranny, and the unjust person is equivalent to the tyrant. When Glaucon
talks about a completely unjust person who comes to rule a city and who receives all sorts
of rewards, due to his reputation for justice and his ability to do injustice, he provides an
account of the tyrant as a ruler believed to be just. The tyrant will get some benefits
provided by others due to his reputation, and some benefits due to his own ability to be
undetected while unjust.
First, he rules his city because of his reputation for justice (dokoËnti dika!ƒ e‰nai).
Next, he marries into any family he wishes, gives his children in marriage to anyone he
wishes, has contracts and partnerships with anyone he wants, and, besides benefiting
himself in all these ways, he profits because he has no scruples about doing injustice (mÆ
dusxera!nein tÚ édike›n). In any contest, public or private, he is the winner and does
better (pleonekte›n) than his enemies. And by doing better than them, he becomes
wealthy, benefits his friends, and harms his enemies. He makes adequate sacrifices to the
gods and sets up magnificent offerings to them, and takes much better care of the gods––
and, indeed, of the human beings he favors––than the just person. So he may reasonably
expect that the gods, in turn, will love him more (yeofil°steron) than the just person
(362b1-c6).

In effect, Glaucon talks about tyranny here since he follows Thrasymachus’ lead in
talking about a person who is completely unjust. Here we see Glaucon following
Thrasymachus’ speech at 343b1 ff. very closely while making some additional points we
should note. The tyrant, as he is presented here, commits injustice covertly––at least
until he gets into a position of power––and is thought to be with the reputation of justice,
thus he may be thought to be a king, if we assume a king to be a just monarch who rules
over willing subjects. The above passage presents the completely unjust person, or the
tyrant, coming to rule the city because of his reputation for justice so it seems that he will
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do so with the approval of those he rules. Thus, here, we encounter a possible way a
tyrant may come to rule, namely, by having enough reputation for justice to win the trust
of his potential subjects.
In this passage Glaucon repeats the idea that a tyrant (with the reputation for
justice) will be able to rule in such a way so as to do what he wants and get all sorts of
benefits from ruling. This may be the case since he may commit injustice and remain
unpunished for it because no one is able to detect his injustice. The above passage adds
to Thrasymachus’ portrayal that the completely unjust person, or the tyrant, may even
win a reputation for piety because he becomes able to offer magnificent sacrifices to the
gods. Some people may think of the unjust person as capable of winning the favor of the
gods through magnificent sacrifices, if they think that this is all the gods require. Hence,
Glaucon presents the completely unjust person as able to get benefits from the gods
through his injustice. Some people might think of the unjust person as capable of
winning the favor of the gods through magnificent sacrifices. Thus, it also seems possible
that the completely unjust person may offer sacrifices to the gods to win the reputation
for piety among the citizens.110
Glaucon’s “defense” of injustice repeats and stengthens some of the themes from
Thrasymachus’ position while defending the life of the tyrant as that of most unjust and
best person and tyranny as the most unjust regime.111 Glaucon seems to present us with a
view of tyranny implicitly, and he seems to defend the covert sort of tyranny as the best

110

See the Euthyphro where piety is the part of justice in relation to the gods (12d-e) and where Euthyphro
claims that caring for the gods means to offer sacrifices to please them (14b ff.).
111
I put “defense” here in brackets since Glaucon offers this defense only for the sake of argument, not
because he buys into his argument.
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whereas Thrasymachus was not clear on whether the openly violent tyrant or the tyrant
who rules covertly is better.
As if the case for injustice was not made difficult enough for Socrates to refute
and to defend justice, Adeimantus joins the conversation to say more in favor of complete
injustice at 362d1-367e5. Adeimantus points out that it is the reputation of justice that
makes justice desirable but not justice itself, since if one is only thought to be just he may
get all sorts of benefits from mortals and even from the gods. This amounts to the claim
that the appearance of justice is better than actual justice. With this point he reinforces
Glaucon’s argument that as long as someone remains unjust with the reputation for
justice he will be better off than the person who is actually just and has the reputation for
justice. Adeimantus goes on to say:
“But surely,” someone will object, “it is not easy for evil to remain always hidden” (oÈ
=ñdion ée‹ lanyãnein kakÚn ˆnta). We will reply that nothing great is easy. And, in
any case, if we are to be happy, we must go where the tracks of the arguments lead. To
remain undiscovered (tÚ lanyãnein) we will form secret societies (sunvmos!aw) and
political clubs (•tair!aw). And there are teachers of persuasion (peiyoËw didãskaloi)
who provide wisdom in dealing with assemblies (sof!an dhmhgorikÆn) and law courts
(dikanikØn). Therefore, partly by persuasion, partly by force (tå m¢n pe!somen, tå d¢
biasÒmeya), we will contrive to do better than other people, without paying the penalty
(365c6-d6).

This passage suggests some measures by which one may hide from punishment for
injustice, namely by persuasive skill in assemblies and law-courts and by the formation of
secret societies or political clubs. These are measures by which one will remain
undetected and able to do injustice on a large scale. Persuasive skill in assemblies will
allow the completely unjust person to persuade large crowds of his justice while
committing all sorts of injustice. Persuasive skill in the courts will allow him to defend
himself against accusations of injustice effectively. Persuasive rhetorical skill is
presumably what Thrasymachus may impart to students to make them politically
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powerful and able to be unjust without detection.112 The formation of political clubs and
secret societies especially suggests that such groups will conspire to keep people
undetected for their injustice and thus able to do it. These are measures that allow one to
gain political power and, given that tyranny is defined as large-scale injustice, these are
measures that allow one to acquire a tyranny, or they are measures the tyrant may use
while in power.113 But, as we will see Socrates will deny that tyrants can appear just, at
least for too long. The passage also points out a number of covert means by which one
may either gain tyranny or practice it, and it also mentions the use of some force.
Adeimantus implies that force should be used as little as possible while pointing out that
at least some force will be necessary.
The measures mentioned here explicate further the types of measures that
Thrasymachus mentioned in Book I, namely covert measures and force (344a).
Adeimantus repeats the idea that tyrannies use force but he provides some instances of
covert measures. This is further evidence that Adeimantus, while coming to the aid of
Thrasymachus’ position (after Glaucon does first) that justice is better than injustice,
elaborates on what tyranny is. He also seems to emphasize that tyrants will have the
reputation for justice and thus support from citizens.
Adeimantus continues,
On the basis of what further argument, then, should we choose justice over the greatest
injustice (meg!sthw édik!aw)? For if we possess such injustice with a false façade, we
will do as we have a mind to among gods and humans, both while we are living and when
we are dead, as both the masses and the eminent claim (366b3-7).

112

The issue of rhetorical skill in law-courts is an issue discussed in the Gorgias when Callicles tells
Socrates that he would not be able to defend himself in court if accused of a crime.
113
Of course these are measures that a private unjust person may use to avoid prosecution for injustice.
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The reference to “greatest injustice” is further evidence that the unjust person Glaucon
and Adeimantus have been talking about is equivalent to the tyrant and that the
conditions under which this injustice is possible are equivalent to tyranny (greatest
injustice which remains hidden). Here we can see that Adeimantus has picked up the
definition of tyranny from Thrasymachus’ speech in Book I. Our reading of the
“defense” of Thrasymachus’ position by Glaucon and Adeimantus, which amounts to the
formulation of the challenge to Socrates in the Republic, has shown that they defend,
reinforce, and make more explicit not only Thrasymachus’ position on injustice being
better than justice, but also the idea that complete injustice is equivalent to tyranny. Thus
we gather that in the first two Books of the Republic Plato presents us with a general
view of what tyranny is and with some of the measures it utilizes or which it may use.
In this chapter I argued that Plato offers a preliminary account of tyranny in
Books I and II, which sets the stage for its discussion and clarification in Books VIII and
IX. Thrasymachus, Glaucon, and Adeimantus present tyranny as the most unjust regime,
which employs measures to serve the interests of the tyrant, and they indicate that such a
regime contributes significantly to the tyrant’s happiness, since it is the place where he
can do what he wants. It thus becomes necessary for Socrates to argue prescriptively that
tyranny is the worst of all political regimes and that the tyrannical man is the worst of all
individuals, and that both such a regime and such an individual are the most unjust and
most unhappy.
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Chapter 3. The General Argument of Republic VIII.
Plato’s central account of tyranny in Republic VIII comes after the completion of
the account of the just city or kallipolis. Socrates resumes his consideration of the
ranking of the various regimes in terms of justice and injustice from Book V, where he
was interrupted to talk about the role of the family and women in the just city (450a). He
takes up the discussion of regimes to fulfill the promise he made at the end of Book IV,
namely, to argue that it is in someone’s interest to be just rather than unjust (444e7445b8).114
Before we get to Plato’s account of tyranny in Book VIII, however, we need to
consider some of the problems with the account in Book VIII as a whole, that
commentators since Aristotle have pointed out. Such commentators seek to convince us
that Plato’s account of political regimes does not merit our attention since it is plagued
with problems and inconsistencies.115 Our consideration of the problems they bring up
will allow us to open up the ground for the closer examination of Plato’s account of
tyranny in particular. In this chapter I discuss the following aspects of Plato’s account of
political regimes in Book VIII:
(1) The role of such an account in the main ethical argument of the dialogue, i.e., that
justice is better than injustice.
(2) The fact that the account of political regimes seems incomplete since each regime
is presented in the manner of a sketch.

114

See 545a2-b2 where Socrates tells us explicitly that the discussion of regimes and individuals that
follows, intends to answer Glaucon and Adeimantus’ challenge, i.e. to show that justice is better than
injustice and that we ought to pursue justice rather than injustice.
115
I do not claim to consider all possible problems one may find, or which commentators have found, with
the Book, but only some major ones that have something to do with Plato’s account of tyranny.
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(3) Whether Plato’s discussion has both an a priori or logical perspective and one
based on experience.
(4) The analogy of the city and the soul and whether this holds together.
(5) Plato’s depiction of regime change in temporal/historical terms.

3.1 The Role of the Account of Regimes in the Main Ethical Argument: Instrumentality
and Incompleteness.
Let us begin by recalling how the discussion in the dialogue leads into the subject
matter of Book VIII. At the end of Book IV Socrates begins to defend justice by making
it analogous to health. He also promises to begin to argue explicitly that living justly is
better than living unjustly and thus to answer the challenge posed by Glaucon and
Adeimantus in Book II.116 While he attempts to begin such an account in Book V he is
interrupted and he is unable to fulfill his promise until Book VIII. The account he is
about to embark on in Book V would entail looking at deviant regimes in order to explain
that the different types of unjust souls are worse off than the just soul.117 To do this in
Book VIII, Socrates takes the city/soul analogy as granted and argues that the various
regimes and their justice, or the lack of it, have a corresponding individual with a soul,
which is just and unjust in different degrees.118 He compares the types of regimes and the
types of individuals in terms of justice and then in terms of happiness to argue that justice
is better than injustice. Thus, the account of the deviant regimes seems instrumental to

116

See 444e-445a. We should remember here that Glaucon and Adeimantus challenge Socrates to show
that justice is better both in itself and for its consequences.
117
Cf. 449a1-449b1.
118
It is clear that Socrates portrays the regimes in decline each as having progressively more injustice and
less justice so the description of regimes involves both degrees of justice and degrees of injustice.
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showing that justice is better than injustice for individuals.119 Some commentators have
noticed this instrumental feature of Socrates’ account of regimes and have used it to
argue that this account is problematic.
Moreover, Socrates admits at various points in the discussion that what he says
concerning political regimes is not only instrumental, but somewhat incomplete; this may
be partially due to instrumentality. For example at 548c9-d4, after he has talked about
timocracy’s origin and about what it is like he says:
That, then, is how this regime would come to exist, and that is what it would be like. It is
just an outline sketch of the regime in words, not an exact account of it (…w lÒgƒ
sx∞ma polite!aw Ípogrãcanta mØ ékrib«w épergãzesyai), since even from a
sketch we will be able to see the most just man and the most unjust one. It would be an
incredibly long task to discuss every regime and every character without omitting any
detail.

Socrates attributes the admitted incompleteness of the account of regimes to the fact that
such accounts are instrumental to the larger argument he is trying to make. Given this
feature of Socrates’ account some commentators have used it to argue, once again, that
what Socrates says about regimes is doubtful. Despite the arguments which use the
instrumentality and incompleteness of Plato’s account of regimes in Book VIII to devalue
it, we can show that such arguments are misguided. I think that there is much of value in
Socrates’ discussion of regimes since we can show that while Socrates’ account is
instrumental and incomplete on some level, it is neither inaccurate nor untrue. As
Roochnik (2003) points out accurately concerning the description of the timocratic man,
Socrates does not characterize his account as a strict explanation or theory. This measure
of self-awareness should be reassuring, for only by understanding the passage as an
informal narrative, whose moves are bound not by the bonds of necessity but by
probability, will the passage make good sense (98).

119

For the account that follows being instrumental see, again, 545a2-b2. Commentators who point to the
account being instrumental are Julia Annas and Terence Irwin whose arguments I take up below.
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I return to the issue of incompleteness at the end of the chapter and I argue that this is the
case with the description of regimes also, i.e., that Plato offers a likely, but
comprehensive account of regimes, rather than an account which is exhaustive in detail
and bound by necessity.
Julia Annas (1981) argues that the instrumentality of Plato’s account, as well as
several other features, render Plato’s account of regimes questionable. Annas presents a
rather detailed case for why Plato’s account in Book VIII is rather weak and confused, so
responding to her case puts us a good way towards showing that Plato’s account of
regimes, and, by implication, of tyranny, is of philosophical value after all. Aristotle, in
his Politics, also mentions further problems with Plato’s account of regimes in Book
VIII, so we will consider the problems he points out also to find out if Plato’s discussion
merits our attention.
Some commentators have chosen to pay more attention to what Socrates ends up
saying about souls rather than regimes due to the apparent instrumentality of the account
of deviant regimes. Both Annas (1981, 294), and Terence Irwin (1995, 281) point out
that the drive of the discussion in Books VIII and IX is to treat the deviant regimes as
instrumental to arguing that justice is better than injustice.120 Annas points out that “the
focus of these books is the individual rather than the state” (294), and Irwin mentions this
instrumentality and goes on to disregard what Socrates says about the various regimes
and to move on to consider justice and injustice in the soul.121 In effect, they both point
out that Plato’s interest is psychology rather than political philosophy since the discussion
of political philosophy is, according to them, in the service of psychological concerns.
120

Roochnik (2003) also concentrates on the psychology of Books VIII and IX.
See his discussion in chapter 12 in Plato’s Ethics 281-297. Annas has more arguments that intend to
show that Plato’s discussion of regimes is problematic and I take these up below.
121
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While they are both correct to point out that the account of regimes entails the
instrumental feature of illuminating the psychological aspects of justice, which will show
that justice is better than injustice, the fact that an account is instrumental to making a
further argument hardly makes such an account negligible, or most importantly, untrue.
Moreover, if the account of regimes, while instrumental, is also implausible, then this
would not help Socrates’ argument that justice is better than injustice.122 We should also
point out that Socrates’ account of regimes is not only instrumental, as Annas and Irwin
suppose, since considering and ranking regimes in terms of their justice and injustice is
politically relevant; thus, the account is both instrumental to the main argument, but also
politically relevant and appropriate. Both Annas’ and Irwin’s claim that Plato’s interest
is psychology rather than political philosophy is unconvincing. Irwin’s approach in
particular is problematic since his only reason for neglecting Plato’s discussion of
regimes is that it is instrumental to the main ethical argument intending to show that
justice is better than injustice.
Unlike Annas and Irwin, Myles Burnyeat claims that “The city side of the analogy
takes over” in Book VIII and that “The soul is depicted in ever more vividly political
terms” (1997, 226). Burnyeat’s claims, together, imply, minimally, that we should not
neglect the discussion of regimes since Plato places much emphasis on it by having the
soul and its possibility for injustice be intricately connected to regimes and politics.
Burnyeat’s comments suggest, correctly, that for Plato ethical/psychological and political
concerns are intricately related. Moreover, as I mentioned above, dealing with regimes
by ranking them in relation to justice is politically relevant; thus paying attention to
122

Given the instrumental feature of the discussion of regimes, the discussion seems to work like a premise
in an argument. If the account of constitutions is doubtful or untrue, and it operates as a premise, then the
argument would run into trouble.
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Plato’s discussion of regimes seems appropriate.123 But, there are other arguments that
urge us to neglect the discussion of the deviant regimes in Book VIII. Now let us begin
to look at Annas’ and Aristotle’s objections more closely.
Annas (1981) launches a series of arguments to show that Plato’s discussion of
regimes should not be taken seriously, but I think that each of her arguments can be
challenged effectively. Her general complaint is that
Plato traces the decline of the just state and individual through four stages: timocracy,
oligarchy, democracy, and tyranny. The resulting eight vignettes of state and individual
have been admired for their literary power, but they leave a reader who is intent on the
main argument unsatisfied and irritated. Plato’s procedure is both confusing and
confused (294).

Her general complaint amounts to the claims that Plato confuses the reader because his
discussion of deviant regimes and corresponding individuals is itself confused, and that
what Plato has to say has only literary, but not philosophical power. We should notice
that from the beginning, she seems merely interested in the main ethical argument of this
part of the dialogue, which, as I have shown is a questionable approach. As we will see
in more detail, and as is the case elsewhere in Plato’s dialogues, his discussion is not so
one-sided or linear. Annas, in effect, identifies the good reader of this part of the
dialogue with one who is interested in the main argument alone. This focus on the main
argument seems to drive her objections to Plato’s discussion of the deviant regimes.
123

J.J. Mulhern in an essay on Aristotle’s parrhesia or frank speech (2004), takes up the issue of the
relation between ethics and politics in the ancient tradition, as opposed to the modern which wishes to
separate them considerably and understand politics as opposed to ethics/morality. Among the moderns
who push for the radicalization of the distinction he considers thinkers such as Descartes and De
Tocqueville. His main point is that for thinkers like Plato and Aristotle ethics and politics are different
objects when thinking of their causes, but they belong to the same analysis from the standpoint of practice
of the political actor and his attending of circumstances (331-335). Mulhern suggests, I think correctly, that
Republic VIII shows this continuity of ethics and politics rather strongly. He also goes on to point out that
Annas’ claim that the Republic is either political or ethical but cannot be both is problematic, since she
merely assumes and tries to impose the modern distinction between ethics as morality and politics to the
dialogue (334). I agree with Mulhern’s point that the Republic is both an ethical and a political dialogue
even though here I seek to emphasize its political aspects which have been neglected by several
commentators.
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She goes on to point out three further problems with Plato’s discussion to justify
her claim above that Plato’s account is confused. Let us consider each of these to try to
argue, against these complaints, that there is much about Plato’s discussion that is of
value.

3.2 The Logical and Empirical Perspectives of the Account of Deviant Regimes.
Annas’ first complaint is that it is not clear in Plato’s description of regimes
where he is discussing these a priori and where he is describing what happens in
experience, a feature which makes his account confused (294-295). By a priori Annas
seems to mean “schematically” and “independently of experience” in the sense that one
follows and uses an argument’s logical implications without paying any attention to
experience. For her it seems clear that Plato’s classification of regimes into just and least
just is an a priori one and that other possible regimes, over and above the four deviant
regimes described––Socrates admits there are other regimes at 544d1-4––are to be
regarded “as mere eccentricities” (295). But attributing or applying the a priori to Plato’s
discussion of political regimes seems misleading and problematic. One the one hand
applying the a priori to Plato’s account seems anachronistic and, on the other hand it
seems that because of her application of the a priori to Plato, she ends up construing
“experience” too narrowly. In this context she takes “experience” to mean taking into
account how regimes have existed historically. Annas’ complaint here is that Plato mixes
up the a priori aspect of his discussion with the one based on experience in such a way
that makes things confusing. But this complaint seems ambiguous since we are not
exactly clear what she would have Plato do in his discussion of regimes. Her argument
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seems to amount to two possible complaints: (1) the complaint that Plato should have
either been clearer about where he used a description on an a priori level, and where he
used a description based on actual experience of regimes, or (2) the complaint that he
should have used only one of these perspectives to keep things clear. Let us begin with
the second possibility.
Nothing seems to necessitate that Socrates discuss regimes either on an a priori
level or based on experience for his account of them to be accurate or helpful so (2)
hardly constitutes a problem. As I already suggested this is an attempt to impose a
distinction the two sides of which, a priori and “based on experience of regimes in
history,” do not fit what Plato discusses here. Moreover, on the one hand, the demand for
a description of regimes based on experience alone, by merely looking at how these exist
in the world, seems to be one of modernity. However, such a demand is based on the
assumption that only by looking at what happens in experience (or history) will we learn
the truth about politics, and Annas endorses this approach and buy into this
assumption.124 She points out that there is nothing wrong with looking at experience to
figure out how political developments ought to go (295). But, Socrates or Plato does not
have to buy into that assumption. On the other hand, a demand for a purely a priori
description of regimes would make the account irrelevant to experience and to the
everyday reality of political life.125

124

For an example of the modern demand that looking at experience is necessary and sufficient in order to
know the truth about politics in general cf. Machiavellis’ Discourses on Livy (1996). In the Preface he
claims that the reason that regimes have not improved is lack of knowledge of history, that is, lack of
looking at experience enough to order regimes (5-6).
125
Aristotle in the Politics follows a similar approach, that is, he discusses politics or regimes from both of
these perspectives and his account hardly seem confused.

Coumoundouros––Plato’s View of Tyranny

104

Moreover, Socrates seems to classify regimes logically, given what the nature of
justice is, and to describe them both logically, as unjust––given the preceding discussion
of justice and the just city––and based on experience of what these regimes do as they
exist in the world. However, this is still not to say that his discussion entails an a priori
perspective; “logical” is not the same as a priori. Even the description of kallipolis,
which is a city in speech not in reality, and the considerations of justice and injustice, is
based on the experience of human nature as naturally political, as Socrates begins to
argue for it in Book II; this is the level of the discussion that Annas seems to miss.126
Plato and Socrates seem to understand “experience” very broadly, something Annas does
not seem to allow for. Now let us turn to the first possibility.
Socrates’ account does not entail an a priori perspective at all so to demand that
he should have been clearer about where he used this perspective seems misguided.
Thus, Socrates’ description of regimes is not confused, but rather demanding of careful
reading. What makes things confusing is Annas’ application of the distinction between a
priori and “based on experience.” She seems to apply this problematic distinction to
Plato’s account of regimes and because it does not fit it well, she complains that Plato’s
account is confused.127 Annas’ first complaint seems unwarranted and unjustified.

3.3 The Analogy of the City and the Soul.
Her second complaint concerns the difficult issue of the analogy of the city and
the soul which colors the whole dialogue. She points out that it is not clear why there
should be precisely four kinds of breakdown that are parallel exactly in city and person.
126

See the discussion on the origin of cities at 369b ff.
This seems analogous to trying to fit a shoe on a foot when the shoe is of smaller size than the foot and
complaining that there is something wrong with the foot.
127
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Plato is making a large and unwarranted assumption in taking it that the parallel between
unified city and unified person will be followed by precise parallels between four kinds
of differently disunified cities and persons. This assumption makes much of Books 8 and
9 artificial, and at many points the parallel of the unjust city and person breaks down in a
way not true to the parallel of just city and person (295).

Concerning Annas’ question why there have to be exactly four kinds of breakdown from
the ideal just regime, Plato has Socrates explain that there are other regimes which they
could talk about, but these can be explained by the four he does talk about; they are
variations of the main types of regimes. Thus, he presents his account as comprehensive
enough which does not necessitate the discussion of all possible variations of regimes.128
Annas’ main complaint here concerns the extent of the analogy of state and soul
and why the devolved states as Plato describes them and the souls of the different
individuals said to correspond to them have to be exactly analogous. She makes this
problem as she sees it explicit when she considers the timocratic regime and the
timocratic individual. She tells us that Plato does not only want us to see the disharmony
of the timocratic man’s soul as the result of his allowing the wrong part of the soul to
rule, but he wants the soul to be exactly parallel to the disharmony of the timocratic state
(298). She continues,
This claim is not plausible. For a disunified state corresponds better to conflict between
two or more kinds of person than to one kind of internally conflicting person. This
problem will recur through all the sketches. The parallel with the state is less convincing
than the claim that can be independently made about the individual in terms of the soul’s
parts, and the present case is no exception; (298).

But Annas seems to misread the explanatory power of the city soul analogy in Book VIII.
She seems to think that Plato wants to have the internal conflict of the soul of an
individual explain the disunity in the city directly or immediately. Annas seems to think

128

See 544c8-e2. Of course whether other regimes not discussed in detail here can be so explained by the
four deviant regimes remains to be done, but Socrates at least mentions that his account is meant to give us
the basic explanatory tools or principles by which to be able to talk about any regime (that falls short of the
just city).
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that Plato wants to say that having my soul being ruled by the spirited part which pursues
honor explains why, or causes, immediately or directly, the disunification of the city. By
doing this she misses some essential aspects of Plato’s discussion, and she does not
emphasize others: (1) She does not emphasize enough that the city soul analogy seems to
work both ways, the city and the soul are supposed to explain each other. (2) She misses
the fact that Plato wants to look both at disordered souls of individuals and relations
between people with certain types of souls in a regime. She seems to think that Plato
wants to explain the disorder of a regime just by looking at a disordered soul by itself,
without looking at the relations of the individual with such a soul to other people in the
regime. (3) She also misses the increased complexity of the analogy, something which is
different from the way the analogy holds in the case of the just city.
As far as (1) is concerned, it is clear that in Plato’s account political aspects help
shape and explain how different souls are formed, and that different types of souls
account for why there is one type of regime rather than another. As far as (2) goes Plato
does not try to explain a disordered city by looking at the disordered soul of an individual
alone. We may defend him by pointing out that a disunified state or regime is explainable
as disunified in the sense that the ideal pursued by a regime, say, honor by the timocracy,
is what causes different individuals in it to be in conflict with each other. This would be
the case since such an ideal dictates a system of education and upbringing, and thus the
state becomes disunified and unjust. In other words, since the aim is honor and the
spirited, rather than the rational part, is the dominant part of people’s souls, persons
pursue honor and they come into conflict with others and, consequently, the city suffers
from disunity and declines further from the ideal regime; it ends up having its classes in
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conflict. It is the pursuit of honor in different individuals that makes the timocracy
deviate from the just city and it is individuals who pursue honor according to how their
soul is ordered. Socrates claims this much at 544d6-e2 where he claims that the variety
of regimes is the result of the condition of the soul of individuals in them. Apparently,
we get a timocratic regime when the people who rule pursue honor more than any other
value.
As far as (3) is concerned, I think that it is part of Plato’s point, in his account of
decline, to show that the analogy of the city and the soul does not hold simply as it did in
the ideal regime where the parts of the soul and the classes of the city corresponded
exactly, and that this happens as soon as decline begins. On this I am in agreement with,
and indebted to, Jonathan Lear (1992) who argues that the point of Book VIII is precisely
that what he calls the ‘isomorphism’ between the city and the soul is no longer simple, as
it was in the case of the just city and soul, because of the processes he calls
internalization and externalization. Externalization, he explains, is “the process,
whatever it is, by which Plato thought a person fashions something in the external world
according to a likeness in his psyche” (192). Internalization is “the process, whatever it
is, that Plato thought grounded cultural influence” (190). Externalization is what an
individual does in the world of the polis given the order of his soul and externalization
has to do with external, cultural influences, on an individual’s structure of soul.
Lear argues that internalization and externalization explain the presence or the
absence of isomorphism between the city and the soul. In the just city these processes
work in such a way that the city and the soul are isomorphic, in the unjust and deviant
regimes this is not the case. “The point of Plato’s argument is that there is only one
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relatively stable equilibrium position between inside and outside. Only the just polis and
citizens are so structured that the various internalizations and externalizations will
maintain harmony in each” (207). Of unjust cities and souls Lear says,
So for any pathological structure F*, one should not expect that an F* polis is an
immediate and simple externalization of F* citizens. Nor should one think that F*
citizens are shaped by a simple externalization of the structure of the F* polis. The whole
point of F* being pathological is that no such simple mirroring relationship can occur
(207 n. 112).

In effect, Lear argues that the absence of harmony between the city and the soul is the
mark characteristic of pathology or injustice. The analogy between the city and the soul
in unjust regimes is not proper precisely because they are pathological or deviant, and
they are deviant because there is not a proper relation between them. Plato maintains a
parallel between cities and souls, but his point is that each part of the isomorphism is
skewed due to its improper relation with the other.
In highlighting Plato’s increasing complexity of the relation between cities and
souls Lear explains,
So, for example, the democratic polis is shaped not only by the degenerate son of the
oligarchy, but also by the rebellious poor (556c-557a). However, the rebellious poor also
had their psyches shaped via internalizations of previous externalizations of oligarchic
rulers. And both they and the democratic man––the metaphorical and literal sons of the
oligarchy––help to shape the democratic polis via externalization of the structure of their
psyches. (207 n. 112).

As Lear highlights the relation, it is still exclusively between the city and the soul or the
external (public) and the internal (private). He suggests that Plato’s account of the
formation of souls is complicated by arguing that different souls may be the product of
the same process of internalization. He desires to portray Plato’s account here as “a
dynamic account of psychological transactions between the inside and the outside of a
person’s psyche, between a person’s inner life and his cultural environment, between
intrapsychic and interpsychic relations” (184).
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If we read Socrates’ descriptions of deviant regimes and individuals in this way
we seem to avoid Annas’ second objection and the city and soul analogy still holds, at
least to some extent. The analogy does not hold simply as it did in the ideal regime, and
while she is correct to point this out, she attempts to make it a reason not to take Plato’s
account of regimes and their relations to individuals seriously. But, we need not draw
this conclusion and, rather, once we notice that the analogy of the city and the soul, is not
as simple as before, we should conclude that Plato makes his account of the relation of
deviant cities and souls more complex. I do not claim to have solved all issues
concerning the analogy of city and soul here but to have shown that Annas’ objection can
be avoided so we may begin to take the discussion of regimes in Book VIII more
seriously.129 There is still a third argument she launches against Plato.

3.4 Plato’s Depiction of Regime Change
Annas’ third complaint has to do with the character of the description of the
devolution of regimes or, in other words, with how Plato talks about regime change. She
indicates that the degenerate states are presented as temporal or historical progressions
from one another and she points out that the ideal state is something the deficient forms
of states “fall short of, not something that they result from” (295).
Aristotle launches a similar complaint in Politics V.12 (1316a1 ff.), which is the
last chapter of his discussion on stasis or regime change. There, Aristotle complains that,
among other things, Socrates’ description of the devolution of regimes follows an
unjustified circular path. Aristotle objects that Socrates has one regime changing into
129

For interesting and illuminating discussions of the city/soul analogy in the Republic see Murphy (1951,
Chapter 4), Vlastos (1971b, 123 ff.), Neu (1971); Williams (1973, 196-200), Irwin (1977, 331) and (1995,
229-230), Cooper (1977, 153), Lear (1992), Wilson (1976, 121 ff.).
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another necessarily and exactly in the temporal order he describes them in, or, possibly in
the exact opposite order, (kallipolis into timocracy, or possibly, timocracy into kallipolis,
and so on with the other regimes), but this circular way hardly seems to be the only way
regimes may change into one another.130 This objection to Plato’s account amounts to the
claim that Plato’s account of regime change is problematically incomplete. Aristotle,
prior to this complaint, argued at length, that regimes may, and do, change in a number of
other ways which do not follow the circular order of Socrates. Both of these complaints
are instructive since they allow us to think of Plato’s description in two ways: (1) as
classifying the regimes in a hierarchy of justice or goodness, in an ethical order, and (2)
putting the regimes into time or history, an order of change. Thus Plato has Socrates talk
about the deviant regimes in two matching orders, one is the order of justice and the other
is the order of regime change in time.
The difference between Annas and Aristotle however is that Annas, in effect,
denies that regimes may change into each other in this order, but Aristotle does not.
Annas, on the one hand, says that the deviant regimes “fall short of” the ideal regime but
they do not “result from it,” which amounts to the claim that such a change in time is
impossible (295).131 This, in turn, amounts to the accusation, that Plato’s description is
completely inaccurate, and thus we should neglect it. Aristotle, on the other hand, seems
more careful, and points out, correctly, that this is not the only way in which regimes may
change into one another, and in effect that Socrates’ account is not exhaustive or
130

One problem with attributing a circularity to Socrates’ depiction of regimes is that this would imply that
tyranny may change into the just city. This does not seem to be something that Socrates would be willing
to admit, so characterizing the description as circular does not seem exactly right.
131
With this claim, Annas could possibly mean that the deviant regimes do not follow naturally from the
kallipolis. She points out however, that the regimes “are presented as historical progressions one from
another,” a claim which has to do with the relation among these regimes not just the relation of these
regimes to the kallipolis (295).
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complete as he thinks his own is.132 Further, Annas points out, in effect, that the first
order seems to be justified in the dialogue but the second order is not. Aristotle would
agree with this, insofar as his own discussion of regimes does follow the first order, that
is, he classifies regimes as better or worse in terms of their justice, but it does not follow
the second since he does not see such an order as exhaustive of possibilities.
Now let me discuss two questions, the answers to which may allow us to avoid
the objections of both Annas and Aristotle and to show that they both tend to misread
Plato. First, both of these objections assume that Plato intends to describe regime change
as such in his discussion of the deviant regimes. But, do we have a reason to suppose that
he is doing so? Further––this speaks to Annas’ complaint more than it does to
Aristotle’s––we may ask why may the deviant regimes not result from the ideal regime,
assuming, for a minute, that the ideal regime, could exist? Is such a devolution totally
impossible?133
First, nothing compels us to read Plato’s description of deviant regimes as a
discussion of regime change as such. We need not read this discussion as intending to
tell us exhaustively how regimes may, and do, change and in what exact order. Aristotle
does this in Book V of the Politics where he discusses stasis and regime change as such.
Plato seems to flag that he does not intend his description of regime change to be
exhaustive or very accurate historically, since he portrays regime change from the
kallipolis to tyranny taking place within four generations, something which is very

132

In effect, Aristotle does not seem to be arguing that we should not pay attention to Plato’s discussion,
but that if we want a fuller account of regime change we should read Politics V.
133
We may wish to argue that the kallipolis cannot possibly exist so the devolution of other deviant regimes
from it cannot happen in time. But, we should notice that even if this is correct the question of regimes
changing from one to the other in the temporal order Socrates talks about them, from the timocracy to
tyranny, is, arguably, possible in time.
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unlikely.134 Second, the problem with Annas’ complaint in particular is that it is not
impossible for the regimes to deviate from each other in the way that Plato describes,
even though we may wish to say: (a) that it is unlikely, or that (b), with Aristotle, even if
this progression of devolution (or, possibly, evolution) is possible, it is not the only way
regimes change into each other. But, if Plato is not giving us an account of regime
change as such here, and the way he depicts regime change is not impossible, why would
he include the discussion of the devolution of regimes changing one to the other, within
one generation, in a temporal or historical progression at this point in the Republic?
In order to answer the above question we should not forget that one of the
directions of describing the change of regimes from better to worse is to aid the argument
for justice being better than injustice for its possessor (to help answer the challenge of
Glaucon and Adeimantus from Book II). We cannot lose sight of this aspect of the
description, but as I have suggested above this is not all that is going on in Book VIII and
the beginning of IX. Thus, we should read Plato’s account in all its complexity. Further,
rather than suggesting that the historical devolution of regimes is to be taken seriously,
the generational aspect of the discussion highlights the importance of the family and the
household in consideration of the relation between the city and the soul, or between
political life and individuals. Highlighting this relation makes paying attention to Plato’s
account of regimes imperative. Furthermore, the way the progressive devolution of
regimes is portrayed seems to work on a number of compatible levels and consequently
to have several compatible aims:

134

The likelihood of regimes changing like this, within four generations, seems to highlight the importance
of the relation of the soul and the individual to political life rather than to be a real and constant
characteristic of regime change as such.
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(1) To show that there is some real relation between these constitutions in terms of
causality and change into each other––even though the causes of change are,
again, not meant to be exhaustive. Doing this might persuade the interlocutors
and the reader that the discussion of the just city and justice is relevant to actual
political life, that it is relevant to politics on a concrete level. Plato in Book VIII,
at least, clues us into the idea that regime change has several causes which we can
think further for ourselves. This is indeed what Aristotle does in the Politics
where he devotes a whole book on the causes of regime change.
(2) To point out that constitutions vary in terms of justice not only in speech but
possibly in experience. The plausible order of change suggests that regimes are,
and may change into more just or less just ones in time.
(3) To highlight the importance of the family in a discussion which seeks to relate
forms of government with individuals. Rather than suggesting that the historical
devolution of constitutions is to be taken seriously, the generational feature of the
discussion emphasizes the relevance of the family and the household in
consideration of the relation between the city and the soul, or between political
life and individuals. Plato inserts the family or the household in the middle of the
causal relation between city and individual, and the generational aspect of the
discussion keep this in focus. Emphasizing the role of the family in a discussion
of constitutions and how these change is a rather realistic feature in Plato’s
account, insofar as people exist in relation to states as members of families, not as
isolated individuals.

Coumoundouros––Plato’s View of Tyranny

114

(4) To show how individuals are less just and ultimately less happy than the just
person in relation to the regimes they live in. This keeps in mind the instrumental
aspect of the account highlighted at 545a2-b2.
(5) To give a persuasive (to the interlocutors and to the reader), possible, but not
exhaustive, narrative of regime change which also allows it to be instrumental to
the overarching argument that justice is better than injustice for its possessor.
Another way to look at this is that Plato presents a moral devolution in logical terms in a
historical or temporal context but the temporal context is not to be taken as seriously, or
as narrowly as Annas and Aristotle, each from their own perspective, take it. On the one
hand, Plato presents us with a possible narrative of regime change, thus Annas’ complaint
is unjustified; on the other hand, it does not seem that Socrates anywhere presents his
account of the temporal order of change of regimes as exhaustive, thus Aristotle’s
complaint, in turn, is unjustified also.135

3.5 The Incompleteness of the Account of Regimes
In the beginning of this chapter I suggested that perhaps the incompleteness of
Plato’s account of deviant regimes is a problem since Socrates admits that he presents the
regimes in question in sketch form.136 Plato flags that the account of deviant regimes is
somewhat incomplete by having Socrates talk about the accounts being in sketch form,
and I think that this is highly instructive. We should notice that Plato is aware of the fact
135

There are two further issues that make Plato’s account of the deviant regimes difficult. The first has to
do with Socrates account of the cause that originates change in regimes at 545c8-d4. There Socrates claims
that “in all regimes, change originates in the ruling element itself when faction breaks out within it; but that
if this group remains of one mind–however small it is–change is impossible.” The second issue has to do
with the cause of change in political life in general which Socrates discusses at 546a ff. I talk about these
briefly in the next chapter.
136
see 548c9-d4.
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that he is presenting us with an incomplete account of unjust political regimes and the
fact that he flags it shows that he wants us to know this. But why would Plato do this?
Plato seems aware that regimes in reality are mixed, i.e. that they contain and incorporate
elements from each other.137 Thus, by choosing to speak of regimes in a sketch form, he
talks about them mostly as pure or unmixed, and he seems to be pointing that all accounts
of political regimes have to be incomplete on some level. This is especially the case in
terms of detail and in terms of accounting for all the ways regimes may be mixed. One
can always talk in more and more detail about democracy or about tyranny for example.
It also seems plausible to suppose that Plato indicates that more analysis is possible and
required, to be more exhaustive in understanding and explaining political regimes in
more detail.138 Aristotle does this himself and picks up much of what Plato leaves
unfinished in the discussion of regimes in Book VIII, like the causes of stasis or conflict
that lead to regime change as we saw above.
We should also notice that accounts may be incomplete in different ways and that
we can distinguish between completeness and comprehensiveness. Something
comprehensive need not be complete in all senses. Plato’s account is not incomplete in
the sense that it is missing essential aspects, or in the sense that it is not comprehensive.
Rather, it is incomplete in terms of further details and in terms of working out all the
implications of the principles and the basic kinds of regimes he presents us with.
Socrates describes regimes in a sketch form, i.e., he highlights their primary goals (honor,
money, freedom, gratification of desires) and traces the implications of the pursuit of

137

See 548c9-d4 again and Thucydides 6.45.5. The tyrant Peisistratus was famous for ruling without
disturbing democratic elements too much.
138
It is shocking enough to the interlocutors and to the readers that the regimes they are familiar with in
experience are portrayed as unjust and on their way to doom.
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such goals in the different regimes. We also see Socrates at 544c8-e2 pointing out that
the kinds of regimes they will talk about are the basic types under which all other regimes
may be subsumed and be explained by. The suggestion is that his account is incomplete,
i.e., he does not talk about all possible mixed regimes, but also comprehensive, i.e. the
basic types of regimes he talks about can explain all mixed regimes. This may be
compared to an account of colors where I know the basic colors by which I can explain
all other colors as combinations or mixtures of the basic ones.
In summary, we have considered a number of problems mentioned by
commentators and if our considerations of these and our responses to them are correct,
then we have at least made it possible to look at Plato’s discussion of regimes, including
tyranny, as illuminating. Now let us turn to Plato’s account of tyranny in Book VIII.
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Chapter 4. The Origins of Tyranny: Democracy and the Potential Tyrant in
Republic VIII.
In Book VIII Glaucon remembers Socrates’ earlier discussion from the beginning
of Book V. He tells him he was about to list and explore the four kinds of incorrect or
deviant regimes (≤marthm°naw is contrasted with ÙryÆ) and their faults
(émartÆmata) (544a-b). In this chapter I examine Socrates’ account of the transition
of democracy to tyranny and his account concerning how a person thought to be the
champion or protector of the people––the potential tyrant––comes to be an actual tyrant
(562a4-566d2). This comprises the first of the three steps in which Socrates discusses
tyranny, namely how tyranny may originate from democracy. He discusses each regime
and individual in a pattern which addresses the following: (1) how a regime may come
about from a previous regime, and similarly with the different types of individuals, (2)
once established or formed, what each regime or individual is like, and (3) how each
regime or individual fares in terms of justice and, eventually, happiness, in contrast to the
kallipolis and the just man respectively.139 Before we get to Socrates’ discussion of the
origin of tyranny from democracy let us discuss Socrates’ opening remarks in an
illuminating passage from the beginning of Book VIII, where he lays out the order of
deviant regimes in a general manner.

139

Socrates points out explicitly that this is his approach, at least in the case of discussing democracy at
553b3-6. Roochnik (2003) claims that the boundaries between the discussion of deviant regimes and
corresponding individuals are regularly blurred (101). One of the passages he uses to justify this claim is
562a, the announced transition from discussing the democratic man to discussing tyranny. Roochnik claims
that Socrates continues talking about democracy rather than tyranny. But, he seems to miss the fact that
while Socrates does still talk about democracy he does so to explain the possible origin of tyranny. Thus
the account is both about tyranny’s origin, and about democracy’s demise, and the boundaries of the
discussion seem more clearly drawn than Roochnik appreciates.
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4.1. The Place of Tyranny in the General Order of Deviant Regimes.
Glaucon remembers that Socrates in Book V pointed out four remaining kinds of
regimes worth discussing (p°ri lÒgon êjion e‡h ¶xein, 544a4). This comment suggests
that there may be other regimes but as Socrates indicates these may fall somewhere in
between the regimes he does discuss. Socrates goes on:
It won’t be difficult for you to hear them (the four deviant regimes). You see, the ones I
mean are the very ones that already have names (a·per ka‹ ÙnÒmata ¶xousin): the one
that is praised by the many (ÍpÚ t«n poll«n §painoum°nh), your Cretan or Laconian
one. The second––and second in the praise it receives––is called oligarchy, a regime
filled with many evils. At variance to it (diãforow), and next in order, is democracy.
And noble tyranny, at variance with all of them, is the fourth and the extreme disease of a
city (genna!a dØ turann‹w ka‹ pas«n toÊtvn diaf°rousa, t°tarton te ka‹
¶sxaton pÒlevw nÒshma). Can you think of another kind of regime––I mean, another
kind distinct from these? For, no doubt, there are dynasties and purchased kingships and
other similar regimes in between these, which one finds no less among barbarians than
among Greeks (544c1-d4).

Socrates repeats that there are four kinds of regimes remaining to discuss. He says that
they already have names which may suggest that he is not making these regimes up like
he did the just city. These regimes, he implies, will not be cities in speech but types of
unjust regimes the description of which fits regimes in actual experience. The fact that
Socrates mentions these regimes have names also points to a slight shift from his
discussion of the kallipolis, a shift other than turning his focus from justice to injustice.
This shift has to do with the idea that the deviant regimes are such that they exist in
experience, at least in some form, since people are so familiar with them that they have
named them. Moreover, Socrates says that such regimes, which people have named, are
praised to different degrees also, which suggests further that these regimes are found in
experience in some way. But, even though these regimes have names, and might be
regimes found in experience, this still does not necessitate that Socrates will describe
them exactly as one they might conventionally be described. We should expect however,
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some close parallels between what Socrates says and how people conventionally perceive
these regimes.
Socrates lists these regimes in two hierarchical orders, from better to worse, or
from more just to least just, and from more praised to least praised. Thus, we encounter
an order of goodness or justice and an order of praise. He lists these types of regimes in
the order or praise, at least in the case of timocracy and oligarchy, and makes it clear that
the order of praise does not fit his own order of justice, when he calls tyranny, the worst
regime, “noble” rather jokingly, and when he does not mention any praises in the case of
the democracy. Socrates says that many praise timocracy and that oligarchy comes
second in praise; thus far the order of praise and the order of justice correspond to each
other. As soon as we get to tyranny we see him apply to it the praising adjective “noble”
(genna!a), and thus we begin to suspect that Socrates is serious only about the order of
goodness. People generally, might praise regimes, but unlike Socrates, they do so due to
how these appear to them not based on knowledge of their goodness. The order of praise
is an apparent order of regimes, and it is one we can discover by considering what people
think of regimes.
Socrates tells us that tyranny is last in order and mentions two things that are
supposed to remind us of the discussion of Book I: (1) that tyranny is “noble,” and (2)
that it is at variance with all the other regimes (pas«n toÊtvn diaf°rousa).140
Socrates calls tyranny “noble” ironically to remind us the way Thrasymachus described it
140

diaf°rousa could mean either “different from” or “at variance/hostile to.” The context of the passage
suggests that it means the latter since it is obvious that the regimes are different from one another and
would be redundant for Socrates to point it out again. Burnet’s edition of the Greek text has diaf°rousa
(being different or hostile to) whereas Sling’s new edition has diafeÊgousa (deviating). He suggests that
diafeÊgousa is in more of the manuscripts. DiafeÊgousa emphasizes how much tyranny deviates from
the other regimes and the kallipolis in terms of justice or disease (Socrates calls it “the most extreme
disease for a city”) rather than its hostility to other regimes.
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and praised it, namely as complete injustice which accords happiness to the tyrant (cf.
343b1-344c8). He suggests that tyranny is at variance or hostile to, all the other types of
regimes and this reminds us of Book I once more; there, the unjust person was said to be
hostile to, or trying to outdo all people––was full of pleonexia (cf. 348c-350c). Similarly,
tyranny is in opposition to all other regimes and we may anticipate that this hostility will
take the form of war. Socrates makes a point about the relation of one regime to another
and his consideration of regimes includes what we would call “international politics.”
The analogy of the city and the soul, which he assumes here, does not only concern the
relation of the parts of each, but it extends to the idea that the ways individuals relate to
one another is analogous to the way regimes may do so. If unjust individuals are in
conflict with everyone, as Thrasymachus claimed, then tyranny, the most unjust regime,
will be in conflict with all other types of regimes.141
Given the subsequent discussion, where Socrates presents deviant regimes other
than tyranny, as somewhat just since they have, to different and lesser degrees, justice
like the kallipolis, he implies that such regimes may not be in opposition to one another
necessarily or always. They might even be in friendly terms at times, given the degree to
which each is just. Tyranny however cannot be in friendly terms with any other type of
regime, at least for too long, due to its injustice and pleonexia. Furthermore, insofar as
we, and some of the interlocutors, expect just regimes to bring people in the city together
and to minimize conflict given the connection of justice and unity in the city, tyranny is
the regime which fails to do this most of all.
141

If we read the passage with calling tyranny diafeÊgousa (deviating from other regimes) my point
about tyranny’s hostility to the other regimes cannot be made here. But we can see that Plato makes this
point implicitly anyway, since the tyrant is pleonexic and there is no reason to suppose that his desire to
outdo others extends only to individuals within his own city. Moreover later on he will tell us that the
tyrannical city has to go to war with other cities.
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Socrates also calls tyranny the most extreme sickness or disease for a city
(¶sxaton pÒlevw nÒshma), which suggests that its extreme injustice cannot contribute
to happiness.142 Socrates portrays tyranny at the bottom of the pathological scale and it is
the worst regime. The analogy of justice to health and their connection to happiness is a
prevalent theme in the dialogue and it applies both to the city and to the soul. A just city
or soul are both like a healthy body which contributes to happiness.143 By pointing out
that tyranny is the worst regime since it is the most unjust, Socrates inverts
Thrasymachus’ claim that tyranny is the best regime, but not the claim that it is the most
unjust. Now we expect Socrates to fill in his claim that tyranny is the worst regime in the
subsequent discussion, which analyzes the pathologies of democracy as leading to
tyranny, of tyranny, and of the tyrant. These pathologies will take into account desires
insofar as an analysis of these will be politically and ethically illuminating.

4.2 The Implications of License or Excessive Democratic Freedom.
Socrates begins his discussion of tyranny explicitly and in detail at 562a4 where
he says that “The finest regime (kall!sth polite!a) and the finest man (kãllistow
énØr) remain for us to discuss: tyranny and the tyrant (turann!w te ka‹ tÊrannow)”
(562a4-5). In these lines we see Socrates joking on two levels. On the one hand, he is
still poking fun at Thrasymachus’ description of tyranny and the tyrant as happiest, both
being the most unjust regime and individual respectively (cf. 344a-c). Thrasymachus

142

The fact that Socrates tells us tyranny is the regime which is the most extreme disease of or for a city
suggests that Socrates makes a distinction between regime (politeia) and city (polis) in that a regime is
something that is characteristic of a city but not the same thing as the city. This distinction is logical
distinction; we can be sure here that the distinction does not hold in actual experience for Socrates or Plato,
i.e., that there are cities without having or being a certain regimes at the same time.
143
See for example 444c-445b, 490c5.
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also mentioned a number of regimes in the following order of goodness: tyranny,
democracy, aristocracy (338d). Socrates portrays regimes, especially democracy and
tyranny, in exactly the reverse order in terms of goodness. On the other hand, Socrates
pokes fun at people’s perception of the goodness of regimes by pretending to adopt their
limited perspective––he does this at 557c4 also where he calls democracy the finest or
most beautiful of regimes (kall!sth t«n politei«n) due to its variety of types of
people and ways of life. Some of those listening to Socrates presently and many of the
dialogues readers think democracy a great regime due to the variety of lifestyles and
pursuits it allows.144 Also, some of the people in the audience either support the idea that
tyranny and the life of the tyrant are best sincerely, like Thrasymachus perhaps, or
playfully and for the sake of argument, like Glaucon and Adeimantus.
The life of the tyrant may seem attractive to some people with democratic
inclinations since it is close to the aspirations and goal of the democratic man described
earlier, namely his desire for freedom understood as the license to do what he wants
(557b5-10). The democratic man wants the license to pursue his desires for whatever he
finds worthwhile at the time. The tyrant, as portrayed and perceived by Thrasymachus
already, is a person who is able to do what he wants, he is a person with the ability or the
power to fulfill his desires whatever these are. Whereas the democratic man may aspire
to do whatever he wants, Thrasymachus, Glaucon, and Adeimantus portray the tyrant as a
person who is able to fulfill this aspiration.145 What keeps the democratic man satisfied

144

See 561e.
One of Socrates’ arguments against the life of the tyrant being the best sort centers on the refutation of
the idea that the tyrant, who has a lot of power, is able to do what he wants. See Republic IX 577d, where
he says that the tyrant is most enslaved since he allows the appetitive part of his soul to rule, and Gorgias
466d ff. where Socrates argues that the tyrant is the person least able to do what he wants. I take up this
line of argument in chapter 7 where I consider Plato’s arguments against tyranny. On the connection
145
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with, and non-resistant to democracy, which allows him to pursue his desires for
whatever end, is that he does not yet have unnecessary and unlawful desires––he still has
some moderation––like the tyrannical man does.146 The democratic man has unnecessary
(but not unnecessary unlawful) desires which do not push him to aspire to tyrannical
power yet, but which at least may allow him to admire it.147
We have seen commentators complain about Plato’s discussion of regime change
in this book but I think that the description of tyranny in particular, as coming after
democracy, is illuminating. This is only as long as we keep in mind how such an account
highlights the causal proximity and connections between the essential goals or values of
these regimes and of the individuals in them. As I argued in the previous chapter, Plato
does not intend do give us an exhaustive account of regime change in history but only a
plausible one, which captures the principles with which we may talk and understand any
regime. The value essential in a democracy is freedom which takes the form of desire for
license; the democratic man wants to be free to do whatever he wants, and this is his goal
or primary value.148 The tyrant wants the same but, unlike the democratic man, the tyrant
has unlawful unnecessary desires which lead him to take over the city by himself,

between tyranny and freedom see also Connor who claims that “to the tyrant his rule is a blessing; to the
city it is a curse. And in each case the reason is the same; the tyrant can do what he pleases.” (1977, 102).
146
Plato distinguishes necessary (the desires which we cannot resist and/or which may benefit) from
unnecessary desires (we can learn to resist these and which may harm) at 558d ff. and tells us that the
democratic man has unnecessary desires. He uses the example of eating and points out that eating to the
point of health is a necessary desire and eating beyond that is an unnecessary desire. He also divides
unnecessary into lawful and unlawful at 571c ff. The tyrannical man has unnecessary and unlawful desires.
These are unnecessary desires in the utmost extreme which preclude one’s ability to be moderate. For a
more thorough discussion of desire see my discussion in chapter 6.
147
Socrates’ partial adoption of the perspective of those who think democracy or tyranny and the tyrant
most beautiful suggests that their perspectives entail a contradiction. The contradiction is that both of these
regimes (or individuals) cannot be most beautiful at the same time. We see Socrates continually pointing
out that his perspective is comprehensive and that the limited perspectives of others entail inconsistencies
and contradictions.
148
Plato mentions another sort of freedom associated with the democracy, namely political freedom.
Political freedom is equal access to office in the city; people are assigned to offices by lot (557a5).
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concentrate all political power in his own hands, and thus acquire the means by which he
will be able to realize the fulfillment of all his desires. The tyrant’s freedom or license to
do what he wants is equivalent to his possession of the means by which to do so; the
tyrant turns what the democratic man calls freedom into possession of power. The
democratic man expects that freedom is something which the regime allows and which
comes to him from outside. The tyrant, however, wants his ability to pursue his desires
to come from his own efforts, that is, by his possession of absolute power;
Thrasymachus’ depiction of the tyrant in entailed this idea already. Moreover, whereas
the democratic man may be happy for others to be free also, the tyrant begrudges anyone
else’ freedom.
The essential difference that causes the democratic man and the tyrant (or the
tyrannical man)149 to value freedom and power in these different senses is only the extent
to which they have unnecessary desires.150 Whereas the tyrant is competitive in his
desires and the means to their fulfillment, the democratic man may not be so. Read in
this way, we may see that democracy and tyranny are essentially close to each other, in
that, democracy may possibly change into tyranny. Moreover, Plato, in his discussion of
how democracy changes into tyranny seems interested in the respective values and

149

Socrates seems to distinguish between a tyrant which is a political designation, and a tyrannical man
(turannikÒw ênhr), which is a psychological one. He does, however, consider the two intricately related.
For a defense of this claim see further my discussion of Republic IX in chapter 6.
150
Aristotle in Politics II 7 points out: “The fact is that the greatest crimes are caused by excess and not by
necessity. Men do not become tyrants in order that they may not suffer cold; and hence great is the honor
bestowed, not on him who kills a thief but on him who kills a tyrant” (1267a12-16). This suggests, in
agreement with Plato that it is excessive desire which brings about tyranny. As we will see however, once
one becomes excessive like a tyrant, his life is bound to a necessity due to this excess.
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desires of each which may, in turn, allow for the transition of democracy into tyranny in
history, though by no means necessarily.151
Socrates tells us that tyranny comes to be from democracy in a similar way as
democracy came to be from oligarchy (562a10-b1). Thus, considering the origin of
tyranny entails discussing democracy further, especially the implications of its ideal of
freedom which is pursued to extremes to eventually allow for tyranny.152 Plato places
great emphasis on values or ideals of regimes or individuals going to extremes and of
their desires reaching excess. Discussing the detrimental aspects of excess and extremes
helps him discredit pleonexia, namely, the desire to outdo everyone or to have
increasingly more things.
Throughout all the sketches of the regimes, Socrates traces the causes of the
origin of a subsequent regime to the causes of the destruction of the previous regime.
Oligarchy came to be for the sake of wealth and its insatiable desire (éplhst!a) for it,
and its neglect of other things for the sake of money caused its destruction (562b2-6).
The insatiable pursuit of wealth allowed for the cultivation of unnecessary desires due to

151

One could ask whether the desires of the democratic man (unnecessary) and those of the tyrannical man
or the tyrant (unnecessary and unlawful) are different in kind or different in degree. If they are different in
kind and having desires is largely what makes one a democratic man or a tyrannical one then these types of
people are clearly different in kind. If these desires are different in degree alone then the democratic man
and the tyrannical man are different in degree. If we follow the city/soul analogy and consider the same
about the respective regimes then this would make democracy only different in degree from tyranny.
Socrates seems to suggest difference in kind which takes care of this problem, but he still suggests a causal
proximity between extreme democracy and tyranny.
152
It should not surprise us that Plato’s discussion of democracy is the second longest only shorter than that
of tyranny in this book. As regimes get more unjust Socrates seems to spend more time talking about them.
This seems to be a pattern of his account that comes in as part of his efforts to argue that justice is better
than injustice. He seems to think that the worse something is the more he should talk about it to discredit it
and to prevent people from pursuing it. Socrates’ consideration of democracy lasts from 555b3-558b8 (if
we include the discussion of the democratic man its lasts up to 562a2) and his discussion of tyranny from
562a4-569c9 (if we include the discussion of the tyrannical man it lasts up to 580a). Socrates’ discussion
of tyranny and the tyrannical man lasts almost exactly as much as the total number of pages devoted to the
other regimes and individuals. I get this from Roochnik (2003, 88) who also claims that the length of the
discussion of tyranny is one of the clues as to its philosophical importance.
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lack of temperance, which made the city pursue such desires instead of wealth eventually,
and thus oligarchy changed into democracy.153
Extreme democracy has an insatiable desire for freedom which goes to extremes
and this causes its destruction since it does not pay attention to much else which is
important to the preservation and possible happiness in the city. It is clear that Socrates
discusses a democracy in an extreme sense, as a regime which pursues unlimited freedom
as license (individual freedom) and which allows equal access to office to all by lot
(political freedom). He takes the fundamental value of democracy, freedom as license,
and tries to draw out the ethical and political implications of what might happen in a
regime which pursues such a value exclusively.154 In this way Socrates presents the
potential dangers for more moderate democracies should they become extreme. Socrates
talks about freedom (§leuyer!a) in such a way that we should understand it in a negative

153

Cf. 555b8 ff.
We should note that Plato’s discussion of democracy has been the subject of much controversy. It is
imperative to note that he discusses extreme democracy since some commentators miss this and take him to
be criticizing modern or contemporary democracies as we understand them, namely as much more limited
since they do not allow for absolute freedom as license or for equal access to political office by lot. Such
readings seem to cause some commentators to reject Plato’s discussion of democracy in particular as
inaccurate, irrelevant, or false. For an example of such an approach see Annas (1981, 299-301). Drawing
out the implications of the pursuit of freedom as license or of negative freedom is rather illuminating,
politically relevant, and far from useless. Popper (1963) and St. Croix (1981, 412), among many others
also argue that Plato was an enemy of democracy (1981, 412). For arguments to the contrary and for Plato
being more friendly or open to democracy see Euben (1996, 333) who calls Plato a “critical friend of
democracy” rather than an “anti-democrat,” Monoson (2000), and Roochnik (2003, esp. Chapter 3).
Saxonhouse points out that Plato has at least an ambiguous response towards democracy: on the one hand
he is critical of it, and, on the other hand he “acknowledges the centrality of democracy for the pursuit of
philosophy” (1996, 91). While the above critiques of Plato may imply that his political philosophy is not
too helpful for us since he is an anti-democrat, the arguments for his being rather friendly to democracy
may turn him into a fan of democracy too quickly. We should be careful that in our efforts to determine
whether Plato is relevant we do not go so far as to turn him into a modern thinker. I agree with Roochnik’s
claim that “the Republic does not champion the unadulterated goodness of democracy but does find it the
source of much that is potentially interesting…it is home to both goods and bads––mostly bads. But when
the fever is allowed to burn, sufficient heat can be generated to fuel the mad pursuit of the extraordinary.”
(2003, 86). I would add that Plato’s discussion of extreme democracy suggests, at least, the need for
limitations on negative freedom or license, it may lead us to formulate a more positive sort of freedom (see
Meno 86d6-7 where Socrates claims that unless I can control or master myself I cannot be free), and it
prompts us to think about the importance of the rule of law as a limiting principle.
154
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sense, or as we would say, negative freedom.155 He attributes a negative sense to the
freedom pursued and valued by the democracy. It means the absence of obstacles or
hindrances on individuals or citizens to pursue whatever it is they want. Socrates talks
about freedom “from” rather than freedom “for” and he attributes this understanding of
freedom to the democracy and to those who support it. He does mention that democracy
allows equal access to political office by lot (political freedom), which is a freedom “for,”
but this is not what he seems to find problematic with democracy here. Freedom in the
negative sense is equivalent to license (§jous!a),156 and this narrow meaning of freedom
colors his whole discussion of democracy.
In the beginning of his criticism of the ideal of freedom as license, Socrates brings
up the imagery of a drinking party in which people get drunk by drinking wine undiluted
with water. This happens since the cupbearers are bad at their job which is to mix and
serve the wine. In an analogous manner, bad leaders provide too much freedom, or they
do not provide enough and are accused of being oligarchs (562c7-d4). The problem with
drinking wine mentioned in the extant literature is usually drinking wine undiluted, which
is considered boorish. Socrates, in effect, suggests that being a good statesman is
analogous to being a good cupbearer who should mix wine properly, i.e., he should mix
freedom with limits like a cupbearer dilutes wine with water. Moreover the drinking

155

This seems to be what Isaiah Berlin means by “negative freedom” (1998,194-203). Earlier conceptions
of freedom in this sense are those of Helvetius and Hobbes among others. Helvetius says “The free man is
the man who is not in irons, not imprisoned in a gaol, nor terrorized like a slave by the fear of
punishment…it is not lack of freedom not to fly like an eagle or swim like a whale” (De l’esprit or first
discourse, chapter 4). Hobbes says: “A free man is he…that is not hindered to do what he has will to”
(Leviathan, chapter 21, p. 46). Of course we can argue that Socrates suggests a notion of freedom which is
more positive (see again Meno 86d6-7). He seems to have in mind something like autonomy or selfsufficiency, i.e., having my desires limited and under control and having the capacity to be able to judge
well which desires are good and to choose to follow those which bring real benefits.
156
For a passage where Socrates treats freedom as the equivalent to license see the beginning of his
discussion on what democracy is like as a regime at 557b6-10.
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imagery implies that the statesman should not mix freedom with too many limits, just like
a cupbearer should always offer the right mixture and amount of wine. Socrates does not
seem to suggest that freedom is not important, but to notice that in its extreme it is as
dangerously “intoxicating” and harmful as unmixed wine.157 This is an implicit argument
for the idea that the pursuit of freedom should be limited by other measures, like
considerations of justice or temperance, since freedom negatively understood does not
obviously respect any limits. It is also a subtle critique of democracy insofar as it
emphasizes freedom too much and entails the danger of allowing it to go to extremes.
Democracy and its desire for unlimited freedom also conflates traditionally
accepted roles such as that of rulers and subjects in the sense that it calls those who obey
rulers “slaves” and praises the rulers who behave like ruled subjects. Socrates portrays
democracy as having so much freedom that it leads to anarchy even among the beasts
(m°xri t«n yhr!vn tØn énarx!an §mfuom°nhn, 562e4-5). Anarchy, i.e., the absence
of the imposition of limitations concerning one’s desires or conduct, seems to be the
result of too much freedom and equality. The prevalent pursuit and permission of license
implies the absence of distinguishing limits and the absolute equality of all, which, in
turn, implies that any such limits will not be followed, i.e. anarchy.
License and the extreme equality of all imply that the distinction between rulers
and subjects becomes blurred. Socrates goes on to say that it is not only roles with public
functions that are confused, but even the distinction of unequals in private is blurred.

157

The standard ratio for mixing wine was five parts water to two of wine. For an interesting discussion on
this and the drinking of wine in classical times see Davidson (1997, 40 ff.). Also, remember that earlier I
suggested that a prevalent image of politics is that of sheep and shepherds, and the problem of what one
does with sheep and weaving of sheep wool, since this highlight the relations between citizens and rulers.
This imagery is close to, and complemented by, that of mixing, serving, and drinking wine since this also
highlights citizen/ruler relations.
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Fathers behave like children and children behave like their fathers; nothing causes any
shame or makes them feel any fear, and all this is due to the ideal of freedom which,
when pursued exclusively goes to extremes (562e). Thus, anarchy sneaks into the
household also, or alternatively, we may argue, the anarchy of the household gives rise to
anarchy in the regime. Plato seems to highlight, once more, the importance of the
structure and value system of the family and its relation to political life.
Furthermore, there is anarchy even in the relationship of students and teachers
since, often, the teachers come to be afraid of their students and to flatter them, while the
students belittle their teachers. The young are the equals of their elders and compete with
them, and the old stoop to the level of the young and imitate them out of fear of
appearing too masterful. Socrates then says:
Summing up all these things together, then, do you notice how sensitive they make the
citizen’s souls, so that if anyone tries to impose the least degree of slavery (doule!aw),
they get irritated and cannot bear it? In the end, as I am sure you are aware, they take no
notice of the laws––written or unwritten––in order to avoid having any master
(despÒthw) at all (563d4-e1).

Socrates talks about “slavery” and “mastership” here from the perspective of the people
of the democracy who consider any limitation on their freedom to be the equivalent of
slavery.158 In this subtle way he points out and critiques the attitude which leads to
anarchy. The prevalent value of license causes the eradication of all limitations on one’s
conduct or desires since one considers all limitation absolute. Freedom is the natural
opposite of slavery, of being absolutely limited and determined in one’s choices, but the
citizens of the democratic city dangerously apply this distinction falsely by considering
all limitations equivalent to slavery.

158

Remember Aristophanes implying this in the Wasps.
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Socrates, in this part of his discussion, points out the connection between anarchy
(not recognizing any limitations of any sort), freedom and injustice. Extreme freedom
has numerical equality as its coimplication, and thus all people and their desires seem
numerically equal. The fact that the democratic regime regards people as absolutely
equal, in any and all aspects, due to its ideal of freedom as license, eliminates all
hierarchies in human relations––old and young, ruler and ruled, teacher and student and
so on––and all hierarchy in ethical terms. This amounts to an argument, and a critique,
that the pursuit of freedom in the extreme, which implies numerical equality necessarily,
destroys all ethical or normative distinctions. The destruction of all hierarchy eventually
leads to the disobedience of law––law being a standard or limit of justice higher than
individuals––since what people value are freedom and equality not the rule of law that
may impose any limitations on these. Individuals come to think of themselves as equal to
the lawgivers and higher than the laws, something which makes the laws lack authority in
their mind. Thus freedom, in its extreme, breeds anarchy, which eventually leads to
lawlessness.159 Insofar as tyranny is worse that extreme democracy, we expect that it is
also lawless.

4.3 From Freedom to Slavery: The Principle of Excess.
Socrates continues his discussion of the devolution of democracy by
pointing out that

159

In his depiction of extreme democracy as lawless Plato probably has Solon in mind who tried to give
laws independent power, i.e., Solon seemed to have thought that laws by themselves could be sufficient for
a city’s justice. Plato seems to highlight that justice does not only require the presence of laws but also the
presence of other conditions which will make the citizens obedient to the laws, such as having limited
enough desires and not pursuing negative freedom to extremes.
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The same disease (nÒshma) that developed in oligarchy and destroyed it also develops
here (in democracy)––only more widespread and stronger because of
permissiveness/license––and eventually enslaves democracy (§k t∞w §jous!aw
§ggenÒmenon katadouloËtai dhmokrat!an). In fact, excessive action in one
direction sets up a great change in the opposite direction. This happens in seasons, in
plants, in bodies, and indeed not least in regimes (ka‹ t“ ˆnti tÚ êgan ti poie›n
megãlhn file› efiw toÈnant!on metabolØn éntapodidÒnai, §n Àraiw te ka‹ §n
futo›w ka‹ §n s≈masin, ka‹ dØ ka‹ §n polite!aiw oÈx ¥kista) 563e6-564a1.160

Here Socrates mentions two important things, namely, a disease that is applicable to the
democracy, and the application of the principle that excess of action in any direction is so
destructive that it brings about the contrary of what is intended or desired.161 For
example, if I desire to be strong and healthy, but I exercise too much, I end up with the
contrary, that is, with weakness or illness. Let us discuss this principle of excess and its
application to democracy first.
This principle implies that the virtue of moderation is important since moderation
entails the application of limitations to avoid excess; this is also an argument against
pleonexia. In a way analogous to the example above, a democracy, when it desires
freedom to an excessive degree, and takes several extreme steps to secure it becomes a
regime full of slaves and ruled by a master, the tyrant.162 We may wonder whether
Socrates is justified in applying the principle of excess to democracy and treating the case
of pursuing too much freedom as analogous to harmful excess in bodies. He has been
arguing that the pursuit of license as an ideal entails, necessarily, absolute or numerical
160

Translation and additions in parentheses mine. Notice that Plato treats regimes as analogous to natural
things such as seasons, plants and bodies, implying that regimes are natural and that humans belong in them
by nature.
161
I call this principle “the principle of excess” in the rest of the chapter. We should notice how the
application of this principle attacks excess or pleonexia. This principle is equivalent to saying that anything
A I do in the extreme for the sake of X, or as an instantiation of X, in one direction will lead to change in
the contrary of X. Socrates, by this principle, does not mean that if I do action X too much I end up with
the contrary of X. A few examples will suffice here: (1) If I exercise too much for the sake of health, then I
will become ill. (2) If I apply too much paint on a house for beauty, then the house will be ugly. (3) If I
pursue wealth too much for the sake of happiness, I will be unhappy. (4) If I follow all my desires as an
instantiation of freedom, or if I take extreme steps to secure freedom, then I end up with slavery.
162
We recall that excess destroyed oligarchy also.
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equality, which, in turn implies the eradication of all hierarchy, which, in turn implies
anarchy. But, how does complete anarchy, in turn, lead causally to slavery or tyranny?
The two cases, exercising too much and pursuing freedom in the extreme seem
analogous, insofar as we have each person or most people in the democracy trying to do
what they want, that is pursuing their numerous and constantly shifting desires. If this is
the case then each person will inevitably be after the means by which he may satisfy his
desires, and since the city makes available limited means, the poorer classes will come
into conflict with the richer classes to acquire these means. Extreme democracy changes
into tyranny as freedom needs more and more means to satisfy desires. This drives the
rich oligarchs who possess most property and money into opposition with the poorer
class and this opposition allows for the demagogue-tyrant who comes in defense of the
poor. This is the causal narrative Socrates goes on to tell us. The principle of excess
does seem applicable to democracy as Socrates talks about it, and anarchy along with the
pursuit of license do seem to lead, eventually, to tyranny or slavery. Socrates goes on to
argue how this may happen exactly and to justify his application of the principle of
excess to extreme democracy in the discussion that follows.
While Socrates repeats the prevalent Athenian idea that tyranny amounts to
slavery, he does so while presenting democracy and its freedom leading causally to
tyranny. Given that the Athenians generally considered themselves democratic and free
in the sense that they were not enslaved like people in other regimes, and as antityrannical,163 the claim that freedom leads to slavery would surprise them. Tyranny was
the equivalent to slavery in political terms and since democracy emphasized and pursued
163

As I argued in the first chapter many of the writings we have point out that the Athenians considered
themselves democratic and free in an anti-tyrannical sense. This fits well with the idea that democracy as
Socrates talks about it entails an understanding of freedom in a negative sense.
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freedom it was understood to be anti-tyrannical. Plato’s critique of extreme democracy
and its value of extreme freedom emphasizes the importance of placing limits on extreme
freedom. This may amount to the suggestion that democracy may be improved or be a
better regime if it is coupled with virtue or limits on license.164 Limitations would change
license into something else, perhaps into freedom which looks more like autonomy or
self-sufficiency, i.e. the capacity to choose rationally which desires are good for one to
follow. Plato seems to intend to shock his readers a little since he goes on to place what
an Athenian reader would consider furthest away from democracy, namely, slavery and
tyranny as a regime which treats people like slaves, at the democracy’s doorstep.
Now that Socrates laid out the implications of the pursuit of freedom in the
extreme––that it eventually leads to anarchy––and suggested that too much freedom leads
to slavery, he goes on to talk about how tyranny begins to enter into the picture.
Tyranny probably (eflkÒtvw) does not evolve from any regime other than democracy
(oÈk §j êllhw polite!aw turann‹w kay!statai ¥ §k dhmokrat!aw), then––the most
severe and cruel slavery (doule‹a ple‹sth te ka‹ ègrivtãth) evolving from what I
suppose is the most extreme degree of freedom…But I think you were asking, not that,
but rather what sort of disease develops both in oligarchy and democracy alike, and
enslaves the latter…Well, then, I meant that class of idle and extravagant (érg«n te ka‹
dapanhr«n) men, with the bravest as leaders and the more cowardly as followers. We
compared them to drones: the leaders to drones with stings, the followers to stingless
ones (cf.552c2-e3)…These two cause problems in any constitution in which they arise,
like phlegm and bile in the body. And it is against them that the good doctor and
lawgiver of a city must take no less in advance precaution than a wise beekeeper. He
should preferably prevent them from arising at all. But if they should happen to arise, he
must cut them out, cells and all, as quickly as possible (564a6-c4).165

164

Aristotle suggests that extreme democracy and oligarchy become tyranny since there is lawless ruling.
See Politics V 5 (1304b19ff.) and V 6 (1305a37ff.).
165
In quoting the above passage I omit Adeimantus’ responses to what Socrates says since they are
affirmative and indicate agreement with what Socrates says. Notice that Plato adds the imagery of bees and
drones to his discussion of politics. This imagery emphasizes the role of desires in citizens and rulers and it
complements the images of serving and drinking wine, and rearing sheep.
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Socrates links explicitly the ideal of freedom pursued in the extreme in the democratic
regime, to the origin of tyranny which he calls the “most severe and cruel slavery.”166 By
linking these explicitly here he begins to explain further how democracy devolves into
tyranny since the pursuit of democracy fits the principle of excess.
But notice that he says it is only likely or probable that tyranny comes to be from
democracy. Earlier (563e6-564a1), he told us that the principle of excess applies to
democracy and to regimes in general, but he did not qualify the application of this
principle with any likelihood. In other words, the application of the principle earlier was
strict and the idea that tyranny always follows democracy is put in much looser terms
here. We may be troubled about how to read these two passages since Socrates may
seem to contradict himself: (a) on the one hand, in the first passage, he seems to say that
since the principle of excess is applicable to all regimes, democracies will necessarily
change into tyrannies, since they pursue extreme freedom; (b) on the other hand, in the
second passage, he says that it is likely, not necessary, that tyranny comes to be from
democracy. (a) seems to entail that historically or temporally tyranny always comes after
democracy and (b) denies this. However, we may read these passages as telling us that
the principle of excess is applicable to regimes, and to democracy, precisely, and only
when these pursue their ideals to excess, but not otherwise. This allows us to conclude
that Socrates does not contradict himself in these two passages and so he claims that
democracy, may change into a regime other than tyranny, and that it will do so,
historically, when it desires freedom in an excessive manner. In order to read these
passages in this way we may need to attribute to Socrates or Plato the use of two senses
166

We should note that Socrates does mention that the devolution of democracy into tyranny is likely or
probable, but not certain which shows that he does not consider his account of regime change to be
exhaustive.
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of democracy. In the first passage he means democracy as he describes it strictly, namely
in the extreme, thus the principle of excess is applicable to it. In the second passage he
means democracy in general terms and as it is possibly found in experience, i.e., as a
mixed regime which may end up excessive but it need not do so. Both of these senses
seem to be used throughout the discussion; Socrates keeps in mind what democracies are
like in experience and he also pushes their main ideal of freedom to an extreme.
The principle of excess is applicable precisely, and only, in the cases where there
is excess, and given the above reading of these passages, it is still possible that a mild
democracy may change into an oligarchy, where the many may subordinate to the few
rich, and this, still will not be turning the citizens into slaves. Socrates implicitly allows
for the fact that democracy need not change into tyranny, but he still shows that the two
are in causal proximity when the democracy is extreme in its pursuit of freedom.167 For
Plato, money and freedom (and numerical equality) tend to excess since they have no
obvious limit. Thus both oligarchy, which pursues wealth, and democracy which pursues
freedom entail the proximate danger of pursuing these to excess and being destroyed.
We may read the discussion of democracy pursuing freedom in the extreme as a warning
for democracies in general to avoid pursuing freedom in the extreme, that is, to be more
moderate or limited, if they want to avoid destruction or tyranny.
Socrates, in the above passage, also calls tyranny the most cruel sort of slavery
which is reminiscent of Thrasymachus’ description of tyranny from Book I. There he

167

We may also show that Socrates applies the principle of excess in all the sketches of regimes changing
into each other in a devolving manner and this may aid the way we read Socrates’ account of devolution. It
seems that we must read his account as an account of regimes, which pursue their respective ideals to
extremes. Timocracy pursues only honor and oligarchy only wealth and both do so to extremes which
eventually causes their destruction. Oligarchy, for example, changes into democracy when the pursuit of
wealth is so extreme that the devastating poverty of the many pushes them to take over.
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told us that tyrants kidnap and enslave people and that they treat the citizens under their
rule as means. Thrasymachus also presented these as acts of tyrants, which should cause
admiration of the tyrant’s life.168 Continuing in pathological terms, the disease Socrates
refers to in both of the above passages (536eff and 564a6-c4) that is common to the
democracy and the oligarchy is the conflict between a small class of rich citizens and a
large class of poor citizens. “Disease” (nÒshma) as Socrates uses it here––and where he
calls tyranny the extreme disease of a city (544c7)––refers to the city’s suffering injustice
which leads to conflict among the citizens and to destruction.169 Any regime which
entails conflict which may lead to its destruction is thus diseased. Democracy allows for
the creation of a large class of poor people in the city who come into conflict with the few
rich, the oligarchs.
Socrates argues that the democracy and its pursuit of extreme freedom seems to
fit the principle of excess or of extremes leading to their opposites, because, as he seems
to think, once there is anarchy the pursuit of freedom as license gets undermined. This
happens because, as he proceeds to show, the eventual anarchy leads to a considerable
amount of conflict between different classes of citizens who pursue different ends
(oligarchs and democrats) under the guidance of no rules or laws. Such conflict
guarantees the opposite of what is originally desired––the guarantee of freedom or
license––and one group usually hinders the other from pursuing what it wants.
Eventually an opportunist (the biggest drone) promises the weak, and numerous group,
freedom, they support him, and he takes over as tyrant, thus enslaving all the citizens.

168
169

Polus and Callicles do the same in the Gorgias.
Much as disease is the conflict of heterogeneous elements in a body.
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4.4 The Rise of the Tyrant
Socrates goes on to give a plausible account of the origin of the tyrant coming
into power and of the class relations in democratic politics which allow him to do so (566
ff.). He divides the democracy into three primary classes: (1) the drone types; some of
them speak in the assembly and carry out actions in the city (drones with stings), and
others follow those who speak (stingless drones), together controlling the assembly. (2)
The few oligarchs who possess property and means. (3) The working class, which is the
largest and which generally refrains from taking part in politics.170 In oligarchies the
drones were neither in political office nor honored,
However, in a democracy with few exceptions (§ktÚw Ùl!gvn), it is surely the dominant
class. Its fiercest part does all the talking and acting, while the other one settles near the
speaker’s platform. It buzzes and it does not tolerate any dissent. As a result, this class is
in charge of everything in such a regime––with a few exceptions (564d7-e2).171

The drone imagery depicts the rather idle citizens who spend resources quickly in the
pursuit of their desires and who need to acquire more resources to do so.172 These
citizens are characteristic of the democratic regime since they embody its ideal of
freedom in the extreme, something which causes them to be extreme individualists in a
negative sense. This is not to say that Socrates thinks that the working class does not
embody this ideal of freedom also; they have to work to get the resources to pursue their
desires whereas the drone class tries to get a free ride if it can. Socrates implies that the

170

Socrates points out that the working class which is the majority in the democracy refrains from politics
and that they only come to the assembly if they are paid (565a4-5). Traditionally citizens who had to work
every day to meet ends had to be paid a sum close to a day’s wages to be able to attend the assembly. It is
also possible that Socrates suggests that the members of the working class come to the assembly because it
is to their perceived interest, since the leaders of the assembly give them some of what they take away from
the rich, thus also winning their support.
171
Note, again, that Socrates admits that there are exceptions to his discussion of regimes.
172
In the oligarchy the footed drones with stings become criminals and the footed stingless drones become
beggars (552c-d).
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drone types do not contribute much to the city except insofar as doing so may allow them
to pursue their interests.
Socrates goes on to tell us that the drone-class and the class of the rich are in
opposition since those drones who control the assembly try to seize the wealth of the rich
to pursue their desires. When the rich try to oppose them, then the drone class accuses
them of being enemies of the people (the working class) and calls them oligarchs. In the
end, the people, due to a misapprehension––misled by the accusers of the rich––try to do
injustice to those who have money and the rich end up becoming oligarchs, i.e., they
begin to pursue power according to oligarchic standards. Once this happens there are
impeachments, judgments and trials on both sides (565c6). Socrates attributes the
conflict that arises in the democracy to the drone-class wedging itself between a small
rich class and a large poor class, and to its accusing the rich class of acting against the
interest of the poor. Socrates suggests that the conflict between the many poor and the
few rich begins with some class or third party in the middle stirring things up.
Furthermore, he implies that the existence of a large poor class and a small rich class is
something structurally necessary for democracy to change into tyranny. This seems to be
the case since, only then does the drone class seem able to set the two classes in
conflict.173
Socrates does not tell us that the oligarchs are successful in their attempts to
protect themselves from attacks on them by the poor, or that they take the regime over,

173

This seems to refer to Peisistratus who inserted himself as a third party in the middle of the conflict of
the two classes in Athens and became a tyrant. This was after Solon was called to be an arbitrator in the
conflict between the rich and the poor in Athens and who could have assumed tyrannical powers but he did
not. McGlew points out that Peisistratus got the demos to support him and to help him replace Solon’s
legal system for punishing injustice with his own (1993, 122).
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since this would change the regime back to oligarchy.174 It is enough for his account that
the oligarchs try to protect themselves by opposing the many and becoming their
enemies, since this describes the conflict necessary for the coming about of the tyrant.
This conflict of classes eventually allows for the springing of the person who will
come to be tyrant.
Is it not the case that the people, always, tend to set up one man as their special leader,
nurturing him, and making him great?…And it is clear that whenever a tyrant arises, the
position, of popular leader (or protector) is the sole root from which he springs. (OÈkoËn
ßna tinå ée‹ d∞mow e‡vyen diaferÒntvw pro:!:stasyai •autoË, ka‹ toËton
tr¢fein te ka‹ aÎjein m°gan...ToËto m¢n êra, d∞lon, ˜ti, ˜tanper fÊhtai
tÊrannow, §k prostatik∞w =!zhw ka‹ oÈk êlloyen §kblastãnei 565c9-d2).175

This passage considers the state of the poor citizens of the democracy and how it gives
rise to a popular leader or potential tyrant. Moreover, it is further explicating how
democracy fits the principle of excess. The people, made to feel insecure, look up to the
one who appears to support their interests and support him as their special leader or
protector. The popular leader (the potential tyrant), to gain popular support would have
to appear as capable of defeating the oligarchs and/or to guarantee the freedom sought by
the citizens of the democracy. The aspect of the subjects of the democratic regime,
which allows the potential tyrant to gain popular support is, again, the dominant value of
license. The democratic citizens are nervous as long as oligarchs are around since they
perceive them as obstacles to their freedom. Furthermore, the origin of the tyrant is the

174

But notice, once again how Plato’s account implies the possibility of change in a different order than the
one he describes here, i.e., from democracy to oligarchy.
175
Addition in first parenthesis mine. Ferrari (2000), mentions that this narrative, while general, fits two
particular instances of struggle between oligarchic and democratic factions: “the turmoil in late fifthcentury Athens, and the rise of Dionysius I as popular champion in SicilyºThere was no people’s
champion who became tyrant at Athens in Plato’s time. What this fits is rather the rise of Dionysius, as
well as of Pisistratus, ruler of Athens in the mid-sixth century, when the city was first becoming prominent”
(279, n. 33). Ferrari’s comment here allows us to realize that Plato’s description takes into account and fits
political life in experience. We should also note that whereas earlier Socrates admitted exceptions to his
account of regimes, here his language is rather strong and it suggests that he does not admit of any
exceptions on the idea that whenever a tyrant arises he does so by being (or appearing to be) a protector.
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appearance of protection, but not its actuality and it comes when a city is in much
conflict. Taking up Socrates’ pathological theme we may say that a city, like a body, is
subject to further disease when it is already somewhat diseased. Conflict between classes
allows for the tyrant to enter the political sphere and take over the city.
This passage also offers, in effect, both an immediate warning to those who want
to avoid tyranny, and advice to those who want to pursue it. The warning seems to be:
“beware of protectors when a city is in much conflict” and the advice is “if you want to
be tyrant gain support as protector when the city is in much conflict.” But since it is the
people of the democracy who set up and support such a protector the warning comes
much earlier than here, when we are told the negative implications of the pursuit of
extreme freedom. Socrates tries to warn us all along that it is pursuit of extreme freedom
that allows for too much conflict and, thus, for the possibility of tyranny and it is against
this that we should guard. Thus, while Socrates tells us how a regime like democracy is
destroyed, he seems to also tell us how such a regime may be preserved. The
preservation of democracy would entail avoidance of the pursuit of extreme freedom and
this may happen by placing limits on it, like laws, which imply the consideration and
reintroduction of justice, and which must be in effect.
Socrates, having now explained, via a narrative of class conflict in the democratic
regime, how the pursuit of freedom as license by the citizens of a democracy allows for
the potential tyrant to gain their support, now goes on to explain how the popular leader
comes to be tyrant. He tells us that the way the tyrant emerges from the popular leader is
similar to what happens in the story told about the temple of Lycon Zeus. The story of
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the temple of Zeus as Plato presents it here had it that once a human tastes human flesh
along with the flesh of other sacrificial animals he becomes a wolf.176
Isn’t it the same, then, with a popular leader (dÆmou proest≈w)? Once he really takes
over a docile mob (sfÒdra peiyÒmenon ˆxlon), he does not restrain himself from
shedding a fellow citizen’s blood (mØ épÒsxhtai §mful!ou a·matow). But by leveling
the usual unjust charges and bringing people into court, he commits murder (miaifonª).
And by blotting out a man’s life (b!on éndrÚw éfan!zvn), his impious tongue and lips
taste kindred blood. Then he banishes and kills and drops hints about the cancellation of
debts and the redistribution of land.177 And after that, isn’t such a man inevitably fated
either to be killed by his enemies or to be tyrant, transformed from a man into a wolf?
(énãgkh dØ tÚ metå toËto ka‹ e·martai µ épolvl°nai ÍpÚ t«n §xyr«n µ
turanne›n ka‹ lÊkƒ §j ényr≈pou gen°syai)…He is the one that stirs faction against
the rich (ı stasiãzvn g!gnetai prÚw toÁw ¶xontaw tåw oÈs!aw)…And if he
happens to be exiled (§kpes&n) but, despite the enemies, manages to return, doesn’t he
come back as a full fledged tyrant?178…And if they are unable to expel him (§kbãllein
aÈtÚn) or put him to death by accusing him before the city (épokte›nai
diabãllontew tª pÒlei), they plot a violent death for him by covert means (bia!ƒ dØ
yanãtƒ §pibouleÊousin épokteinÊnai lãyra)…And everyone who has reached
this stage soon discovers the famous tyrannical request (turannikÚn a‡thma tÚ
poluyrÊlhton)––to ask people to give him bodyguards (fÊlakaw toË s≈matow) to
keep their popular leader (dÆmou bohyÒw) safe for them…And the people give it to him,
I suppose, fearing for his safety but confident of their own…So when a wealthy man sees
this and is, because of his money, an enemy of the people (misÒdhmow), then, comrade, in
the words of the oracle to Croesus, “he flees without delay to the banks of the manypebbled Hermus, and is not ashamed at all of his cowardice.”179…If he is caught (the rich
man), I would imagine he is put to death…As for this popular leader (prostãthw)180 of
ours, he clearly does not lie on the ground “mighty in his might,” but, having brought
down all those others, he stands in the chariot of the city as a complete tyrant instead of a
popular leader (565e3-566d2).181

Socrates explains how the popular leader or protector of the people comes to be a tyrant,
like someone who tasted human flesh comes to be a wolf in the tale of Zeus Lycon. An
opportunist takes advantage of the trust he gains from the people as their protector in
176

The most common story concerning this seems to be that Lycaon, an Arcadian king, insulted Zeus by
offering human flesh for him to eat in a sacrifice or a banquet, and that Zeus turned Lycaon into a wolf (Gk.
lÊkow), hence the name “Lycon Zeus.” For this account see Apollodorus (On the Gods, iii 8) and Ovid’s
Metamorphoses.
177
The cancellation of debts and the redistribution of land concerns the poor mob who consider the few rich
their enemies and take the popular leader to be just since he is furthering their interests. I discuss the
tyrant’s pretended interests in the economic welfare of the citizens in the next chapter.
178
Plato seems to be alluding to Peisistratus. He had made himself tyrant with the aid of a bodyguard
granted to him by the Athenian people. He was expelled after five years, and eventually returned to
establish himself as a tyrant with the help of mercenaries. See Herodotus’ Histories 1.59-64.
179
See Histories 1.55
180
Prostates is the word Socrates uses for what is a potential tyrant.
181
Adeimantus’ affirmative responses are omitted once again.
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opposition to the so-called enemies of the people namely the few rich. The popular
leader exploits what the citizens of the democracy perceive as their goal, freedom, and
the way they perceive themselves in order to be perceived, in turn, as their popular leader.
Plato makes much of what people perceive to be the best goal and the best way to reach
it. The popular leader claims he will redistribute the land and cancel the debts people
owe to the few rich, a claim which amounts to the promise of furnishing the poor with
financial means to pursue their desires. It is a promise to allow them to have the means
to pursue license which would allow them to fulfill their desires whatever these may be.
Moreover, at the same time, this is a promise which enhances and multiplies people’s
desires. With power, or the promise of it, people think they can accomplish more, i.e.,
with enhanced ability (actual or perceived) come more extreme desires.
The potential tyrant is an opportunist who finds it convenient to exploit the fact
that people value freedom and desire a life of license. He exploits this desire by
promising the guarantee of means to pursue it such as money and property, and the
removal of the obstacles in the way of such a desire, like the few rich. Moreover as we
have seen the tyrant’s promises for means or power to pursue desires tends to enhance
people’s desires. This promising amounts to the potential tyrant’s pre-tyrannical
propaganda. What is interesting about this passage from the perspective of the discussion
of tyranny is:
(1) That Plato really talks about a sort of ideological propaganda or, to avoid using
anachronistic terms, some sort of rhetoric of promises, employed by the potential tyrant
as an opportunist. The potential tyrant employs a rhetoric of promises that takes into
account and promotes one kind of life as better than any other, in this case that of the
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democratic citizen. This shows that Plato is aware of such strategies and awakens us to
its aspects and to the importance of political rhetoric.
(2) That he recognizes, and points out, that the potential tyrant can only win power by
allying himself with a group of people in the city against another group. The potential
tyrant has much chance of success if he inserts himself in the middle of a conflict, and
finds ways to exploit the presence of such a conflict. Of course tyrants do contribute to
existing conflicts becoming more heated up and extreme so that he can finally exploit
them.182
Socrates also points out that the potential tyrant is resourceful and clever since
even when exiled he may return and take over after all. This may amount to an argument
in support of tyrannicide, that in order to avoid the return of tyranny it is better to kill
tyrants rather than exile them.
Tyrants come about with popular support as the protectors of the people who end
up giving them guards to protect themselves from immediate enemies, and eventually
from the people themselves. Plato shows that considerations of the concentration of
power for a tyrant have to do with gaining the favor or support of military power. The
potential tyrant requires a guard from the people by telling them that he is in danger and
that he needs to protect his life to further their interests as he has promised. The potential
tyrant is after power and he knows and plans to treat many people differently after he
gains power, that is, unjustly. In order to get his own guard in time, that is, in order to
become able to treat people the way he wants without much danger of being harmed, and
before he possibly falls out of favor with them, he pretends to be in danger and to require
182

We may think of the prosecution of Jews by the Nazis in these terms since the Nazis did not create antisemitism but rather, they expanded and exploited its presence to present an immediate enemy to the
German people and to justify both the presence and the need for Hitler and the party.
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his own guard. The fact that potential tyrants require their own guard signifies part of the
shift from being a potential tyrant to being an actual one since once he has a way to
protect himself he can begin to be unjust. The shift seems to entail that the potential
tyrant may treat his supporters and the people in general well initially but as soon as he
comes to power he treats them in any way he can to further his own perceived interests.
In order to do so and get away with it he requires his own personal guard. Once he gets it
he has power and he becomes an actual tyrant.
The potential tyrant opposes those who oppose him as enemies of the people and
accuses them of being oligarchs. In this way he gets the people to be against them and he
is able to kill them, exile them, confiscate their property unjustly without much
opposition. The people buy into what the potential tyrant says about oligarchs since
being accused of being an oligarch signifies someone who is not in favor of the
democratic ideal of freedom and equality desired by the many. This suggests that
accusing someone of being an oligarch may be equivalent to accusing him of being a
tyrant since “tyranny” in democracies may mean anti-democracy, anti-democracy being
anything which places limitations on license. Thus the tyrant is even more able to
conceal his true self since the people are likely to perceive the rich class as tyrannical.
The so-called enemies of the people whom the potential tyrant opposes hold (or
are portrayed to hold) a different way of life as ideal, in this case, the type of life that
pursues and hold valuable wealth, not freedom. The many must perceive this type of life
as a hindrance to their freedom so the potential tyrant has to portray the rich class as
accumulating and owning the property and money which may allow for freedom. The
potential tyrant presents two opposing ideals of life as so opposed that one has to be rid
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of, and he proposes that he be the one to do it. This is part of the potential tyrant’s
rhetoric of promises or propaganda. Plato points us to the idea that gaining political
power unjustly may entail getting rid of enemies with the least opposition possible or
even with support from the people. This allows for the eradication of enemies to seem
justified and just.
Another aspect of the above passage, which likens the potential tyrant to the story
of Lycon Zeus, is that the potential tyrant is not much like a human anymore but more
like a bloodthirsty beast. This suggests that the devolution from the philosopher, who is
most human since he aspires to the highest human goals of wisdom and justice, ends up
bringing a human to his most beast-like state; it turns a human into a wolf. The wolf
imagery suggests that a human has devolved from being a political animal by nature to
being an apolitical animal like the other beasts, he has devolved into a creature willing to
devour anything in its path. We recall that the tyrant comes from the drone class, and
wolf seems to be the stinged drone. The drone imagery points to extravagant spending
and the tyrant becomes like a wolf due to his endless need to spend. His need to spend
requires that he acquire more resources which eventually forces him to be violent to the
citizens. Furthermore, if we remember Socrates likening the guards of the just city to
dogs––which are the most philosophic animals since they are able to make the distinction
between friends and enemies and be gentle to friends and harsh to enemies––the imagery
of the wolf suggests that the tyrant makes no such distinctions anymore and places
philosophy in opposition to tyranny. Dogs represent humans as political animals who
only try to outdo enemies, and wolves represent humans as apolitical, unjust and
pleonexic (trying to outdo everyone). Socrates plays off of Thrasymachus’ shepherd

Coumoundouros––Plato’s View of Tyranny

146

speech, where citizens were likened to sheep, and he likens tyrants not to shepherds or
their masters, but to wolves who kill and eat the sheep to satisfy their hunger.183
Moreover, this portrays tyrants as rulers who do not possess the art of ruling.
Socrates, so far in the discussion of tyranny, has been talking about how a tyranny
comes about from a democracy which is extreme. He spends a lot of time talking about
the pathology of democracy before he gets to tyranny and this seems to be rather
prophetic when we consider the dramatic date of the dialogue. Socrates is presented as
telling the people listening to him that democracies turn into tyrannies and from this
perspective he is prophesying the coming of the Thirty.184 Polemarchus who is present in
the discussion gets killed by the Thirty and is accused of being an oligarch.185 Socrates
has tyranny result causally from democracy while he is talking to some rich people who
live in a democracy. Plato writes the dialogue after the Thirty have already come and
gone and uses the character of Socrates to point out some of the problems of democracy
to his own audience.
In the discussion above, Socrates suggests that in extreme democracies some
people inherit, or pursue and acquire wealth (in the regime where everyone is allowed to
pursue what they want) and these people are made a target by opportunists who claim to
support the many who are poor. The rich are blamed for the poor being poor and not as
free as they could be, thus the poor support the potential tyrant who eventually enslaves

183

In the Statesman we get the famous imagery of the art of weaving of wool as analogous to the art of the
statesman. Notice, that the imagery there suggests that the statesman is like a person who weaves sheep
wool well but not like a shepherd who fattens sheep for eating. Thus in Plato, the question of rulers seems
to use frequently the imagery of sheep and what one does with them, and to center around the question of
what a ruler ought to do with citizens in a city.
184
This is what Ruby Blondell (2002) calls “historical irony,” that is, Plato’s exploitation of the reader’s
knowledge of historical events, which have taken place from the perspective of the reader but not from that
of the characters of the dialogue.
185
Cf. Lysias’ Against Eratosthenes.
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everyone. In dealing with the pathology of democracy Socrates has accounted for the
origins of tyranny. He has told us a lot about the demeanor and cunning of the potential
tyrant and the systemic conditions in a democracy that allow for the coming about of
tyranny. Such conditions include the pursuit of extreme freedom with the coimplications
of extreme equality and anarchy, the presence of classes whose pursuits or ideals bring
them into conflict, and the presence of enough people to support the tyrant, i.e. drone
types like him. He has also talked about the transition from protector of the people to
tyrant where he presented us with some of the actions and measures of the potential
tyrant which we are to take as characteristic of potential tyrants. These are:
(1) Exploiting, furthering, and placing oneself in the midst of, political conflict
among other classes to gain political support and serve his interests.
(2) Confiscation of property by unjust and arbitrary means.
(3) Deceit through a rhetoric of persuasion (or propaganda): the persuasion of
people of false accusations against political opponents, appearing as the
champion of the people by appearing to be interested in pursuing their true
interests.
(4) Violence: murder and exile.
(5) Gaining the support of guards and military means in attempts to gain power,
remain in power, and to be able to get away with injustice.
In the above passage, which describes the transition from potential to actual tyrant
(565e3-566d2), Socrates seems to talk about the tyrant and his coming about alone, but it
is the passage where he begins to present some of the essential features of tyranny.
Socrates describes tyranny and what it is like essentially after all––especially in the
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passage where he describes the transition of the popular leader into a tyrant––even
though he seems to talk much about the devolution of democracy. Moreover, it is not
necessary to take these features of tyranny as present only when tyranny comes to be
from democracy but we may regard them as features of tyranny and its origins as such.
Finally, we see that Socrates presents tyranny arising both with considerable popular
support, and with violence against perceived enemies, both of which seem necessary
conditions for its birth. Now let us move to the part of the discussion where Socrates
describes the means by which an actual tyrant rules his city some of which we have
touched upon in this chapter.
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Chapter 5: Tyranny in Power.
Having discussed tyranny’s originating causes, Socrates goes on to give an
account of tyranny in power. In this chapter I consider Plato’s account of tyranny in
power as this continues filling in the general definition of tyranny, which Plato employs
in the Republic. This general definition is that tyranny is the unlimited and unjust rule
exercised by a single person in service of his own perceived benefits or interests. We
remember that Socrates analyzes every regime and analogous individual in three ways:
(1) by providing an account of their origin, (2) by providing an account of what each
regime or individual is like once established or formed, and (3) how each regime or
individual fares in terms of justice and, eventually, happiness, in contrast to the kallipolis
and the just man respectively.
After the consideration of the origins of tyranny Socrates asks Adeimantus
whether they should look into the question of the happiness of the tyrant and of the
tyrannical regime (566d5). But before arguing about this explicitly Socrates describes
the characteristic actions and measures by which the tyrant rules when in power. We
need to know what tyrants and tyrannies do in order to be able to judge such a regime and
type of life. Now let us turn to the long passage in which Socrates describes tyranny in
power. A consideration of this passage will reveal several essential features of tyranny.
Socrates tells Adeimantus and the others that once the tyrant comes to power,
Socrates: To start with, in the early days of his reign (ta›w m¢n pr≈taiw
≤m°raiw te ka‹ xrÒnƒ), won’t he give everyone he meets a smile (prosgelò) and
greet them with a friendly word (éspãzetai), he will not say that he is a tyrant, promise
all sorts of things in private and public, free the people from debt, redistribute the land to
them and to his followers, and pretend to be gracious and gentle to all (pçsin ·le≈w te
ka‹ pròow e‰nai prospoie›tai)?
Adeimatnus: Necessarily (ÉAnãgkh).
Socrates: But once he has dealt with his exiled enemies (¶jv §xyroÁw) by
making peace with some and destroying others, and all is calm on that front, the first
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thing he will do, I imagine, is to be constantly stirring up some war or other, so that the
people will need a leader (pr«ton m¢n pol°mouw tinåw ée‹ kine›, ·nÉ §n xre!&
≤gemÒnow ı d∞mow ¬).
Adeimantus: Very likely (ÉEikÒw ge).
Socrates: And also with the intention that their contribution of money to the war
will impoverish them, they will be forced to concentrate on their daily needs and be less
likely to plot against him (∏tton aÈt“ §pibouleÊvsi)?
Adeimantus: Clearly (D∞lon).
Socrates: And in addition, I suppose, so that if there are some free-thinking
people he suspects of challenging his rule (ÍpopteÊ˙ §leÊyera fronÆmata ¶xontaw
mØ §pitr°cein aÈt“ êrxein), he can find a pretext (metå profãsevw) for leaving
them to the enemy and destroying them? For all these reasons, isn’t it necessary for a
tyrant to be always stirring up war (toÊtvn pãntvn ßneka turãnnƒ ée‹ énãgkh
pÒlemon tarãttein)?
Adeimantus: Necessarily (ÉAnãgkh).
Socrates: Does not doing all these things tend to make him more hateful to the
citizens (épexyãnesyai to›w pol!taiw)?
Adeimantus: How could they not?
Socrates: And don’t some of those who helped establish his tyranny
(sugkatasthsãntvn) and hold positions of power (§n dunãmei ˆntvn), the ones
who are bravest, speak freely (parrhsiãzesyai) to him and each other, criticizing what
is happening (§piplÆttontaw to›w gignom°noiw)?
Adeimantus: Very likely.
Socrates: Then the tyrant will have to do away (Ípejere›n) with all of them if
he is to rule, until he is left with no friend or enemy who is of any benefit at all…He will
have to keep a sharp lookout, then, for anyone who is brave (éndre›ow), magnanimous
(megalÒfrvn), wise (frÒnimow), or rich (ploÊsiow). He is so happy (eÈda!mvn),
that he is forced by these people (énãgkh aÈt“) [by their presence], whether he wants
to or not (e‡te boÊletai e‡te mÆ), to be their enemy and plot against all of them until he
has purged the city (polem!ƒ e‰nai ka‹ §pibouleÊein, ¶vw ín kayÆr˙ tØn pÒlin).
Adeimantus: A fine purge that is.
Socrates: The opposite (purge) of the one doctors perform on our bodies. They
draw off all the worst and leave the best, whereas he does just the opposite!
Adeimantus: Yes, that is what he has to do, it seems, if he is to rule.
Socrates: It is a blessed necessity he is bound by, then (§n makar!& ëra
énãgk˙ d°detai), which requires him (prostãttei aÈt“), either to live with the
many bad people and be hated by them, or not live at all!
Adeimantus: It is.
Socrates: And the more he makes the citizens hate him (épexyãnhtai) by
doing those things, this much more in number and more trustworthy a guard he will need
won’t he?
Adeimantus:How could he not?
Socrates: And who will these trustworthy people be? And from where will he
get them?…Drones again, by the dog! That is what I think you are talking about.
Foreign multifarious ones (jenikoÊw te ka‹ pantodapoÊw)!
Adeimantus: Yes, you seem right.
Socrates: What about the domestic ones (aÈtÒyen)? Wouldn’t he be willing to
deprive the citizens of their slaves, set them free, and make them his guards?…What a
blessed thing this tyrant business is as you say, if these are the sorts of friends and trusted
men he must employ after destroying the former ones!…And these friends and new
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citizens admire and associate with him, whereas the good ones hate and avoid him?
(566d8-568a6).186

The tyrant will appear friendly and gentle to the citizens during the early days of his reign
and when he takes care of his exiled enemies, he will turn to stirring up wars constantly.
Plato reveals that tyranny entails both a persuasive side and a coercive or violent side.
Socrates begins this passage by listing a number of measures the tyrant will employ in his
efforts to secure, consolidate, and preserve political power. These include, but are not
limited to, appearing beneficent, settling things with external enemies (killing them off),
and putting the city on a war footing continually. Clearly the tyrant preserves his power
only so long as he is able to preserve the fiction of his necessity and so long as he is able
to remove enemies.187 Plato also reveals the tyrant’s intense and constant worry with
securing power and with his personal safety. Let us begin our analysis of the above
passage with the tyrant’s efforts to appear friendly and beneficent.

5.1 Appearing Just and Beneficent.
The tyrant, as Socrates describes him generally, both in the passage above, and as
a potential tyrant earlier, is only interested in appearing just and beneficent and he does
all that he can to appear so. The tyrant is not who he appears to be. Socrates refers to
pretension (prospoie›tai) of justice and beneficence following Glaucon and

186

Translation and additions in parenthesis mine. Also notice that the word necessity (énagkh) appears
five times which suggests that tyrants are forced to do certain things.
187
The tyrant’s pursuit or lust for power is present prominently in Plato’s account of tyranny, but this is not
what the tyrant’s final end is. Plato makes it clear that the tyrant’s obsession with acquiring power follows
his overarching pursuit of unnecessary and unlawful desires; in other words, pursuing political power is in
the service of other more powerful desires. I clarify this helpful feature of Plato’s account in response to a
sort of general image of tyrants as being thirsty for power alone as if one could just want to amass power.
Such a conception is problematic since people seem to desire power in order to be able to do what they
think is right or what they want. For a discussion of the tyrant’s desires see chapter 6.
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Adeimantus’ lead from Book II where the unjust person has the appearance or the
reputation for justice. The tyrant rules for his own benefit and not for the interests of the
citizens, and this is an essential feature of an unjust regime, which takes an extreme form
in tyranny. This is also a repetition of the end of ruling entailed in Thrasymachus’
shepherd speech.
Socrates portrays the tyrant attempting to control his own reception in the city by
trying to appear friendly, beneficent, or just in the early days of his reign. Let us consider
how the tyrant may do this and why he needs to do so. In line with the earlier claims
about the means by which a potential tyrant attempts to come to power, the tyrant needs
to appear friendly and beneficent in order, to win support from the people on his way to
power, but also, possibly, eventually to secure and preserve his political power with such
support. From the beginning of his discussion of tyranny in power Socrates emphasizes
not only the tyrant’s concern with preserving and securing power, but more specifically,
the constant and intense worry about enemies. Opposition to tyranny comes when the
citizens can notice a considerable disparity between the tyrants’ actions and what they
consider legitimate or appropriate behavior. The tyrant employs measures to prevent the
citizens from noticing such a disparity. Plato suggests that the semblance of justice
allows the tyrant to pursue his ambitions with the support of the citizens.188
In the beginning of the passage Socrates suggests that appearing friendly,
beneficent, and just requires four measures, which may also allow the tyrant to
consolidate or preserve his power: (1) smiling and speaking gently to people in public
view, (2) the tyrant not calling himself a tyrant, (3) promising things in public and in
188

McGlew (1993, 81) points out that “Dike provides the point of intersection between the personal
ambition of the aspiring tyrant and political expectations of his fellow citizens.”
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private, and (4) freeing people from debt and redistributing land and property to them.
With (1), Socrates suggests that the tyrant comports himself in his everyday demeanor
and dealings with people in ways that make him seem friendly and liked. This may bring
to mind a tyrant holding a baby in public, an image very common in modern times. The
point is that the tyrant puts up a façade when dealing with people in public. Such a
measure is a sort of performative rather than a verbal argument towards the conclusion
that the tyrant is beneficent and friendly.
The fact that the tyrant avoids calling himself “tyrant,” amounts to the measure
that the tyrant has to pass himself as someone else, such as the champion or protector of
the people. He does not want to attach negative connotations to what he does, and avoids
the name “tyrant” since it carries such connotations.189 The idea that the tyrant avoids
calling himself “tyrant” and tries to give himself other titles or names is part of the
rhetorical strategy to pass his regime and himself as good, just, and beneficent. This is
the case with (1) also since being friendly to people may get them to think of someone as
being good. Furthermore, the fact that the tyrant avoids calling himself “tyrant” while
adopting other personas suggests that some rulers in Plato’s time were called “tyrants” by
critics. Plato makes the politically relevant distinction, between what one calls himself
and what others, primarily his critics, may call him or his regime. This distinction
suggests that, for Plato, tyrants were aware of rhetorical strategies or propaganda and that
they used these in efforts to support and guarantee their rule or authority.190 Socrates

189

We see that Socrates assumes that the name “tyrant” carries negative connotations which suggests that
this is an assumption shared by his interlocutors and by Plato’s readers. Plato seeks to turn this
connotations into a more explicit negative view of tyranny. For the term having negative connotations,
especially in Athens, see the discussion of the usage of the term “tyranny” in chapter 1.
190
For a list of such rulers and for the suggestion that they came to power by being demagogues, not
through some other way, see Aristotle’s Politics 1310b30 ff.
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continues the theme that has the tyrant employ some sort of propaganda or rhetoric to
persuade the citizens to support him.191
Making promises in public and in private is also part of the tyrant’s propaganda or
rhetoric which aims at making him appear beneficent and friendly. He tells people what
they want to hear and wins their support with promises. The tyrant may hardly intend to
keep his promises, or only insofar as this will serve his pursuit of power.
The tyrant also cancels debts and redistributes some of the land, to appear as if he
is really interested in furthering the interests of all people.192 This shows that the tyrant
employs a measure which appeals to such economic concerns of the people that affect
their lives in direct and immediate ways.193 The cancellation of debts and the
191

We have some evidence that historical tyrants prior to Plato tried to adopt other personas which included
names with positive connotations. Aristagoras of Miletus identified himself specifically as general
(strathgÒw) instead of a tyrant during a revolt against the Persians (see Herodotus’ Histories 5.30 ff).
Gelon of Syracuse, the first of the Deinomenid tyrants, after launching a victorious campaign against
Carthage, offered to quit his tyranny but the Syracusans proclaimed him “benefactor, savior, and king
(eÈerg°thw, svtÆr, basileÊw, Diodorus Siculus, Library 11.26.5-6). McGlew points out that that
Gelon was a tyrant who presented himself as a servant to the citizens of Syracuse by offering to quit his
tyranny and who was regarded a king by them in the end (137-138). Hieron, Gelon’s brother appeared as
the liberator of other cities which were oppressed by a tyrant and which he allowed to establish
democracies in Sicily (Diodorus Siculus, Library 11.53.4 ff.). Several other tyrants tried to associate
themselves with founders of cities to appear as non-tyrants. Cypselus of Corinth sought to present his sons
as founders (ofikista!) and solicited the support of the temple of Delphi to do it. (I get this from McGlew’s
references to Nicolaus of Damascus and Ephorus 1993, 174. See pages 157-173 on founders as mythical,
legendary, and on their significance in Greek politics). Peisistratus sent his bastard son Hegesitratus to
Sigeum as a founder (Athenaion Politeia, 5.94). McGlew points out helpfully that the Cypselids and
Peisitratids revived the founder paradigm to subvert it and make it part of an ideology that served their
interests (178). Hippocratus of Gela named himself ofikistÆw of Camarina which he repopulated
(Thuchydides 6.5.3). The Deinomenid tyrants followed Hippocratus’ lead (Herodotus 7.156, Diodorus
Siculus 11.38.5). Hieron followed his brother Gelon’s lead in cultivating power and honor due to a founder
in founding Aetna and where he was buried as a civic hero (Diodorus Siculus, 11.64.4). “Foundation
legends and the founder’s cult present and support images of autonomy: the autonomy of a new city’s
territory and its collective activities and political functions. Yet the political language was easily
manipulated. It possessed a distinct attraction for both cities and individual rulers, and it served both as a
tool of political subjugation and as an image of autonomy” (McGlew, 179).
192
One of the tyrants who redistributed limited pieces of land to the commoners to win their support in
Athens was Peisistratus. Of course tyrants may only promise to cancel debts and redistribute the land to
win popular support.
193
We could even understand communist ideology in this terms, insofar as it leads to tyranny, since it often
entails either the promise of the economic improvement of the citizens lives, or partial and temporary
concrete steps which seem directed at achieving it.
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redistribution of land amounts to providing some means for livelihood and to seeming
efforts to fight poverty.
We know that one of the measures Solon employed during his arbitration among
the rich and the poor in Athens affairs was to cancel debts––the seisachtheia––but he
avoided redistributing any land.194 This had the effect that it prevented people from
becoming slaves due to being in debt, but it did not begin to alleviate poverty, which was
partly due to the few rich people possessing most of the land and exploiting this position.
Solon wanted to maintain the division of the citizen body into economic groups with
different political privileges since he did not think that erasing them would alleviate
poverty.195 The fact that the tyrant employs both of these measures suggests that the
tyrant pursues appearing interested in alleviating poverty and in allowing people to
remain free (where there were laws that forced them into slavery when in debt). In the
meantime such measures also allow him to attack the rich effectively by taking away the
means by which they can remain wealthy and a threat to him.196
The tyrant tries to appear interested in improving the citizens’ standard of living
in immediate ways and thus to persuade the people that he is their friend and champion
indeed. We can gather that making promises, canceling debts, and redistributing some of
the land entail several advantages for the tyrant. Benefits to citizens, such as canceling
debts and redistributing some land have the advantage of being concrete from the tyrant’s
perspective; they are something that the tyrant can show as concrete evidence for his

194

For an interesting account of Solon’s arbitration and introduction of legal system see Plutarch’s
biographical account of him as well as Diodorus Siculus’ Library 9.
195
I take this point from McGlew (99). See also Athenaion Politeia 7.3.4 and Plutarch’s Solon 18 1-2.
196
The tyrant does not redistribute all the land he confiscates from the rich to others but only insofar as
distributing land serves his efforts to appear just, friendly, and beneficent.
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intentions as a just benefactor of the city.197 Moreover, the tyrant can claim that he is
truthful by fulfilling some promises, if he promises to redistribute land and cancel debts.
A further advantage from the tyrant’s perspective is that doing such things allows him to
conceal his overall intentions, since this persuades the citizens who benefit in these shortterm ways that the tyrant intends to be beneficent in the long-run. In more contemporary
terms we may think of the tyrant as providing such means of livelihood as creating jobs
for those who do not have them.
The tyrant may hope that the few concrete benefits that he provides––these
amount to another performative argument––will push the people to support him and to
like him. This will be due to committing the informal fallacy of hasty generalization by
generalizing about the benefits the tyrant bestows. He may hope that they will take into
consideration the few concrete and immediate benefits and conclude that all the things
the tyrant intends to do will be like these benefits. The tyrant hopes that the citizens will
take a few good actions (or seemingly good actions) and conclude that he is a good
person or that his regime is a good regime. This is also part of the tyrant’s rhetoric or
propaganda.
By employing such rhetoric or propaganda to instill the belief in citizens that he is
a good leader for them, the tyrant also intends to persuade people of his authority or
legitimacy to rule. During the early reign of the tyrant, measures 1-4 are part of the
tyrant’s propaganda which is in the service of securing power. Plato seems careful in his
choice of types of measures he talks about. Canceling debts, redistributing the land or
property, conferring other such immediate benefits to people, and smiling and greeting
197

I call these short-term benefits since the tyrant will do other things to the city and its citizens, which will
be long-term harms, such as take them to wars and impoverish them.
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people in friendly ways are deeds rather than words. Making promises and calling
himself other names than “tyrant,” are measures which employ words. This suggests that
the tyrant’s rhetoric or propaganda has both a performative aspect and a verbal one. The
tyrant employs both performative arguments and verbal arguments in his efforts to appear
beneficent and this suggests the possibility of the employment of a rather complex
rhetoric or propaganda beyond just measures 1-4.198 We know from the discussion of the
kallipolis and from other dialogues that Plato is quite aware that both images and words
can be persuasive. Plato’s account of tyranny’s employment of rhetoric in these ways
seems to be quite relevant where tyrants employ both images or performative arguments,
and words or verbal arguments, to instill certain beliefs in citizens.199
Performative arguments often need some verbal support to contextualize them and
thus to push the audience to draw a certain conclusion. For example, the tyrant may call
attention to the fact that he cancels debts in such a way that the action would seem to
speak on its own regarding his character as a ruler. At other times the context is already
present and certain actions make the audience reach a desired conclusion. For example,
if people in a city are quite poor and the tyrant redistributes land to some of them, it
seems possible that they may conclude easily and implicitly that the tyrant is a good

198

By a “performative argument” I mean a deed or set of deeds in such a context which pushes the viewer
to draw a particular conclusion.
199
The author of the Peripatetic Athenaion Politeia tells a story about Peisistratus and a farmer, who does
not recognize the tyrant, and who complains to him that the tyrant’s taxes are too high (16.2 ff.).
Peisistratus goes on to make the farmer exempt from all taxes. J.J. Mulhern (2004), points out correctly
that “the farmer’s parrhs!a (free-speech or candor) was pleasing to Peisistratus, since it showed him that
his method of preserving his tyranny was working in this case at least and that he had nothing to fear from
the farmer” (325-326). Mulhern’s point is that the tyrant does not have to rule by fear and force since his
pretense of beneficence is working. I would like to add that, among other things (e.g. that by being exempt
from taxes the farmer keeps working the field and is away from the requisite leisure to engage in politics),
making him exempt from taxes also amounts to a performative argument for the tyrant’s goodness. See
Herodotus’ account of Peisistratus in addition for further actions as performative arguments for his
goodness.
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ruler.200 A historical incident that points to this is Peisistratus’ request for bodyguards.
We know that the tyrant Peisistratus wounded himself and requested a bodyguard of
club-bearers.201 The significance of this incident is that his bodyguards carried clubs,
weapons used for punishing injustice without necessarily killing, not spears or swords
which would punish by death. Moreover, the club was the weapon of Heracles who was
closely associated with the Athenian’s self-perception as just (Heracles was extremely
liked and favored by the goddess Athena).202 Thus, by having his bodyguards carry the
club, Peisistratus associated himself with Heracles’ justice, honor, and benevolence, and
this amounted to a performative argument providing him with a persona different from
that of a tyrant.203
When Socrates tells us that the tyrant will appear friendly and beneficent in the
early days of his reign this suggests that he will not appear so later on. Here we may ask
three questions: (1) When will the tyrant cease to appear friendly and beneficent? (2)
Why will the tyrant cease to appear so? (3) Is this something the tyrant does by his own
choice or something necessitated by his being a tyrant?
Socrates implies that during the early period of his reign, the tyrant is not
confident that his power is secure and thus attempts to appear friendly and beneficent by
employing measures 1-4 above. The phrase Socrates uses to designate the early period of
the tyrant’s reign, “during the first days and time,” (ta›w m¢n pr≈taiw ≤m°raiw te ka‹
200

The relation of verbal to performative arguments merits much more analysis.
Herodotus Histories 1.59.
202
See Gorgias 484b where Plato has Callicles quote Pindar saying that the deeds of Heracles show how
law makes violence just. This is part of Callicles’ argument to show that it is natural that justice is for the
stronger and better person to get their advantage. Callicles in effect uses Heracles’ deeds which were
highly regarded in Athens and connected to the issue of justice to argue for tyranny as just. See also,
Lysias’ Olympic Oration where he assigns the founding to the Olympic games to Heracles who crushed
tyrants (2). Lysias associates Heracles heroic status and justice with opposition to tyranny.
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See McGlew (1993,74) and, Boardman J. (1989, 158-159) who has an interesting discussion of the club
bearers as symbols and as ideological support for Peisistratus.
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xrÒnƒ, 566d8) is rather ambiguous so we cannot be sure exactly what these early days
amount to in temporal terms. How many these early days will be seems to depend on
other conditions. It seems that as long as the tyrant thinks that his power is not so secure,
and that securing such power requires the support of the citizens, he will have to employ
some measures to appear just and beneficent. Thus, for some tyrannies the “early days”
will be more and for others they will be less, depending on whether the tyrant thinks he
has secured power or not. The ambiguity of the phrase also allows us to think of
tyrannies that never get beyond “the early days” of trying to put up an appearance of
beneficence, as long as tyrants think that their power is not secure and that this requires
the support of the citizens.
Socrates does go on to mention that when the tyrant takes care of the threat of
enemies in exile, either by killing them or by making peace with them, he will turn to war
(566d6-8), but it is still not clear that once this happens his efforts to appear beneficent
will cease. One of the reasons the tyrant goes to war so that he can eliminate enemies
from within the city (567a5-8), thus it is not clear that he thinks his power is so secure so
as to give up his efforts to appear beneficent.
But, Socrates does point out that eventually the tyrant will be hated and will be
unable to appear beneficent even if he tries. Taking the city to wars which will
impoverish the citizens and which allow the tyrant to exterminate enemies will cause the
citizens to hate him (567a1-11). The citizens come to dislike the tyranny eventually since
it has to become so unjust that its injustice cannot be concealed. Of course, as Plato
discussion reveals later on (Book IX) what ultimately necessitates the regime’s degree of
injustice which wins the tyrant many enemies is the tyrant’s state of soul. His soul has
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unnecessary and lawless desires, which cannot be restrained for too long and which push
the tyrant to perform unjust actions. Thus the tyrant’s psychology will necessitate such
degrees of violence and injustice which will make the tyrant hated and unable to appear
beneficent.
It seems that Socrates would deny the claim that the most unjust person, the
tyrant, can have the reputation for justice, at least for too long. Only the tyrants who are
not full-fledged tyrants may be able to appear beneficent for some time since they are not
fully unjust.204 The point is that there is such tension between being most unjust and
having the reputation for justice (concealing injustice) that one cannot have both of these
for too long. Of course, Socrates does not deny that tyrants may appear beneficent, but
only that they will not appear so for too long.
Historically, we know that some tyrannies lasted longer than one generation and
that the tyrants of the second and third generations ruled much more harshly than the first
generation. Such tyrannies include the Cypselids of Corinth, the Orthagorids of Sicyon,
and the Peisistratids in Athens.205 It seems that the tyrants of later generations were
forced to rule more harshly since they were no longer able to persuade their citizens that
they were not tyrants by hiding the gap between their personas and their actions. Plato
himself tells us in the Seventh Letter that Dionysius II ruled much more harshly than his
father and that this brought about increasingly more enemies for him (348a-349b).
204

Notice that often, when Plato mentions full or extreme injustice in the Republic (344aff.) and Gorgias
(466d ff.) it accompanied by examples of extreme violence, such as killing whomever one wishes,
kidnapping, and exiling.
205
For a discussion of this feature in ancient tyrannies see McGlew (1993, 133). For evidence that later
generations of tyrants ruled more harshly than earlier ones cf. Aristotle’s Politics 1312b21-25 on Periander
of Corinth, Hippias, Thrasydaeus (son of Theron), and Dionysius II. Nicolaus Damascenus in Jacoby. F.
ed. (1923-58) Fragmente der Griechsische Historiker, Leiden, 90 F 58.1 on Periander’s cruelty.
Herodotus’ Histories 5.62.2-3, Thucydides’ Peloponnesian War 6.53.3, 6.59.2, and Athenaion Politeia 19.1
on Hippias. Diodorus Siculus’ Library 11.53.2 on Thrasydaeus. Diodorus Siculus 11.67.3-5 on the
increasing harshness of the Deinomenid tyrants after Gelon.
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Here, we find evidence which permits us to answer a challenge posed to Plato by
Aristotle. He complains that Plato portrays tyranny only in the form of an unjust and
openly violent regime when this is only one of the forms a tyranny may take. Our
response has to be that Plato does allow for both forms of tyranny that Aristotle has in his
Politics.206 Plato allows for a type of tyranny which tries to hide its injustice and violence
and which tries to put up the appearance of a good and just regime. This is the case,
since his account begins with tyranny as a regime with a ruler who tries to appear
beneficent and to hide the regime’s injustice and violence and who is successful at doing
so. But, tyrannies can take the form of appearing beneficent only for a while, and that
despite the tyrant’s possible efforts to hide his injustice and violence, these eventually
becomes obvious and the tyranny becomes apparently violent and unjust. A tyranny that
is openly unjust and violent can only attempt to preserve itself by fear, force, and
coercion which cannot be very effective measures for long.207 Tyranny seems bound to
be short-lived even with quite favorable conditions, which may allow it to exist for longer
than a single generation.208
Socrates’ suggestion that appearing beneficent cannot last for too long as soon as
the tyrant becomes disliked points to the several other measures tyrannies employ to
consolidate power and to serve his interests. These may cause the eventual inability of
206

For Aristotle’s distinction between these two types of tyranny see Politics V 11. For a discussion
pointing to Plato’s awareness of the two possible forms of tyranny see my chapter 2.
207
This seems to be closer to how Thrasymachus thinks of tyranny. Glaucon and Adeimantus on the other
hand demand the most unjust person to have the reputation for justice and this entails having a tyrant (like
Gyges’ ancestor) who persuades people that he is just. The ways Thrasymachus, one the one hand, and
Glaucon and Adeimantus on the other, speak of injustice, entail the two possible forms of tyranny already.
208
Such favorable conditions may include, among others, partisan rivalries which allow the tyrant to take
over, economic conditions which do not allow citizens to pursue politics and oppose the tyrant thus
allowing him to be a bit mild in ruling. Mulhern (2004) points out that Peisitratus might have been a tyrant
with a manner of ruling that did not need to disturb democratic elements of the city too much to remain in
power (326, n. 20). The suggestion is that in addition to his intelligence as a tyrant he faced some favorable
conditions he exploited in his favor.
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the tyrant to appear beneficent insofar as they are such measures that harm the citizens
and reveal his injustice. Socrates seems quite aware of the question concerning the
preservation of regimes and its complexity, since he presents us with several of the
measures the tyrant employs to do so. Now let us turn to the further means by which a
tyrant tries to consolidate or preserve his power and serve his interests.

5.2 Going to War.
Socrates claims that when the tyrant is able to rid himself of his external enemies
then he will go to war constantly:
Socrates: But once he has dealt with his external enemies (¶jv §xyroÁw) by
making peace with some and destroying others, and all is calm on that front, the first
thing he will do, I imagine, is to be constantly stirring up some war or other, so that the
people will need a leader (pr«ton m¢n pol°mouw tinåw ée‹ kine›, ·nÉ §n xre!&
≤gemÒnow ı d∞mow ¬).
Adeimantus: Very likely (ÉEikÒw ge).
Socrates: And also with the intention that their contribution of money to the war
will impoverish them, they will be forced to concentrate on their daily needs and be less
likely to plot against him (∏tton aÈt“ §pibouleÊvsi)?
Adeimantus: Clearly (D∞lon).
Socrates: And in addition, I suppose, so that if there are some free-thinking
people he suspects of challenging his rule (ÍpopteÊ˙ §leÊyera fronÆmata ¶xontaw
mØ §pitr°cein aÈt“ êrxein), he can find a pretext (metå profãsevw) for leaving
them to the enemy and destroying them? For all these reasons, isn’t it necessary for a
tyrant to be always stirring up war (toÊtvn pãntvn ßneka turãnnƒ ée‹ énãgkh
pÒlemon tarãttein)?
Adeimantus: Necessarily (ÉAnãgkh) (566e5-567a9).209

The tyrant takes the city to war to persuade the citizens that they need him as a leader, to
impoverish and distract them from politics, and to find a pretext to destroy internal
enemies. Socrates indicates that the tyrant has to direct his attention to both internal and
external factors in his efforts to secure and preserve his power. He also makes dealing
with exiled enemies seem like a priority for the tyrant. The internal factors we mentioned
209

The reference to “external enemies” (¶jv §xyroÁw) suggests that tyrannies have to face both enemies
in exile but also other cities.
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so far are appearing beneficent to the citizens, and eliminating possible internal enemies.
The external factor is to either make peace with or destroy external enemies, which may
be both enemies in exile or foreign cities (often working together).210
While Socrates suggests that there may be a transition, from dealing with exiled
or foreign enemies, to going to war in order to persuade the citizens that they need the
tyrant as their leader and to distract them from politics, we should not read this as being
necessary. Moreover we should not suppose that the tyrant has to deal with the external
enemies first, before he can stir up wars for these other reasons. Socrates uses tentative
language when he claims that the tyrant will turn to wars whenever he is done with
dealing with external enemies.211 Reading the transition from dealing with external
enemies to stirring up wars in this tentative manner allows Plato the possibility that
tyrants may use both of these strategies in succession, or together, or in a different
temporal order. The point relevant to making the description of tyranny accurate here is
that tyrannies do employ both of these measures.
Socrates tells us that the tyrant will necessarily have to turn to some war or other
constantly (pol°mouw tinåw ée‹ kine› 566e8, and, ée‹ énãgkh pÒlemon tarãttein,
567a8), to preserve power and serve his interests. This seems to suggest that going to
wars is something the tyrants cannot refrain from doing, that it is a practical necessity.
But why is this the case? As we will see, Plato attributes a practical necessity to tyranny
and the tyrant and this ultimately follows from psychological factors; the tyrant has to
210

Of historical tyrants who had enemies in exile we know of Plato’s friend Dion who was exiled by
Dionysius II and who returned to overthrow him.
211
He uses the subjunctive a number of times and he tells Adeimantus that he supposes (o‰mai, 566e6) that
this is what the tyrant does. Another indication that Plato does not intend to claim that this is a necessary
transition is that Adeimantus responds with EfikÒw ge (566e10) which indicates that he takes Socrates’
claim that the tyrant moves to stirring war after he has taken care of external enemies as nothing but
tentative.
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necessarily perform certain deeds and to adopt certain measures given his pleonexic
desires and his aims.212 Nevertheless, Plato begins to attribute this practical necessity to
tyranny here. Going to war is a measure the tyrant employs to preserve or consolidate his
power, and to serve his interests. War serves the functions of persuading citizens that
they need the tyrant as their leader, of distracting them from politics internal to the city
by keeping them poor and concentrated on their everyday needs, and of eliminating
citizens the tyrant perceives as enemies.
Leading the city to wars may persuade citizens that they need the tyrant as their
leader, since in war people are threatened more immediately than by other problems, and
solutions are required more immediately than in the case of other problems. Moreover,
the tyrant’s efforts to secure and preserve his power by appearing beneficent may include
destroying or coming to peace with existing enemies. Thus, trying to appear as a leading
figure necessary to the city through war could be part of the tyrant’s efforts to appear
beneficent, but this need not be the case.213 Furthermore, as long as the tyrant can instill
the belief that there are external enemies about to destroy the city, that they are an
immediate threat, it is also unlikely that the citizens would desire to plot against him.
Keeping the citizens poor by taking the city to war and making them contribute to
it, seems directed at making them concentrate on their immediate, everyday, and private
needs. This keeps them distracted, out of public or political affairs, and less likely to plot
against the tyrant’s life. As long as the citizens are poor, perceive the immediate threat of
an external enemy, and think that the tyrant is their savior, they will be less concerned
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I discuss the tyrants desires and the necessity that follows from them much more thoroughly in the next
chapter.
213
Gelon of Syracuse offered to give up his tyranny after coming back from a successful campaign against
Carthage but the citizens of Syracuse demanded that he remain their leader.
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with the issue of ruling in particular. Moreover, making the citizens contribute
financially to the war also seems to fill up the tyrant’s treasury.
The tyrant cannot have the citizens be too poor, or thinking that the cause of their
poverty is himself, since this may direct their attention away from their own economic
affairs and towards the tyrant and his management of the city’s economy. Socrates
already told us that tyrants cancel debts and redistribute land, which may make it seem
that the tyrant allows the citizens the means to get out of poverty. But while this may be
the case taking them to war has the contrary effect which they may not notice due to the
tyrant’s earlier “efforts” to alleviate poverty. Nevertheless, Socrates insists that taking
the city to war and impoverishing them eventually causes the tyrant to be hated.
The third reason the tyrant goes to war is so that he can have a pretext to eliminate
further opposition from within the city. He removes people whom he “suspects to be
thinking freely and to be challenging his rule” (ÍpopteÊ˙ §leÊyera fronÆmata
¶xontaw mØ §pitr°cein aÈt“ êrxein, 567a5-6) by sending them to war, and this may
coerce potential opposition to obey him and not resist. But, while making others an
example makes the tyrant feared it also makes him hated and opposition is not eliminated
completely.
War is a necessary aspect of tyranny, and the three reasons the tyrant leads the
city to war have as their goal to preserve power and serve the interests of the tyrant. But,
as Socrates shows, taking the city to war also necessarily entails the eventual birth of
much hatred and opposition for the tyrant. Thus, while it is necessary for the tyrant to go
to war to preserve his power and serve his interests, it is also necessary that going to war
will be an eventual cause of his undoing.
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5.3 Suspicion and Elimination of Citizens as Enemies, the Need for Bodyguards, and
Lack of Friends.
We already saw that the tyrant tries to remove both enemies in exile and domestic
enemies. Plato tells us quite a bit about the tyrant’s suspicions and behavior towards
other citizens whom he perceives as threats. Another necessary and essential feature of
tyranny is that the tyrant cannot trust anyone and, thus, he is plagued with the constant
worry of enemies. The tyrant is constantly suspicious of those who think freely as
plotting against him (ÍpopteÊ˙ §leÊyera fronÆmata ¶xontaw mØ §pitr°cein
aÈt“ êrxein) and finds pretexts (metå profãsevw) to get rid of them by taking the
city to war (567a5-8). After the discussion of war Socrates says:
Socrates: Does not doing all these things [taking the city to war with the above
results, i.e. poverty and killing of citizens] tend to make him more hateful to the citizens
(épexyãnesyai to›w pol!taiw)?
Adeimantus: How could they not?
Socrates: And don’t some of those who helped establish his tyranny
(sugkatasthsãntvn) and hold positions of power (§n dunãmei ˆntvn), the ones
who are bravest, speak freely (parrhsiãzesyai) to him and each other, criticizing what
is happening (§piplÆttontaw to›w gignom°noiw)?
Adeimantus: Very likely.
Socrates: Then the tyrant will have to do away (Ípejere›n) with all of them if
he is to rule, until he is left with no friend or enemy who is of any benefit at all…He will
have to keep a sharp lookout, then, for anyone who is brave (éndre›ow), magnanimous
(megalÒfrvn), wise (frÒnimow), or rich (ploÊsiow). He is so happy (eÈda!mvn),
that he is forced by these people (énãgkh aÈt“) [by their presence], whether he wants
to or not (e‡te boÊletai e‡te mÆ), to be their enemy and plot against all of them until he
has purged the city (polem!ƒ e‰nai ka‹ §pibouleÊein, ¶vw ín kayÆr˙ tØn pÒlin).
Adeimantus: A fine purge that is.
Socrates: The opposite (purge) of the one doctors perform on our bodies. They
draw off all the worst and leave the best, whereas he does just the opposite!
Adeimantus: Yes, that is what he has to do, it seems, if he is to rule.
Socrates: It is a blessed necessity he is bound by, then (§n makar!& ëra énãgk˙
d°detai), which requires him (prostãttei aÈt“), either to live with the many bad
people and be hated by them, or not live at all! (567a10-d3).214

Tyrants do not want to allow much freedom of thought (§leÊyera fronÆmata) or free
speech (parrhs!a) since these may potentially give rise to ideas that will bring the
214
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downfall of the tyrant.215 We saw that the tyrant, while at war removes enemies with
ideas that he perceives as contrary to his own. In this passage Socrates adds that tyrants
even turn on those who helped establish their tyranny if they tend to speak their minds
too freely. The feature of trying to control free thought and free speech is peculiarly
close to the censorship and banishing of the poets required in the kallipolis, but Socrates
makes getting rid of enemies by false pretext take place while the tyrannical city is at
war.
The tyrant does not allow for much free speech or thought since he perceives
these as threatening to his rule and this suggests that he desires complete control of his
citizens to such a great extent, which includes their speech and even their thought. This
is reminiscent of the kallipolis, such regimes as Hitler’s or Stalin’s, or the fictional
regimes from Orwell’s 1984 and Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World. The tyrant’s
attempts to forbid free speech in particular, imply that many people will be afraid to tell
the tyrant what they think of him and will be forced to flatter him. Socrates suggests later
(575e3-5) that having flatterers is a necessary and problematic characteristic of being a
tyrant. Moreover, flattery suggests further that the tyrant is after honor and recognition.
This seems the case for Socrates since he portrays flattery as a necessary and problematic
feature that comes with being tyrant. For flattery to be a problematic feature of tyranny,
we have to presuppose, like I think Socrates does, that the tyrant is after recognition of
his worth, happiness, or authority as a ruler and that he does not get it.216 Thus, the bad
people who will surround the tyrant will not only be potential enemies who may harm
215

On the important of parrhesia in Athenian democracy and on Plato’s adoption of it see Monoson (2000)
esp. chapter 6.
216
Dionysius I held two weddings on the same day as an exhibition of his happiness. McGlew suggests
that “The happiness of the tyrant is, therefore, the happiness that looks for, and is commpunded by, a large
number of admirers…” (1993, 31).
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him physically but also people who will flatter him instead of giving him the recognition
he desires.217
Socrates also tells us that the tyrant is bound to have critics, some of which will
criticize him openly and that these will be people with positions of some power. This
suggests that the tyrant’s propaganda or ways to persuade the citizens that they need him
will not go unnoticed. Moreover, his policies with the goal of keeping him in power will
not go on without criticism. The tyrant will have to do away with such critics and with
anyone who is “brave (éndre›ow), magnanimous (megalÒfrvn), wise (frÒnimow), or
rich (ploÊsiow),” since such people may be threats to his rule (567b10-c1); the tyrant
has to be afraid of tyrannicide. Getting rid of all such people will mean that he gets rid of
all people of true worth in the city.
Plato seems to make the same point as a story we know from Herodotus and
Aristotle. Herodotus (5.92.2) and Aristotle (Politics 1284a26-33) both refer to the story
of Periander and Thrasybulus where a servant was sent to one (Herodotus has Periander
ask for advice by sending a messenger to Thrasybulus, and Aristotle has the story in
reverse) to offer advice on ruling for the other. Thrasybulus (or Periander in Aristotle’s
rendition of the story) took the messenger to a corn-field where he cut off the tallest and
healthiest ears of corn ruining the crop. The messenger returned and told Periander what
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Plato suggests that there is a strong relation between rhetoric, flattery, and tyranny both in the Republic
and in the Gorgias. See 463a ff. where Socrates points out that rhetoric is a sort of flattery which is
directed to the production of pleasure. This suggests that at least some of the flatterers next to tyrants
(actual or potential) will be rhetoricians or sophists, like Thraysmachus, Polus, and Callicles.
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he had seen and Periander understood that he should get rid of all the citizens
“outstanding in influence or ability.”218
Socrates’ list of classes of people, whom the tyrant has to fear and remove, due to
some quality they possess, seems exhaustive. Brave people would be dangerous to the
tyrant because they may try to take over; they would be the ones least afraid to plot
against him. The magnanimous would be dangerous since they would be the ones that
desire to be beneficent to the rest of the citizens contrary to what the tyrant does with
them, i.e. use them as means for his own benefit. The magnanimous could act against the
tyrant themselves, if they are brave, or they may get others to act. The wise would be a
threat to the tyrant, presumably, because they would see through the tyrant’s pretended
care for the city and oppose him. Finally, the rich would be dangerous since they could
finance plots against the tyrant, and as we have seen the tyrant tries to eliminate the rich
from the beginning.
Socrates tells us that either the tyrant gets rid of all people of true worth or he
risks his death; everyone is potentially a tyrannicide in the tyrant’s mind. Thus, in order
to survive he will have to surround himself with worthless people. This is not to say that
the city will be full of base people, since many people may conceal traits they have which
the tyrant may perceive as dangerous to himself. Nevertheless, Socrates’ point seems to
be that the people who will be close enough to the tyrant to influence his life are very
likely to be base. “It is a blessed necessity he is bound by, then (§n makar!& ëra
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Histories 5.92.g. Aristotle points out that Thrasybulus, in his version of the story gathered that he
should get rid of the outstanding men of the city (de› toÁw Íper°xontaw êndraw énaire›n). On Plato‘s
thinking of Periander as a tyrant see Theages 124e.
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énãgk˙ d°detai), which requires him (prostãttei aÈt“), either to live with the
many base people (faÊlvn) and be hated by them, or not live at all!” (567d1-3).
Socrates tells us, ironically, that the tyrant’s life is so blessed that he is forced to
either live with wicked people who will hate him or not to live at all. Socrates suggests,
once again, that the tyrant is bound by necessity, like he was in terms of going to war.
Notice once again the emphasis on necessity (énãgkh) to which the tyrant is bound.
Socrates uses the term prostãttei which literally means “to give orders,” thus Socrates
portrays the tyrant as someone who is bound by a necessity which orders him around,
when we would suppose that his political power allows him to be the one giving out all
the orders. The tyrant
is so happy (eÈda!mvn), that he is forced by these people (énãgkh aÈt“) [by the
presence of the brave etc.], whether he wants to or not (e‡te boÊletai e‡te mÆ), to be
their enemy and plot against all of them until he has purged the city (polem!ƒ e‰nai ka‹
§pibouleÊein, ¶vw ín kayÆr˙ tØn pÒlin) (567c1-3).

His fear and suspicion of potential enemies necessitate the elimination of anyone of true
worth and this, in turn necessitates that the tyrant is surrounded by base people who hate
him. The implication is that the tyrant may have life, but the absence of good people in
such a life cannot make his life good, beneficial, or happy. Socrates implies that the
tyrant cannot combine life and true benefits or happiness, but if he is to live and rule he is
forced to live a life without true benefits or happiness.
Socrates also points out that the tyrant, in having to purge the city from all good
citizens whom he suspects, is unlike a doctor who purges only the bad and diseased
elements in a body (567c5-7). This disanalogy between the tyrant as a ruler and the
doctor points out that unlike a doctor the tyrant is no expert in ruling since he does what
is to no one’s interest, not even his own. Being surrounded by base citizens is bound to
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harm the tyrant so not only does he not do what is good for the city, but he is unable to do
what is good for himself. Socrates rejects Thrasymachus’ earlier claim in the shepherd
speech (343b1-344c8) that the tyrant may possess the expertise of ruling, which consists
in knowing how to secure what is in the tyrant’s interest alone. The tyrant is not an
expert in ruling like the doctor is in medicine; he is ignorant about the true purpose of
ruling (he is the opposite of the true statesman) and he is thus bound to rule badly or
unjustly.
While we may agree with the ideas that the tyrant is bound to have critics and
enemies, that he has to get rid of them to try to secure his power over the city, and that he
will be left only with bad people to live with if he gets rid of people of true worth, still,
why does Socrates suggests that the bad people he rules will hate him? Does he mean
that all of them will? We may think so, since he says that the tyrant is forced either to
live with bad citizens who will hate him or not to live at all. Could not a good number of
them truly like the tyrant and support him because it would be to their perceived benefit
to do so? Earlier (564a4-7) he pointed out that tyrants come about with the support of
other dronish types. Later on he admits that the tyrant will have some of the wicked
people be his supporters,“these friends and new citizens admire and associate with him,
whereas the good ones hate and avoid him?” (Ka‹ yaumãzousi dÆ, o(toi ofl •ta›roi
aÈtÚn ka‹ sÊneisin ofl n°oi pol›tai, ofl dÉ §pieike›w misoËsi te ka‹ feÊgousi, 568a46). The friends he has in mind are the base people left in the city, freed slaves, and
foreign mercenary bodyguards (freed slaves and foreign mercenaries are also the new
citizens he refers to). Thus, Socrates at 567d1-3 does not claim that the tyrant will have
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no supporters or that he will be hated by all the base citizens he leaves in the city.219 His
point seems to be rather, that the tyrant’s efforts to be rid of potential enemies never end.
Even those who like the tyrant might prefer to be in his place. Moreover, Socrates
emphasizes the fact that the tyrant will always have harsh and dangerous critics, even
though it’s clear that he may have a significant amount of genuine supporters who admire
and associate with him (yaumãzousi ka‹ sÊneisin).
Another necessary and essential feature of tyranny is that the tyrant needs a larger
and stronger guard as time passes by
Socrates: And the more he makes the citizens hate him by doing these things
(épexyãnhtai taËta dr«n), this much more in number and more trustworthy a guard
(pistot°rvn dorufÒrvn) he will need (deÆsetai) won’t he?
Adeimantus:How could he not?
Socrates: And who will these trustworthy (pisto!) people be? And from where
will he get them?…Drones again, by the dog! That is what I think you are talking about.
Foreign multifarious ones (jenikoÊw te ka‹ pantodapoÊw)!
Adeimantus: Yes, you seem right.
Socrates: What about the domestic ones (aÈtÒyen)? Wouldn’t he be willing to
deprive the citizens of their slaves, set them free, and make them his guards?…What a
blessed thing this tyrant business (makãrion turãnnou xr∞ma) is as you say, if these
are the sorts of friends and trusted men (toioÊtoiw f!loiw te ka‹ pisto›w éndrãsi) he
must employ after destroying the former ones!…And these friends and new citizens
admire and associate with him, whereas the good ones hate and avoid him? (567d5568a6).220

The tyrant becomes progressively more hated by the people due to the things he does
(carrying out violent purges, taking the city to wars and impoverishing it) and this will
necessitate (deÆsetai) the requirement for a larger and stronger guard. This guard will
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See 575b-c where Socrates claims that for tyranny to come about a critical mass of tyrannical people is
required.
220
Translations mine. Notice that the word for guards here (dorufÒrvn) is not the same as that for the
guards of the kallipolis (fÊlaj). DorufÒrow literally means spear-bearer and it is the word used to refer
to mercenary guards. Another sense of the term is “satellite”. Also notice the parallel that Socrates draws
later on in the dialogue where he suggests that the tyrannical soul is guarded (dorufore›tai) by mania
(573a8). See also 573e6 and 574d7 on the sorts of pleasures that surround Eros.
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be composed of foreigners and by freed slaves.221 Socrates emphasizes the need for a
strong guard which also suggests that tyrannies have and require the presence of a strong
police or military component. Since the tyrant purges the city from good or prominent
people who may have been loyal to the city’s interests, the tyrant has to have a mercenary
army, which has no emotional attachments to the city’s favor. Socrates’ point seems to
be that the tyrant’s guard will consist of people who aim at their own benefit alone like
the tyrant does––he calls the guards dronish types, and dronish types aim at their own
benefit alone, are after money, and are spendthrift. Since these guards are dronish
Socrates implies that the tyrant will eventually not be able to trust them either especially
when their benefits and his are not aligned. Moreover, his reference to freed slaves
seems to suggest that tyrants tend to lift people from positions of no power to positions of
considerable power.
Socrates points out that being a tyrant is such a “blessed business” (makãrion
xr∞ma) so that ones has dronish types as friends and loyal guards (toioÊtoiw f!loiw te
ka‹ pisto›w éndrãsi) (567e7-568a1). Thus, he seems to emphasize that the tyrants has
no friends, or if he has any these are bad friends whom he cannot really trust. Socrates
presents the tyrant’s companions either as base people, since he purges the city of good or
prominent people, or as people he cannot really trust. Either way, Socrates highlights the
tyrant’s necessary suspicion, fear, and mistrust of the people around him and the constant
possibility that these people may harm him. Thus, while the tyrant may benefit in some
ways from such people, i.e., they keep him in power, he will fail to benefit from them in
substantial ways. First, the tyrant does not seem able to trust his companions and this
221

See 575b1-5 where Socrates points out that if there are not enough tyrannical people in a city they tend
to travel and become mercenary guards of tyrants elsewhere.
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implies that his life is still full of anxiety and fear. Second, while such people may keep
him in power they are the ones very likely to attack and harm him, especially when he
does not serve their interests. Third, Socrates implies that having base people around and
counting on their support, recognition, and friendship do not benefit the tyrant since he
does not get the recognition or friendship he would like, i.e. recognition and friendship
from people equal to him. Finally, we gather, that these three harmful features contribute
to the tyrant’s lack of happiness.
Having discussed the tyrant’s companions thus far, Socrates, in the remainder of
Book VIII, talks about two related issues regarding tyranny in power, namely the relation
between tyrants and poets and the financial resources by which tyrants will be able to
finance their tyrannies. Let us turn to tyranny’s relation to poetry first.

5.4 Tyranny and Poetry: Propaganda and Ideology.
Socrates mentions that “the companions and new citizens” (mercenaries and freed
slaves who become part of his guard, and people who do not care for the city) admire and
associate with tyrants “while the decent people hate and avoid him” (ofl dÉ §pieike›w
misoËsi te ka‹ feÊgousi, 568a4-6). Immediately after this comment there is the
following interesting exchange between Socrates and Adeimantus:
Socrates: It isn’t for nothing, then, that tragedy in general has the reputation of
being wise and that Euripides is thought to be outstandingly so (¥ te tragƒd!a ˜lvw
sofÚn doke› e‰nai ka‹ EÍrip!dhw diaf°rvn §n aÈtª)…because among other things
he said that ‘tyrants are wise who associate with the wise’ (‘sofo‹ tÊrannoi’ efisi ‘t«n
sof«n sunous!&’). And by ‘the wise’ he clearly means the sort of people that we have
seen be the tyrant’s associates (oÂw sÊnestin).
Adeimantus: Yes. And he and the other poets eulogize tyranny as godlike and
say lots of other things about it (…w fisÒyeÒn ge tØn turann!da §gkvmiãzei, ka‹
ßtera pollã, ka‹ o(tow ka‹ ofl êlloi poihta!).
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Socrates: Then, surely, since the tragic poets are wise, they’ll forgive us and
those whose regimes resemble ours, if we don’t admit them into our city, since they
praise tyranny (turann!dow Ímnhtãw).
Adeimantus: I suppose that the more sophisticated (komco!) among them will.
Socrates: And so I suppose that they go around to other cities, draw crowds, hire
people with fine, big, persuasive voices, and draw their regimes to tyranny and
democracy (kalåw fvnåw ka‹ megãlaw ka‹ piyanåw misyvsãmenoi, efiw
turann!daw te ka‹ dhmokrat!aw ßlkousi tåw polite!aw).
Adeimantus: They do indeed.
Socrates: And besides this, they receive wages and honors (misyoÁw
lambãnousi ka‹ tim«ntai), especially––as one might expect––from the tyrants and, in
second place, from the democracies, but the higher they go in ascending scale of regimes,
the more their honor diminishes (mçllon épagoreÊei aÈt«n ≤ timÆ), as if unable to
keep up with them for lack of breath.
Adeimantus: Absolutely (568a8-568d3).222

Socrates suggests a close relation between poetry and tyranny (and democracy), and
continues the theme of the political influence of poetry from the earlier parts of the
dialogue. Having told us that decent people despise tyrants and that tyrants associate
only with base people, Socrates, in effect, attacks poetry in general, and Euripides in
particular, for being unwise. He calls Euripides and the associates of tyrants, particularly
the other poets, “wise” ironically, and he thus expresses the idea that philosophy and
poetry compete as disciplines which may lead to wisdom.223

222

Translation mine.
See also the discussion in the Theages where Socrates quotes the same line from Euripides to suggest
ironically that wisdom is associated with tyranny (125b). There the issue is what do tyrant’s become wise
in when they associate with the wise? Socrates suggests to Theages that being wise in politics cannot
amount to being a tyrant. Theages who wants to be wise agrees that he does not want to be tyrant since
tyrants like Hippias and Periander rule by violence not over voluntary subjects (124e, 126a).
Plato has Callicles quote Euripides in the Gorgias quite extensively (484e, 485 ff.) as support in
an argument that philosophy is unwise and silly business since it does not help one defend against enemies
or acquire a good reputation for being intelligent which is what everyone should pursue. The point in
Callicles’ use of Euripides is that we can use poetry to show that philosophy is unwise and to argue for
which pursuits it is wise to pursue, thus poetry competes with philosophy for wisdom. Socrates quotes
Euripides later on in the dialogue (492e) to argue against Callicles that the people he considers happy are
like dead people who are like jars with holes in them, i.e., nothing can satisfy them. In the First Letter
Plato quotes Euripides and other tragic poets to argue that tyrants are wretched. We may complain that
Plato attacks poetry while at the same time he uses it to further some of his own arguments. But this need
not trouble us so much since Plato’s attack and use of poetry are consistent with his claim that poetry is
problematic. His attack and use are consistent with his claim since he portrays the poets not knowing what
they say, which implies that some of the things they say may happen to be true or good. We can see that
part of the problem Plato has with poetry is that part of its content is problematic, but not all of it since he
uses some of its content to argue for his own positions. Plato seems to think that poets may say wise
223
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Adeimantus adds that the poets praise (§gkvmiãzei) tyranny as “godlike”
(fisÒyeon), or, more accurately, “as equal to something/being divine,” among other
praises.224 Encomia were pieces of poetry, which praised the deeds of individuals or
cities, thus Adeimantus suggests that other kinds of poetry than tragedy approved of
tyranny.225 Socrates also mentions that poets go to cities and put up such a spectacle, by
hiring actors with fine, big, and persuasive voices that they draw or attract regimes
toward tyranny or democracy.226 Presumably, the spectacular presentation of the content
in poetry, which may include praising tyranny or democracy by underlining certain
aspects of them as exceptional, may draw many people to admire these regimes. The
aspect of tyranny they mention here, as one used in poetry, and as one that would attract
the admiration of people is that tyranny is godlike or equal to being a god (fisÒyeÒn).
This amounts to pointing out that tyrants are as powerful as gods so that they can do what
they want.227
Tyrannies, along with democracies, also praise and honor poets as wise. This
suggests not only that the poets praise tyranny and democracy, but that such regimes
require and employ the services of poets. This may be the case since the poets serve the
things, but since they write by inspiration, not by thinking things through they are not themselves wise. See
also the discussion of poetry in Republic X.
224
As I suggested in chapter 1 tragedians often point out the dangers and possible wretchedness of
monarchs (not of tyrants in Plato’s sense explicitly), as well as the perceived benefits of being a ruler. Thus
tragedy both praises and lambasts monarchy. Plato exploits the ambiguity of tragedy’s discussion of
monarchy and criticizes its praise of monarchy as a praise of tyranny.
225
Encomia were songs sung in k«mow, or praising mode, and which were sang during k«moi or
celebrations. Plato refers to the celebrations the tyrant’s life will be full of at 573d2-5. We see that Plato’s
attack on poetry includes genres other than tragic poetry here.
226
Socrates uses the verb ßlkousi to point out that the poets draw regimes towards tyranny or democracy.
This verb also means “to attract” as when one finds something beautiful. Thus poetry seems to present
tyranny and democracy as beautiful by accentuating aspects of it that people my find attractive, like power
and freedom respectively.
227
Remember Thrasymachus praise of extreme injustice or tyranny in Book I where he claimed that it is
stronger, freer and more masteful than justice (344c5-6). This suggests a common praise used both by the
people who admired tyranny and by the poets. See also chapter 1.
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political purpose of justifying tyranny or democracy, of winning honor, recognition, or
admiration for it, and of possibly establishing values conducive to the approval and
preservation of such constitutions.228
The tyrant employed poets to write encomiastic poetry, which was performed in
public occasions or state functions, such as athletic contests and public feasts. A species
of encomiastic poetry were the epinicia, or victory odes, which celebrated the athletic
victories of individuals.229 Many of these celebrated the athletic victories of individual
rulers and especially of tyrants. The tyrants praised in these poems were usually sponsors
of horse teams, not riders or drivers of carriages, and often were not even present at the
games. The poets Pindar and Bacchylides wrote epinicia in praise of 5th century tyrants
of Sicily.230 Epinicia were poems in which the poet attempted to present the victor as
virtuous and his victory and virtue as a gift from the gods. The poets exploited the
widespread popular assumption that virtue was god given, and the poet’s challenge was
to persuade the audience that there was virtue in athletic victory. The poets argued that
since the gods admired and honored the victor with victory and virtue, the audience must
do also. But, such poems did not simply present the tyrant/victor as virtuous; the
community which he ruled was praised as virtuous also, since its ruler was victorious
228

Also note that tyranny honors and praises poetry more than any other regime and that the more just the
regime the less honor the poets receive. This may suggest that the more unjust regimes need poetry more
than just regimes do to help them influence the citizens and to justify and integrate their aims into the
community.
229
When scholars refer to encomia they often mean poems which were performed at drinking parties in
front of small audiences, whereas epinicia were performed in front of larger audiences. Thus, we may
suggest that encomia may refer to praising poetry in general of which epinicia are a species, or to praising
poetry performed at drinking parties in particular.
230
Bacchylides’ odes 3, 4, 5 and Pindar’s Olympian 1, and Pythian 1, 2, and 3 honor Hieron. Pindar wrote
Olympian 2 and 3 for Theron (ruler of Acragas from 489-473). The titles of some of these poems point out
for which games the poet was praising the victor, i.e. Olympic or Pythian games. For further references of
epinicia devoted to tyrants or to their associates see McGlew (1993, 35, esp. n.44). McGlew also has an
excellent discussion of epinicia and their significance for archaic Greek tyrants (see 35-51) to which I am
indebted.
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with the aid of the gods. Such poems served the political function of attempting to
integrate the tyrant and his aspirations, as the victor, into the city which he ruled, and to
win him the recognition he was after. The poets presented the tyrant’s virtue as
permeating the whole community also and thus as a benefactor to the city. Buying into
this argument could make the citizens content with the tyrant as a ruler and supportive of
his aims. Moreover, envying or wishing to overthrow the tyrant would seem foolish for
someone who bought into the argument of the poem since the gods’ gift of victory is at
the same time an approval of the tyrant’s authority to rule the city.231 Thus such poems
were parts of the tyrant’s efforts to preserve his power over the city and to serve his own
interests.
At this point we may consider a possible challenge posed to Plato’s account of
tyranny, namely, that he does not seem to tell us whether the tyrant places his actions and
what he demands of the citizens under what we may call an ideology. Such a challenge is
relevant to Plato’s discussion of tyranny since ideology is a prominent feature in regimes
both modern and contemporary, which we may seek to understand as tyrannies. We saw
that the tyrant does employ a sort of propaganda to further his interests and to consolidate
power, but does Plato present him as placing such propaganda under an ideology?
Furthermore what is ideology?
C. C. W. Taylor, in an article which seeks to argue that and how Plato’s idea of
the kallipolis is totalitarian, defines ideology as “a pervasive scheme of values,
intentionally promulgated by some person or persons and promoted by institutional
means in order to direct all or the most significant aspects of public and private life
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This seems a version of the divine right of kings.
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towards the attainment of the goals dictated by these values.”232 While he argues that
Plato’s account of the kallipolis does include an ideology, he also claims, following
Andrewes (1956) that ancient tyrannies did not. Such regimes had the principal aim of
preserving power for the tyrant and his cohorts, and while public resources were devoted
to the maintenance of power (building temples, athletic events), there is no indication that
ancient tyrannies attempted to direct the private life of citizens for public ends towards
the goals dictated by a value system as part of an ideology (Taylor, 1986, 31). We could
extend this point and ask whether Plato’s discussion of tyranny includes the employment
of ideology by the tyrant? Does Plato leave considerations of ideology out because, as
Taylor and Andrewes claim, the ancient conceptions of tyranny and ancient tyrannies did
not have such a thing as an ideology?
Our discussion of epinician poetry above suggests, first that Taylor and Andrewes
are both mistaken to claim the absence of ideology in ancient tyrannies. It seems that
tyrants who employed poets to write victory odes for them were using institutional
means, such as athletic events or feasts, to promote values pervasively, which would
direct the public life of citizens in the interest of the tyrant. If such propagandistic
measures as epinicia could persuade citizens of the tyrant’s authority to rule, to honor
him, and to act in such ways so as to promote his interests, does not this become part of
the tyrant’s ideology as Taylor defines it? It seems that this is the case. Moreover, Plato,
does suggest that the tyrant employs various measures by which to appear beneficent and
as having the legitimate authority to rule (including poetry), which attempt to instill
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Taylor, C.C.W. (1986, 31).
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values and direct public life in the tyrant’s interests; thus, we do find ideology as part of
Plato’s account of tyranny.
We have seen Plato reveal that tyrants may have a considerable amount of
support in the city. He highlights the idea that what the tyrant takes seriously, such as
enemies to himself (the oligarchs) and the possession and preservation of his power,
many of the citizens will take seriously also, and align their interests and values with his
own. In the previous chapter we saw that the tyrant aligns himself with one group against
another and that he fuels and exploit an existing conflict between these two groups. It
would seem that to get one group of people to follow him he would have to employ some
ideology that allows him to align and incorporate his aims with those of that group. The
tyrant is able to persuade some of the citizens that the purges and the wars he carries out
are necessary and in their interest. Thus, some of them come to support and perhaps
participate in these. This highlights the tyrant’s employment of an ideology since he is
able to persuade some citizens that their interests and his own are the same, or that their
interests depend on his own. Now let us turn to a final passage in Book VIII where
Socrates discusses tyranny’s funding and resources.

5.5 Tyranny’s Resources, the Tyrant as Parricide, and Tyranny as Slavery.
The way tyrants may finance their tyranny reveals their terrible character even
further.
Socrates: But all that is a digression (§j°bhmen). Let’s return to our tyrant’s
camp (stratÒpedon)–the one that is beautiful, populous, complex, and never the same
(tÚ kalÚn te ka‹ polÁ ka‹ poik!lon ka‹ oÈd°pote taÈtÒn)–and ask from what
resources he is to maintain it (pÒyen yr°cetai).
Adeimantus: If there are sacred treasuries on the city, he will obviously use them
for as long as they last, as well as the property of those he has destroyed, so the taxes he
will require from the people will be smaller (énagkãzvn tÚn d∞mon efisf°rein).
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Socrates: What about when the resources give out?
Adeimantus: Clearly, his father’s estate will have to support him, his drinking
companions, and his boyfriends and girlfriends, too.
Socrates: I understand. You mean the people who gave rise/birth (ı d∞mow ı
gennÆsaw) to the tyrant will have to support him and his friends.
Adeimantus: This will be necessary for them (énãgkh).
Socrates: What if the people get irritated (éganaktª) and say it is not just for a
grown-up son to be supported by his father? On the contrary, the father should be
supported by his son. They did not give rise to him and establish him in power, they say,
so that, when he had become strong, they would be enslaved to their own slave and have
to support him, his slaves, and other assorted rabble as well; but so that with him as their
popular leader, they would get free from the rule of the rich and the so-called fine and
good people in the city. At that point, they order him and his friends to leave the city, as
a father might drive a son and his troublesome drinking companions from his house.
What do you think would happen then?
Adeimantus: Then, by Zeus, the people will learn what kind of offspring they
gave birth to (oÂon yr°mma genn«n), welcomed and made strong (±spãzetÒ te ka‹
hÔjen), and that it is a case of the weaker trying to drive out the stronger.
Socrates: What do you mean? Will the tyrant dare to use force against his father
or hit him if he does not obey (tolmÆsei tÚn pat°ra biãzesyai, kín mØ pe!yhtai,
tÊptein ı tÊrannow)?
Adeimantus: Yes––once he has taken away his weapons (éfelÒmenow ge tå
˜pla).
Socrates: A tyrant is a parricide (patralo!an) as you describe him, then a
harsh nurse of old age (xalepÚn ghrotrÒfon); and we do now seem to have an
acknowledged tyranny. And so the people, by trying to avoid the proverbial smoke of
enslavement of free men, have fallen into the fire of having slaves as their masters; and,
in exchange for the excessive and inappropriate freedom they had before, have put upon
themselves the harshest and most bitter slavery to slaves (ı d∞mow feÊgvn ín kapnÚn
doule!aw §leuy°rvn efiw pËr doÊlvn despote!aw ín §mpeptvk&w e‡h, ént‹ t∞w
poll∞w §ke!nhw ka‹ éka!rou §leuyer!aw tØn xalepvtãthn te ka‹ pikrotãthn
doÊlvn doule!an metapisxÒmenow).
Adeimantus: That is exactly what happens.
Socrates: Well, then, wouldn’t we be justified in saying that we have adequately
described how tyranny evolves from democracy, and what it is like once it has come to
exist (flkan«w dielhluy°nai …w metaba!nei turann‹w §k dhmokrat!aw, genom°nh te
o·a §st!n)?
Ad.: We would. Our description is entirely adequate. (568d4-569c9).233

Socrates emphasizes the tyrant as a spendthrift with no restraint, willing to acquire
resources from anyone. Moreover we return to the idea that tyranny is the worst sort of
slavery, which the citizens come to gradually realize and experience despite their initial
judgment of the tyrant as their champion. This happens once they notice the disparity
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Translation mine.
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between the tyrant’s actions and their interests, try to oppose him, and the tyrant turns
more violent.
The tyrant will finance his regime with the money present in treasuries and with
the money of his destroyed enemies. These enemies will have to be rich people whose
properties he appropriates. The tyrant opposes the rich, not only to win the favor of
majority as Socrates mentioned earlier, or to eradicate them as enemies, but to acquire
their wealth and finance his regime. Socrates also mentions that using the property of the
people he destroys the tyrant will be able to avoid creating opposition by requiring only
low taxes from the people (568d6-e1). The tyrant may seek to preserve his regime by
being rather careful, at least initially, with finances and taxation.
Socrates suggests once again that necessity will push the tyrant to spend all the
financial resources from treasuries and acquired property to have to turn to the resources
of the ones who supported him. The tyrant is a drone type, which suggests that he is a
big spender.234 Spending too much will push the tyrant to try to acquire more resources
and to become openly violent to do so. Plato employs the imagery of the family to
suggest that the tyrant will turn against the ones who “gave birth” to him both literally
(his parents) and metaphorically (the people of the city). Plato suggests that good rulers
should be like children who respect and care for their parents. If the people complain
about the tyrant’s exploitation of their resources––like fathers could complain to their
children, that they supported the tyrant in order for him to serve their interests, not for

234

The tyrant’s big spending in public may have been another reason he was thought happy. We know that
several ancient tyrants were big spenders openly. They built sanctuaries, altars, temples and so on as public
demonstrations of their wealth which also allowed them to express some programmatic purposes (McGlew,
1993, 30). See Boersma (1970), Kolb (1977), and Shapiro (1989) for discussions of the Peisistratid
building program in Athens.
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him to treat them as his slaves––he will use force against them, like a parricide would
against his parents.
By calling the tyrant a parricide Plato suggests, once again, that tyranny is
unnatural.235 If cities are like families and there is something natural in children taking
care of their parents, then it seems natural for rulers to care for the good of the city since
it is responsible for their upbringing.236 Plato calls attention to the tyrant turning the
citizens into slaves once again and he mentions that while people were trying to avoid the
appearance of slavery (at the end of the democracy), they fell into actual slavery in
tyranny.
We remember the principle of excess to which the democracy falls victim from
563e6-564a1 and the previous chapter. The idea Socrates portrayed there was that any
extreme action A I do for the sake of effect B in one direction will lead to change in the
contrary to B. The people in the democracy wanted more freedom, which the tyrant
claimed to be able to secure for them by attacking and removing the oligarchs in the city.
But this, instead of winning more freedom for the poor citizens of the democracy it
turned democracy into its opposite, i.e. tyranny or slavery. Thus, the democrat’s extreme
efforts to become more free, i.e. supporting the tyrant, result in slavery instead of
freedom. Before we proceed to the tyrant’s psychology in the following chapters let us
say something about the prevalent theme of necessity that we find in Plato’s discussion of
tyranny in power.
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We remember that earlier the tyrant was likened to a wolf.
This is similar to Socrates’ argument in the Crito where he suggests that disobeying the laws of the city
cannot be good since one owes his existence and upbringing to the city and its laws (50c ff.).
236
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5.6 Tyranny and Necessity
Our examination of Plato’s account of tyranny in power revealed several of its
essential features and the measures it employs. We also saw that Plato attributes several
of the tyrant’s actions or measures, and the results or effects that follow from these to a
necessity which binds him. Socrates points out several times that the tyrant does some
action x by necessity which in turn necessitates effect y. Let us highlight where this
occurs:
(1) Socrates claims that a necessity leads the tyrant to wars to take care of several of his
domestic concerns. It is practically necessary for the tyrant go to war to persuade the
citizens that they need a leader, to keep them poor and concentrated on their private
affairs rather than on politics, and to eliminate people he perceived as enemies
(pol°mouw tinåw ée‹ kine› 566e8, and, ée‹ énãgkh pÒlemon tarãttein, 567a8). As
Socrates shows however, taking the city to war, impoverishing and purging the city of
enemies, also necessarily entails the eventual birth of much hatred and opposition for the
tyrant.
(2) He also claims that it is necessary for the tyrant to purge the city of many of its good
citizens because he suspects them as his enemies, and that this necessitates that he either
has to live with base citizens, many of whom will hate him, or not live at all (567c1-d3).
(3) Socrates tells us that, since the tyrant becomes progressively more hated in the city,
due to his actions and measures directed at preserving his power and serving his interests,
this necessitates the creation and installment of a larger guard (567d5-568a6). Since
these guards are dronish the tyrant will eventually not be able to trust them either,
especially when their benefits and his are not aligned. Moreover, the tyrant’s necessary
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suspicion and fear of the base people around him and the constant possibility that they
may harm him make it doubtful whether the tyrant can benefit much from those around
him. He will still be anxious about such people, he will get not get the recognition he
desires from them, and they are people likely to attack him.
Socrates shows that tyranny entails an inherent principle of practical necessity,
which is at the same time a principle of its destruction. Tyranny is a self-defeating or
contradictory regime, since the measures and actions the tyrant is forced to carry out,
while intended to preserve tyranny and serve the tyrant’s interests, are necessarily
followed by effects which are detrimental to tyranny and its aims. Finally, while we see
that Socrates does apply this principle of necessity to tyranny in Book VIII, his ultimate
reasons and justification for doing so do not become clear until we consider the
psychology of the tyrant that follows.
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Chapter 6. The Tyrant’s Psychology.
Plato analyzes both tyranny as a disordered regime and the tyrant as an individual
with a disordered soul. In this chapter I consider the tyrant’s soul which Plato portrays as
the one with the most problematic desires. An analysis of Plato’s discussion of the
tyrannical soul will explicate further tyranny’s connection with a self defeating necessity,
insofar as this follows from the tyrant’s disordered soul. Moreover, such an analysis will
prepare for an examination of Plato’s arguments against tyranny which I consider in the
next chapter. Let us turn to the discussion of the tyrannical man in Book IX.

6.1 The Tyrant and the Tyrannical Man.
Book IX begins with the introduction of some new terminology. Plato is careful
to distinguish between the tyrant (tÊrannow) and the tyrannical man or person
(turannikÚw énØr).237 In the opening lines of Book IX Socrates says “the tyrannical
man himself remains to be investigated: how he evolves from a democratic one, what he
is like once he has come to exist, and whether the way he lives is wretched or blessedly
happy ” (571a1-3).238 Socrates, so far, accounted for how tyranny (turann!w) arises and
for what the tyrant does in the city. The shift in terminology, from “tyrant” to “tyrannical
man,” points to a slight shift in the focus of the discussion. Socrates moves from talking
about the tyrant and political regimes exclusively, to talking about the relation of
237

The introduction of turannikÚw énØr (tyrannical man) does not mean to suggest that only men can be
tyrannical. See 544d6-10 where Socrates claims that there are as many types of humans (ényr≈pvn) as
there are of regimes (politei«n). Thus Plato has humans in mind not only men.
238
AÈtÚw dØ loipÒw, )n dÉeg≈, Ù turannikÚw énØr sk°casyai, p«w mey!statai §k
dhmokratikoË, genÒmenÒw te po›Òw t!w §stin ka‹ t!na trÒpon zª, êylion µ makãrion. Notice how
mey!statai (comes to be) sounds like meyusye‹w/meyustikÒw (being drunk, 573b10, 573c9). Also notice
that Plato continues the explanatory method of considering the origins, essential features, and happiness or
lack of it for individuals.
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psychology or the soul to politics. This happens in the discussion of the other types of
regimes and their corresponding individuals also and it is part of the parallel of the city
and the soul. In discussing the city and the soul as parallel Plato assumes correctly that
there is a strong relation between regimes and individuals (their souls or psychology) that
needs to be considered.239 Before we consider the psychology of the tyrannical man in
detail, let us clarify further the distinction and relation between the tyrannical man and
the tyrant.
The tyrant is a tyrannical man, i.e. he has the type of soul that comes with being a
tyrannical man. “Tyrant” is a name with a political designation, it designates a political
ruler, a person with actual political power. “Tyrannical man” is a name with a
psychological designation related to political life. Any citizen of the city can be
tyrannical, but the same citizen need not be a tyrant; a tyrant however, has to be a
tyrannical man. This allows Plato to account for how the tyrant comes to be, not as a
ruler (this was the subject matter of Book VIII), but as a person; this is at the heart of
explaining how psychology is related to political life.240 The tyrant is a person who has
the order of soul of a tyrannical man and who at some point in his life comes to rule a
tyranny.241
Moreover, it is part of Plato’s argument to suggest that people in tyranny will be
like the regime. This does not mean that most people will be like it, but at least some will
be, and he takes these people to be characteristic of the tyrannical regime. To account for
how the tyrannical man turn into a tyrant Socrates says that

239

He attempts to do much of this explaining in the Republic and many other dialogues.
See 575e3-4 where Socrates suggests that tyrants are private tyrannical men before they come to power.
241
See 575c3-d1 where Socrates suggests that the tyrant is the worst tyrannical man, i.e., that his soul is
controlled by eros or lust the most.
240
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When you get a large number of these people [tyrannical people] in a city, and others
follow them, when they become aware of their own numbers, then it is they, aided and
abetted by the folly of the common people, who give birth to the tyrant––that one who
stands out among them as possessing the greatest and most bloated tyrant in the soul
within him (575c4-9).

In effect, the person most characteristic of a regime is the one who embodies its ideals
and goals. In tyranny such persons will be the tyrant (most of all) and other people with
tyrannical souls. Furthermore, no single man can keep control or take a city over by
himself, thus a considerable amount of assistance from other tyrannical types seems
necessary. Finally, for the community to be tyrannical, even for a while, there have to be
enough tyrannical people in it.

6.2 Necessary, Unnecessary, and Unnecessary and Lawless Desires.
Plato analyzes the individuals corresponding to political regimes by telling us
how their tripartite souls are ordered and which desires drive their lives. The discussion
of souls having different orders includes three considerations: (1) which part of the soul
rules, (2) how the three parts of the soul relate to each other, and (3) what the soul
desires, that is, which objects the soul’s parts pursue and to what degree; this is the
question of Eros.242
242

The extensive secondary literature on Plato’s tripartite division of the soul has recognized both merits
and faults. These have to do either with the division itself and the interaction of the parts, or with the role
the division plays in the analogy of the city and the soul. See Annas (1981, 109 ff.), Bobonich (1994 and,
2002 esp. 216-259), Cooper (in Kraut 1997, 17-30), Irwin (1995, 203-220), Kahn (1987, 77-103), Lear
(1992, 184-213), Lesses (1987, 147-161), Penner (1990, 35-74), Reeve (1988), Roochnik (2003), Williams
(in Kraut 1997, 49-61). It is not my intention here to solve the controversies in the secondary literature, but
it is my intention to examine what Plato says about the tyrannical man’s soul given this division. I
concentrate much more on his discussion of the role of desires in the tyrannical man’s soul than on the
intricacies of the division of the soul into three parts. But, let me at least mention some of the merits and
possible problems of the division and to offer some suggestions about how to avoid the major problems.
The merits of the division of the soul into three parts are several. Each part has its own desires and
motivations and this allows for a theory of non-rational motivations which explains internal conflicts about
what to do and ultimately the problem of akrasia. Bobonich (2002) argues that Plato’s account of the soul
in the Republic helps him explain how akrasia is possible. Penner (1990, 96) argues the same and takes it
to be a rejection of Socrates’ position that akrasia is impossible. Since the parts of the soul have their own
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In analyzing the tyrannical man’s soul Socrates suggests that he is the sort of
person who has his soul ruled in an order contrary to that of the just person, since his
rational part (and his spirited part) is subordinate to the appetitive part. We remember
that reason’s desires have “the good of the whole soul and of the body” as their object
(442b6-7), and that only the rational part of the soul “has within itself the knowledge of

motivating desires, which may be rational or non-rational, the parts may fail to interact rationally with each
other and thus akrasia becomes possible (2002, 217 ff.). Reeve also points out that “the beauty of this
account of akrasia is that it preserves all of our initial intuitions intact,” i.e. that akrasia can occur and it is
caused by desire overpowering belief or knowledge about what it is best to do, and that “no one voluntarily
goes for what he thinks bad over what he knows or believes to be good” (1988, 134). This seems to be
partly the merit of tripartite division observed by Freud who suggests that some of the parts of the psyche
have non-rational motivations conflicting or taking over rational motivations. Another helpful aspect of the
tripartite division is that having each part be the subject of different psychological states allows for an
explanatory scheme which appreciates the complexity of psychological states. More specifically, this
division allows Plato to discuss desires in a very helpful way since each part has its own desires which may
either be harmonious with the desires of another part or not. This is the primary aspect of the division of
the soul which comes to play in my discussion of the tyrannical man. There are two possible major
problems with the tripartite division of the soul. The first is a problem of regress. Bobonich (2002), among
others, argues that Plato’s account of akrasia which has the soul have three parts each of which has its own
desires, beliefs, and is able to set ends for itself, falls prey to a regress problem. The problem is that it
seems possible that each part of the soul may experience akrasia itself by having opposing desires within it
(248-254). Irwin suggests that this problem may be avoided if we read the principle of contrariety (436b8)
as applying to the soul but not to each of its parts (1995, 216-217). A further problem related to that of
regress is whether tripartition threatens the unity of the soul. Bobonich argues that having the soul’s parts
act as distinct agents with their own beliefs, desires, and opinions threatens talking about the soul as a soul
of a single person (254 ff.). A further aspect of Plato which threatens the unity of the soul is how the three
parts interact. More specifically it may be difficult to see how the non-rational parts are supposed to agree
and be convinced by the rational part (Bobonich, 255). Irwin points out that Plato “seems to have pressed
his political analogy too far and to have introduced a self-defeating anthropomorphic element into his
description of the parts of the soul. If he treats the two non-rational parts of the soul as though they were
capable of behaving like reasonable people, he seems to be treating each part as though it were an agent
with its own rational part” (218). Irwin goes on to provide an account for how Plato is able to account for
how the non-rational parts of the soul may have a conception of their ends and be persuaded by the rational
part and thus be able to avoid destroying the unity of the soul (see 218-222). I suggest that both of these
problems may be avoided if we allow the anthropomorphic elements attributed to the lower parts of the
soul, such as the capacity to obey or listen and the capacity to reason to be attributes ascribed more
metaphorically than literally to explain the relations and capacities of those parts. A further suggestion is to
begin to pay more attention to the important role Plato places on desire as largely driving his division of the
soul and its relation to the city. To my knowledge this is done only by Reeve (1988). Paying more
attention to desire may allow us to look at these problems in a new light. Finally, another way to approach
these problems is to pay more attention to the increased emphasis on narrative rather than formal argument
(which Plato uses to argue for the soul’s parts based on the principle of non-contradiction in Book IV) in
the discussion of the soul and desires in Books VIII-X. This may help us appreciate the tension and
intricate relation between formal argument and the literary aspects of Plato’s approach. For such an
approach see Roochnik (2003, 93-110). For a helpful discussion on the analogy of the city and the soul and
for an excellent account of the dynamic and developmental aspect of Plato’s psychology in Republic VIII
and IX see Lear (1992, 184-213).
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what is beneficial for each part, and for the whole composed of the community of these
three parts” (442c5-8). Moreover, we should remember that Glaucon’s rejection of the
“healthy city” or “the city of pigs” was driven by the fact that such a city did not allow
for much variety of desires (372e). Thus, from the beginning of the dialogue, Plato’s
discussion on politics and the related psychology revolves around the problem of desire.
The disorder of the tyrannical man’s soul accounts for the fact that his pleonexia, the
desire to have more and more, rules his life. Explaining the tyrannical man’s soul
revolves around giving an account of its desires or appetites (§piyum!ai), so Socrates
begins Book IX with some further explication of these. He clarifies the earlier discussion
of desires as necessary and unnecessary where he explained the origin of the democratic
man from the thrifty oligarch (558d8-559d2).
Even though Socrates does not explicitly discuss the distinction between
necessary and unnecessary desires until Book VIII, the distinction is implied in several
parts of the dialogue, which suggests that it is behind much of what Socrates says.
Remember that the “feverish” city is brought about partly due to the idea that the city of
pigs is “without relishes” (372c) thus the “feverish” city becomes different from the city
of pigs to accommodate more desires. Whether Socrates is correct to call the kind of city
Glaucon wants “feverish,” or Glaucon is correct to call Socrates’ simple city “a city of
pigs,” or whether they are both correct in some way, are questions the answers to which
presuppose a clear distinction between necessary and unnecessary desires. Thus, the
distinction of desires into necessary and unnecessary plays a major role in the discussion
from the beginning of the dialogue. Moreover, the four vignettes of cities and
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corresponding individuals that follow the just city in Books VIII and IX describe the
possible and ever expansive power of desire from limit to unlimitedness.
Some commentators find the distinction or definition of necessary and
unnecessary desires rather obscure or problematic, but I think that we can read it in a
clear way that once we make some qualifications.243 In Book VIII Socrates defined and
distinguished between necessary and unnecessary desires (ıris≈meya tãw te
énagka!ouw §piyum!aw ka‹ tåw mÆ, 558d9). (1) Necessary desires are: (a) those we
cannot do without or potentially resist, and/or (b) those whose satisfaction is beneficial to
us; both of these are natural to us. (2) Unnecessary desires are: (a) those we could learn
to do without, and (b) those which may harm us.244 Unnecessary desires would include
those desires which do not benefit us and those which harm us. We can imagine several
desires which may be neither beneficial nor harmful such as the desire to drive my car
around town, or the desire to eat a small piece of cake.

243

White (1979) argues that the distinction applies only to the desires of the appetitive part of the soul
(1979, 215). As I show below the distinction applies to all desires instead. White also suggests that Plato
“makes no provision for the possibility that a desire might be ineradicable but yet produce harm or be
eradicable but yet produce benefit. And he speaks of those that are both ineradicable and beneficial as
natural” since he thinks that the criteria of whether a desire is beneficial or not and whether it can be gotten
rid of by practice and education coincide (215). As I show below these criteria do not coincide simply but
they do so only with some qualifications which allow us to apply the distinction to desires in general.
244
“Well then, wouldn’t those [desires] we cannot deny rightly be called necessary? And also those whose
satisfaction benefits us ((oÈk ín oÂoi tÉe‰men épotr°cai, ka‹ ˜sai époteloÊmenai »feloËsin
≤mçw)? For we are by nature compelled to try to satisfy them both. Isn’t that so? Of course…What about
those someone could get rid of if he started practicing from childhood, those whose presence does not good
but may even do the opposite (ìw t° tiw épallãjeien ên, efi melet“ §k n°ou, ka‹ prÚw oÈd¢n égayÚn
§noËsai dr&sin)? If we said that all of them were unnecessary, would we be right? We would be right”
(558d 11-559a7). I read the ka‹ (and) in the case of necessary desires loosely and read it as either
conjunctive or disjunctive. Thus, above I say necessary desires are desires which we cannot deny and/or
those which are beneficial. Unnecessary desires have to be both the ones we may do without with some
practice and those which may be harmful. Moreover, reading it in this way allows for an ambiguity which
is helpful to Plato since it makes the inclusion of all desires within the distinction possible. Reading the
distinction in this way is the only way we can make sense of it while being faithful to Plato’s ethics. I
discuss this in more detail below.
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The distinction assumes an understanding of what is beneficial and what is not.
The Platonic understanding of what is beneficial would exclude the sort of hedonism in
which all things which cause pleasure are beneficial precisely due to their being
pleasurable.245 It would definitely exclude desires for small pleasures as beneficial, such
the ones in the examples above, while not necessarily relegating such desires to being
harmful. Minimally we should suppose that we are talking about sorts of desires which
are beneficial, neither beneficial nor harmful, or harmful, to the body or to the soul.
Assuming that we have an understanding of beneficial in a Platonic sense then we can
show that the distinction may be able to hold together and be useful.
Socrates provides as an example of necessary desires the desire for food (bread
and relishes) to the point of health. This is a desire which we cannot deny (1a) and which
is beneficial (1b). The example of an unnecessary desire is desire for food (bread and
relishes) to such a degree that it harms the body and the soul’s capacity for wisdom and
moderation (559b8-c1). This is a desire which we can both resist with some effort or
practice (2a) and which is harmful (2b). This distinction between necessary and
unnecessary desires may seem rather obscure, but I think it entails an ambiguity which
allows Plato to cover a lot of explanatory ground and to avoid making the distinction
problematic. The distinction seems problematic initially since it is unclear what kinds of
desires we are talking about and how widely we are supposed to understand these.
First, let us note that “desire” (§piyum!a) is a broad term which Plato applies
throughout the Republic to cover both the narrow case, where by “desire” we mean
appetites, i.e., the desires of the lower part of the soul such as those for food, drink, and
245

See 505b5-c11 and Gorgias 494c ff. where Socrates rejects extreme hedonism and brings up the
examples of a person who likes to scratch and of a catamite as cases meant to reveal the problems of
extreme hedonism.
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sex, and the broad case, where by “desire” we mean anything we may want (food,
philosophy, power, wisdom, honor, a house etc.).246 Second, while the examples above
cover the narrow case of desires since they have to do with desiring food, once we think
about the distinction in light of the wider application of “desire” we can see that it can
cover much more explanatory ground.
Necessary desires are the desires we cannot resist and which are beneficial to us,
say food in moderation, or shelter (meet qualifications 1a and 1b), and desires we can
deny or resist with some effort which are beneficial to us say, philosophic wisdom,
education, or a boat (meet only qualification 1b).247 Desiring a boat for example, is
certainly not a necessary desire in the sense that one is not able to resist it (1a). In this
way it looks like an unnecessary desire since we can learn to resist such a desire (2a) and
possessing it may even be harmful (2b). But, such a desire may be a necessary desire in

246

We can point to several passages for the broad application of “desire.” At 580d7-8 Socrates points out
that since there are three parts of the soul there are pleasures and desires (§piyum!ai) peculiar to each which
suggests the broad application of “desire.” At 580d10-e5 where Socrates points out that he called the lower
part of the soul “appetitive/desiring” (§piyumhtikÚn) only because of its multiformity and intensity of
desires which suggests that even the appetitive part has desires broader than those for food, drink, and sex:
“the third part of the soul, because it is multiform, we had no one special name for it but named it after the
biggest and strongest thing it has in it. I mean we called it the appetitive element because of the intensity of
its appetites for food, drink, sex, and all the things that go along with them. We also called it the moneyloving element because such appetites are most easily satisfied by means of money” (tÚ d¢ tr!ton diå
polueid!an •n‹ oÈk ¶sxomen ÙnÒmati proseipe›n fid!ƒ aÈtoË, éllå ˘ m°giston ka‹ fisxurÒtaton
e‰xen §n aÍt“, toÊtƒ §pvnomãsamen. §piyumhtikÚn går aÈtÚ keklÆkamen diå sfodrÒthta
t«n te per‹ tØn §dvdØn §piyumi«n ka‹ pÒsin ka‹ éfrod!sia ka‹ ˘sa êlla toÊtoiw ékÒlouya,
ka‹ filoxrÆmaton dÆ, ˜ti diå xrhmåtvn mãlista époteloËntai afl toiaËtai §piyum!ai). Thus,
once again, the appetitive part of the soul is not the only one which has desires.
247
On this point I agree with Reeve who points out that necessary desires may be desires which are both
undeniable and beneficial, or desires which are merely beneficial (44). Reeve however fails to clarify the
qualifications of unnecessary desires. He also points out that the division means to include considerations
for different types of people (45). He suggests that “ the explanation of this sort of relativity of the division
of desires to character-types” is that each type of person believes his own desires to be pleasant and good
(46). While he seems correct about the fact that the division of desires in this way fits how each person
may perceive their own desires, he misses the additional helpful fact that the explanation of the division is
that it is a flexible/relative but objective standard like Aristotle’s moral virtue. This allows us to take into
account what sort of person someone is and the context in which someone desires something. Where Plato
draws the distinction among desires (558d11-e3) it seems that he does so objectively and it is not drawn
from the perspective of the types of people he talks about.
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the sense of its being beneficial given a certain context. If I am a sick person who needs
to cross a river to visit a doctor then desiring a boat seems necessary in the sense that it is
beneficial for me (it meets qualification 1b but not 1a). If I am a drunk who desires a
boat to cross a river to go drinking then the desire seems unnecessary in the sense that it
is harmful and also a desire that we can possibly resist (it meets both 2a and 2b). Plato
suggests that if a desire is beneficial in some true sense, even if we can resist it with some
effort, then it has to be necessary. Thus we begin to see the explanatory utility of the
distinction since it allows to classify all sorts of desires.
Let us consider a more extreme example as a limit case to clarify the distinction
further. Let’s suppose that I have a sickness which upon drinking anything I will die. At
the moment I am thirsty and I desire to drink a glass of water. Is this a necessary or an
unnecessary desire? Which qualifications does it meet? First, given Plato’s distinction it
is clear that the desire is harmful (2b) thus so far it seems that the desire is unnecessary.
But, before we are able to classify this desire we need to know to what extent I can resist
it or not. If we say that I cannot resist the desire to drink if I try to do so (1a) then it
seems that Plato’s distinction would collapse since I would desire something which I
cannot resist and something which is harmful (1a and 2b). Thus the desire for drink in
this case would seem to be both necessary, since I cannot resist it and unnecessary since
it is harmful. But, if we are able to claim that I can resist the desire to drink in this case
(2a) then we can see that the distinction holds since such a desire would meet both of the
qualifications of unnecessary desires (2a and 2b) and none of the qualifications of
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necessary desires (neither 1a nor 1b). In fact it seems quite possible to be able to resist
such a desire and thus such a desire is unnecessary.248
Read this way Plato’s distinction allows desires to be classified as necessary when
they meet qualification 1b (beneficial) alone, or when they meet both qualifications 1a
(irresistible) and 1b (beneficial). Plato’s distinction entails that if a desire is nonbeneficial or harmful (2b) then we have to be able to resist it (2a). Thus Plato has to deny
that I can have a desire which at the same time I cannot potentially resist (1a) and which
is non-beneficial or harmful (2b).249
There are several matters one has to take into account to distinguish necessary
from unnecessary desires and Plato seems aware of this. He draws a distinction that is
objectively true but one that is flexible enough to allow considerations of contingent
conditions (like being a sick person or being a drunk). To distinguish between necessary
and unnecessary desires adequately we need to take into consideration the nature of the
object desired and its possible effects (these could be immediate effects or effects in the
long-run), the degree of desire (how much of something I desire), the person desiring (his
abilities, needs etc.), and, finally, the circumstances under which one desires (these may
include the end for which one desires something and other contextual matters).250
Plato’s distinction between desires seems to be a flexible but objective standard.
In its objectivity and flexibility it seems similar to Aristotle’s moral virtue. Aristotle tells
us that “moral virtue is the disposition to choose the mean with respect to us, determined
248

See 439c where Socrates suggests that resisting the desire to drink is possible and uses this conflict in
the soul to account for its division into several parts. Moreover we know that in medical practice they
sometimes give ice chips to those for whom it is harmful to drink.
249
Summarizing the possibilities allowed by the distinction: Necessary desires may be 1a and 1b, or 1b but
not 1a. Unnecessary desires may be only 2a and 2b. The distinction does not allow for desires to be 1b and
2b.
250
As I argued above such a distinction presupposes an understanding of what is beneficial which will
guide the above considerations for distinguishing among desires.

Coumoundouros––Plato’s View of Tyranny

196

by reason and as a person of practical wisdom would determine.”251 Aristotle is able to
speak of a virtue such as courage objectively, as a mean, but also with some flexibility in
relation to the person, the conditions under which one acts, and so on.
Plato’s distinction between necessary and unnecessary desires allows him to cover
a broad range of desires and thus his account of desires is quite comprehensive. In the
context of the discussion in which the distinction is first drawn, it allows him to explain a
psychological difference between the thrifty oligarch and his democratic son. The thrifty
oligarch spends money on food and drink very carefully thus he spends only on necessary
desires while restraining the other desires he has. The democratic son begins to pay
attention to sex, food, and drink with a little more excess than his father. The example of
necessary desires used, i.e., for food in moderate amounts––here we see the consideration
of degree––fits what Socrates tries to explain in that discussion. Speaking of “beneficial”
desires as part of necessary desires also allows Plato to include other desires than those
for food, drink, and sex such as honor, wisdom, justice, and thus to cover the whole
gamut of desires. This fits with the idea that all the parts of the soul have desires peculiar
to them. Furthermore as we will see Plato’s division of desires into necessary and
unnecessary lies at the basis of his psychopathology.252 Now we are ready to turn to the
further classification of unnecessary desires in Book IX and its relation to the tyrannical
man’s soul.
Socrates tells Adeimantus that he cannot begin to discuss the tyrannical man’s
soul and be clear until they have determined and distinguished among desires more
adequately (571a7-9). He says:
251

ÖEstin ëra ≥ éretØ ®jiw proairetikÆ, §n mesÒthti oÔsa tª prÚw ≤mçw, …rism°n˙ lÒgƒ ka‹
⁄ ín ı frÒnimow ır!seien (Nicomachean Ethics II. 6, 1106b36-1107a3).
252
On this point I am also in agreement with Reeve (1988, 47).
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So, consider what I want to look at in them. It is this: among unnecessary pleasures and
appetites (t«n mØ énagkai≈n ±don«n te ka‹ §piyumi«n), there are some that seem
to me to be lawless (parãnomoi). These are probably present in all of us, but they are
held in check by the laws and by our better appetites allied with reason (kolazÒmenai d¢
ÍpÒ te t«n nÒmvn ka‹ t«n beltiÒnvn §piyumi«n metå lÒgou). In a few people
they have been eliminated entirely or only a few weak ones remain, while in others they
are stronger and more numerous (571b3-c1).

Socrates points out that among the unnecessary desires discussed earlier there are some
which are unnecessary in a lawless way.253 This means that such desires are
uncontrollable, insatiable, and always harmful. We remember that the oligarchic man
desires wealth which is also an insatiable desire but his desire for it need not be lawless,
i.e., unnecessary and harmful. Socrates suggests that lawless desires are in all people in
some way (at least at some point in their lives or potentially), but they are held in check
by laws and other desires allied with reason. This already suggests a rather rich
understanding of controlling or placing limitations on desires.
Having laws and the desires allied with reason keep the unnecessary and lawless
desires under control, seems to mean: (a) that the soul follows some general limitations in
desiring, and (b) more specifically, that by having desires, which are closer to what
reason dictates, the soul becomes unable to pursue the unnecessary and lawless desires
since the latter desires are incompatible with the former. For example, if I already have a
desire for gaining a moderate amount of money justly through work, and such a desire is
what reason dictates, it would seem quite difficult for me to have a desire for endless gain
in any way possible. This suggests one of the important ways in which the parts of the
soul may relate to each other so that one can rule over the other, i.e., by having certain
desires in one part which exclude the pursuit of desires in another. By talking about laws
253

We should notice that Socrates adds pleasures (±don«n) to desires here. This anticipates the discussion
that follows which will link desires to pleasures more explicitly. It is also a statement of the simple fact
that people often desire to do things which they find pleasurable, or in other words, that pleasure often
drives desire.
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(nomous) Socrates tries to emphasize the importance of placing limits on desires and the
suggestion is that what is largely problematic about unnecessary and lawless desires is
that they are unlimited. The emphasis on laws or limits parallels the discussion of
anarchy or the disobedience to laws (anomia) in the democratic regime which resulted
from the desire for unlimited freedom. Socrates in effect highlights the importance of the
obedience to law or limits in both cities and individuals.254
“Law” in this context seems to refer both to laws as found in a city which are
rules of conduct external to individuals, and to laws as limits on desires within the soul.
Insofar as law refers to internal limits, education is supposed to place such laws in the
soul. Education in this sense has to do with the removal, or moderation of unnecessary
appetites as much as one’s nature allows.255 Having too active lawless desires in the soul
suggests that one’s education has been deficient, and also that such a person can no
longer be educated to place limits on his desires. As we will see the tyrannical man has
his soul in such an order that there are virtually no limitations on his desires as would be
dictated by reason and instilled by proper education, and that this has devastating
implications for both his own and other’s happiness. An implication of not having
internal limits on desire is that externally, the tyrant will not obey any laws or operate his
tyranny with laws in a substantial way. In this sense tyrannies are lawless.

254

Such limitations in the city and in the soul are effective and can be in place if they are reciprocal. This
reciprocity reveals a difficulty inherent in political life. The city may have its laws dictated by reason
obeyed if individuals have laws dictated by reason they obey within their own souls. At the same time,
whether individuals obey such laws in their own souls depends to some extent to the laws of the city which
may cause this.
255
On this point I follow Reeve (1988, 50). See 518c8-d1, and 518d3-7 where Socrates suggests that
education is the turning around of one’s intelligence so that it can see more of the good itself. Part of this
turning around has to do with the direction and moderation of desires so that one’s intelligence is not
placed in the service of unnecessary, or worse, lawless desires.
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Socrates proceeds to tell Adeimantus in more detail which desires are lawless
when he says that such desires are aroused in dreams,
whenever the other element of the soul slumbers, the calculative, tame, and ruling
element (logistikÚn ka‹ ¥meron ka‹ êrxon). Then the bestial and savage (yhri«dew
te ka‹ êgrion) full of food or drink, comes alive, casts off sleep and tries to go out and
satisfy its own habits (¥yh). You know it will dare do anything in such a state released
and rid of from all shame and wisdom (afisxÊnhw ka‹ fronÆsevw). In fantasy [as it
imagines], it does not shrink from trying to have sex with a mother or with anyone else,
man, god, or beast. It will commit any foul murder, and there is no food it refuses to eat.
In a word, it will go to any length of folly and shamelessness (571c3-d3).

Here we notice that lawless desires are present and more active when reason does not
exercise control over the soul and our dreams are supposed to be evidence for this. Often
in dreams or in our imagination we imagine ourselves doing things we would never do
when awake.256 Plato explains this due to the relaxing of calculation or reason and the
absence of shame. We are less ashamed when asleep and our practical wisdom
(phronesis) is less active. Shame and wisdom seem to be the two principles by which we
may place limitations on our desires and actions, assuming that shame follows wisdom
instead of lawless desires. Shame is characteristic of the spirited part and wisdom is
characteristic of the rational part and in the absence of their union with the rational part’s
lead, the appetitive part may come to rule the soul. Shame, wisdom, and opinion
regarding our desires, seem to cover the range of reasons by which we may act one way
or another, i.e., because we think it is shameful to do x or not to do x, and/or because we
think we know that doing x or not doing x is good. Furthermore adding shame as a
possible limit on desires appreciates the fact that in desiring, it is not only thoughts or
opinions that may play a role but emotions also. Of course shame, as a motivating

256

Including dreams in the discussion of desires points out that Plato is aware of the complexity of the issue
of desire. Moreover, talking about desires we do not follow in waking life but only in dreams shows
Plato’s awareness of repressed desires. This is also evident in the rest of the sketches of individuals. See
also Lear (1992), and Roochnik (2003, 103).
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emotion, may work in line with lawless desires and lead to bad, as when a thief may be
ashamed of not carrying out a theft very well.257 Plato points out that when we act on
lawless desires we seem to lack both shame and wisdom about what it is appropriate to
desire and do.
Socrates points out that when there are no rational limitations on our desires we
may go to extremes and desire such things as to sleep with parents, other animals, or
gods, or to commit any murder and to eat anything. These, Socrates claims, are examples
of unnecessary and lawless desires which show how far in shamelessness and folly the
appetitive part of the soul may take us. The examples show once again that Socrates has
in mind all sorts of desires (or pleasures) and not just the lower desires for food, sex, and
drink since he includes committing any murder which does not seem to fit the above
three types of desire. He suggests that people may murder merely because they find it
pleasurable. These are also examples meant to show how having such desires is morally
problematic since most people (and cultures) would find them to be such.258 Having
clarified necessary and unnecessary desires to some extent we are ready to discuss the
tyrannical man’s soul in more detail.

6.3 The Origin of the Tyrannical Man and the Compulsory Grip of Eros.

257

Consider Callicles’ comments in the Gorgias where he claims that moderation and justice are shameful
(491e-492a).
258
Including indiscriminate murder for pleasure as one of the examples here suggests quite a bit about
where Socrates wants to take the discussion and his rejection of extreme hedonism. Someone may hold for
the sake of argument, that if pleasure is the good and committing murder provides one with maximum
pleasure then it is morally acceptable to do such a thing as much as someone can. But most people would
deny this is the case, especially if we suggest that it is possible for them to be the victims, thus agreeing
with Socrates’ ultimate point that desires and pleasure are better when limited by other principles.
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Socrates describes the soul of the tyrannical man in such a way so as to highlight
its lack of limitations on desires and to draw the implications of this lack. We remember
that the democratic man had a thrifty oligarchic father who valued and followed the
desires for making money and did not like unnecessary desires whose aim is
“entertainment and display” (572c3). The democratic man was also influenced or
educated by people who urged him to follow unnecessary desires and ended up with a
soul which pursued unnecessary desires of the intermediate kind, i.e., desires which are
not unlawful, but neither beneficial nor harmful. The tyrannical man, like the democratic
man, comes about by being influenced or educated from two directions, but unlike him,
he lacks any limitations on his desires and comes to pursue unnecessary and lawless
desires. Socrates explains,
Now imagine further that the same happens to him (the democratic man’s son) as
happened to his father before him. He is led into all kinds of lawlessness
(paranom!an)–or ‘liberty,’ (§leuyer!an) as those who are leading him call it. His
father and the rest of his household come to the support of the intermediate desires (§n
m°sƒ taÊtaiw §piyum!aiw), while his seducers support his other desires. When these
cunning magicians (deino‹ mãgoi) and tyrant-makers (turannopoio‹) have no hope
(§lp!svsin) of keeping control of him any other way, they contrive to implant
(mhxanvm°nouw §mpoi∞sai) in him a kind of lust (¶rvta tina), a champion
(prostãthn) of those desires which are idle and which go through whatever is
available, a kind of giant winged drone (ÍpÒpteron ka‹ m°gan khf∞nã tina). Isn’t
that the only description for the lust (¶rvta) found in such people of this kind? (572d8573a2).259

The democratic man’s son is influenced by others while his father has less of a positive
influence on him than his own father did, and thus the son turns tyrannical. Plato reminds
us that what some people call “liberty,” where they mean “license,” amounts to
“lawlessness.” The people who influence the son’s desires are like magicians who instill
in him the drone eros, which plays the role of the champion or protector of lawless
desires. Like the potential tyrant that rules and appears to be the protector of the city (he
259

Translation mine.
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appears to be interested in pursuing its interests), so does eros rule and appear to be the
protector of the soul or the person. From the perspective of the tyrannical man driven by
eros it seems that he pursues desires which are beneficial to him but which in fact are not.
We should also notice that Socrates connects the tyrant with the giant winged
drone which is stingless. Earlier he had told us that there were two kinds of drones:
winged and wingless, and some of the drones without wings had stings (552c-d). The
drones with stings were the ones who became criminals in oligarchies. Portraying the
tyrant as a drone without a sting suggests that tyrants are not strong, but quite weak in
some sense. This reverses the common understanding of the tyrant as a “strongman”
whose intelligence as well as his strength help him take over. Socrates rejects
Thrasymachus‘ claim that the tyrant is the strongest or most powerful person. Let us see
how we may understand this rejection more clearly.
Socrates goes on to say that when the lawless unnecessary desires surround the
winged and stingless drone eros they make it grow larger and “plant the sting of yearning
in it” (pÒyou k°ntron §mpoiÆsvsi, 573a7-8). The eros or lust in the tyrant’s soul
comes to have the sting of yearning in it with the support of lawless unnecessary desires.
This suggests that the tyrannical man (and the tyrant) is weak in the sense that he has a
sting in his soul which stings him. In other words, it is due to the stinging the tyrannical
man suffers in his soul, not due to strength, that such a person seeks to be tyrant. The
tyrannical man’s lack of control over his lawless desires pushes him to desire tyranny;
tyrants are forced to be tyrants and this makes them inferior to common criminals who
are at least strong in some sense. Socrates pushes for a different understanding of
strength that does not entail taking into account a person’s external actions, like the
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tyrant’s ability to use force, but which takes into account the condition and structure of
the person’s soul. He implies that true strength or power comes from the structure of
one’s soul, when this is ordered well. This strength amounts to the ability to resist
lawless desires and act in accordance with the rational part of the soul. The tyrannical
person is unable to do this. The idea that true strength springs from one’s ordered soul,
i.e. from justice, connects to one of Socrates’ aims in the main argument of the dialogue,
namely, to show that justice is good in itself. Since weakness is bad, and since the tyrant
is weak and also the unjust person par excellence, this begins to show that injustice is bad
in itself.
Socrates continues,
then, this (eros) champion of the soul (prostãthw t∞w cux∞w) takes madness for its
bodyguard (dorufore›ta! te ÍpÚ man!aw), and goes berserk. If it detects in the man
any opinions or desires which can be regarded as decent and which still feel some sense
of shame, it kills them off (épokte!nei) or banishes them from its presence, until it has
purged the soul of moderation and filled it with foreign madness (573a8-b4).260

Socrates pushes the analogy of the city and the soul in that eros in the soul is similar to
the tyrant in the city in banishing what it finds disagreeable. Eros appears to be the
protector of the soul but it ends up stinging or harming the soul like the tyrant does to the
city. Eros also opposes and rids the soul of any opinions that suggest limits on desires
like the tyrant banishes or kills decent people in the city. Moreover, the soul is manic or
uncontrollable by rational limitation and under the absolute influence of eros. Socrates
suggests that people traditionally call eros “a tyrant” since it takes over one’s soul in an
absolute way while neglecting concerns other than fulfilling unlawful desires (573b6-7).
Now let us consider how exactly we are to understand eros?
260

Translation mine. The madness that guards the tyrant’s soul seems to be tough, as the tyrant’s
bodyguards may be, and the softness and weakness seems to be only at the center, as the tyrant may be a
soft rather than a strong person.
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The way Socrates talks about eros here (¶rvta tina) suggests that there are
several kinds of it.261 Thucydides in the funeral oration (2.43.1) has Pericles suggest that
the freedom characteristic of the greatness of, and happiness in, Athens will make the
citizens lovers (erastai) of it. Pericles uses the Athenian ideal of freedom to suggest that
because of it the citizens should be like caring lovers to the city. Plato seems to deny the
connection of the pursuit of extreme freedom to eros as caring for the city, and to rather
link the unlimited pursuit of freedom to tyranny which serves only the interest of the
ruler. Socrates portrays eros here as an overarching lust controlling the soul and
compelling the person to act in several ways. He also presents a low kind of eros as
characteristic of the tyrant and tyranny. If the tyrant loves the city he does so selfishly,
i.e., only insofar as he can exploit it to get what he wants. This lust pushes the soul to
pursue desires for consumption and for taking advantage of what is available. By
suggesting that eros leads the tyrannical man’s soul toward unlimited acquisition,
consumption, and spending, Socrates highlights the tyrannical man’s tendency to take
advantage of others to get what he wants; he emphasizes his pleonexia.
A further interesting aspect of the discussion of eros is its association with
madness (man!a) or, more accurately mania. This highlights further how eros exploits
and compels the soul, and it explicates what the tyrannical person comes to be like.
Whereas eros rules the soul as its seeming champion or protector (572e4-573a2), like the
tyrant rules the city, mania guards eros (dorufore›ta! te ÍpÚ man!aw, 573a8), like the
guards do the tyrant. Mania seems another way to speak of the sting of yearning which
drives the tyrannical man’s life. The tyrannical person is portrayed as manic in the sense
261

See Symposium 211c-e for example where Socrates points out that there are different kinds of eros in a
hierarchy from that for bodies to that for the Forms.
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that he has a variety of lawless and insatiable desires, which control his soul in a rather
violent way, instead of being able to limit them. The reference to mania in relation to
eros or lust intends to suggest that the tyrannical person has such a disordered soul that it
causes the person to be “thrown” around or compelled by desire.
We should remember that Socrates portrayed the philosopher earlier as one who
desires to know things in themselves and who has a sort of contempt for particulars (476a
ff.). The philosopher’s eros is for the Forms (or for being), which exemplify
metaphysical limit, as opposed to particulars which exemplify becoming, haphazardness,
and unlimitedness. 262 The philosopher’s eros is thus linked to limit and his soul is like
the objects he desires, i.e. ordered and limited, rather than disordered.263 The tyrannical
person’s disordered, manic, and haphazard soul would imply that the kinds of objects it
desires are themselves limitless, ever changing and haphazard.
Socrates goes on to suggest that drunks are people with tyrannical characters
(turannikÒn ti frÒnhma, 573b9-c1). While we are prompted to understand and
explain alcoholics as people with tyrannical souls who cannot restrain themselves, the
image of the drunken person serves more as an explanation for the condition of the
tyrannical man’s eros and mania. As drunks cannot restrain themselves from drinking
excessively, the tyrannical man will go to excess on many levels, but not necessarily in
drinking. We recall Socrates points out that in extreme democracy freedom is provided
262

Roochnik (2003) points out correctly that Eros is a concern of Plato’s throughout the dialogue, from
Cephalus’ praise for the lack of his desire for sex in Book I, to Glaucon’s interruption of Socrates in Book
II, and Polemarchus’ in Book V (prompting him to talk about women and children), to his final explicit
discussion of it in the tyrant (88). I would add to this list Plato’s discussion of the philosopher in the
central books. In effect I agree with Roochnik that Plato emphasizes the importance of Eros in the
Republic whenever I emphasize the important role of desire in the dialogue.
263
Of course this is not to say that the philosopher is merely the person who simply contemplates the
Forms. He is the sort of person who, like Plato and Socrates, tries to deal with the tension of limit and
unlimitedness (Forms and particulars, intelligible and unintelligible, stable and unstable and so on) on
various levels: metaphysical, psychological, ethical, and political.
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to people like undiluted wine at drinking parties (562c7-d4). This highlighted the
problems of unlimited or extreme freedom. As undiluted wine may make someone drunk
and out of control extreme freedom may also lead them to a life with no limitations on
desires.
The tyrannical person as “a mad and deranged person attempts and thinks himself
capable of ruling not only over humans but also over gods (mainÒmenow ka‹
Ípokekinhk&w oÈ mÒnon ényr≈pvn éllå ka‹ ye«n §pixeire› te ka‹ §lp!zei
dunatÚw e‰nai êrxein)” (573c3-5). Socrates draws the implications of having lawless
and unlimited desires which one attempts to satisfy. Lack of restraint and extravagant
desires, may possibly lead to wish and efforts to rule not only over humans but also over
gods. One implication of supposing that one can even rule over gods is hubris or
impiety.264 Furthermore, unlimited desire links the tyrannical man’s psychology to
politics, that is, to tyranny and the tyrant as a political figure. The pursuit of unlimited
and lawless desires may lead one to pursue political power since this may allow him to
secure more means by which to satisfy more desires. Being a private tyrannical person is
not as likely to provide many of the means by which to satisfy many desires. But, more
importantly, the idea that the tyrant even wishes to rule over gods highlights the fact that
tyrants are very likely to seek political power beyond a single city. The point is that
tyrants will engage in as much conquest as they think themselves capable of to acquire
increasingly more means by which to satisfy extravagant desire.

264

This imagery is connected to Plato’s tradition where seeking absolute power as a monarch or tyrant was
seen as appropriate only for gods and as hubristic for humans. See for example the fragments by
Archilochus in chapter 1.
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We realize that Plato seems aware of the possibility and likelihood of tyrannical
conquest and expansion insofar as the tyrant supposes he is able to accomplish this. Of
course, the extent to which the tyrant supposes he is able to conquer and desires to do so
depends on resources and military capacity (including technological means). Thus, given
Plato’s analysis here, with increased military capacity it is more likely that tyrannies will
engage in conquest. Older tyrannies, including the ones in Plato’s time, while not
refraining from conquest, were not as expansive as later or modern tyrannies due to lack
of ability, i.e., inferior military power and technological limitations.265
Then Socrates tells us that: “A man comes to be tyrannical, strictly speaking,
when either by nature or by practice or by both (µ fÊsei µ §pithdeÊmasin µ
émfot°roiw) he comes to be drunken, erotic, and mad (meyustikÒw te ka‹ §rvtikÚw
ka‹ melagxolikÚw g°nhtai)“ (573c7-9). This indicates further that tyrannical eros is
equivalent to having intense, unlimited, and lawless desires. Suggesting that a tyrannical
person comes to be either by nature or by practice or by both points to the idea that
different people may come to be tyrannical in different ways.266 Having provided a
plausible account the origin of the tyrannical man Socrates goes on to consider how the
tyrannical man lives and to clarify further the tyrannical soul and the role of eros in it.

265

The Persian Empire and Alexander the Great seem exceptions to this.
The issue of how different people may come to be tyrannical, by nature, by practice, or by both, merits
more attention. Some issues that may come into consideration may be that Plato thinks that different
people have different natural abilities, that we were told that some people are taught by others to be
tyrannical (572d8), that some talented, smart, and promising people, like Alcibideas seem to become
tyrannical too easily, that Plato places much emphasis on the education and values promoted by different
regimes.
266
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6.4 The Tyrannical Person’s Life: Desires and Deeds.
Socrates moves from the consideration of the tyrannical man’s origins (he comes
to have and follow lawless desires) to a more thorough consideration of how he lives.
Socrates asks Adeimantus to tell him how the tyrannical man lives (zª d¢ dØ p«w,
573c11-12).267 Asking how one lives is as ambiguous in Greek as it is in English, and it
may have two meanings: what one does in one’s life or whether one lives happily or not.
Of course the two meanings are not so different insofar as what one does in life either
amounts to, or contributes to, a happy life or not. Socrates and Adeimantus go on to
consider both of these senses and the implications of lawless desires in terms of action or
behavior. They begin with a list of the sorts of extreme actions the tyrant will engage in,
which highlights the problematic nature of lawless and unlimited desire. Moreover,
going through such actions reveals a further level of necessity inherent in the tyrannical
life. This is a practical end existential necessity, which begins at the level of Eros. In
other words, the tyrannical soul’s disorder and lawless desires will force the tyrannical
man to carry out certain actions and thus to necessarily be a certain way, i.e. unsatisfied
and unhappy.
Socrates says that for the tyrannical man in “whom eros dwells as an internal
tyrant, directing all things that pertain to the soul, there will be feasts, celebrations,
luxuries, and call-girls, and all things of this sort” (tÚ metå toËto •orta‹ g!gnontai
267

We should note Adeimantus’ response to this question. He refers to their conversation as playing a
game when he says “Tell me this [how the tyrannical man lives] also, he said, as if we are playing a game”
(TÚ t«n paizÒntvn, ßfh, toËto, sÁ ka‹ §mo‹ §re›w, 573d1). This response suggests that Adeimantus
thinks of the conversation as a game since they have gone through the types of lives of several individuals
parallel to different regimes so far, and thus he is quite familiar with the method of discussion. He also
seems to think that how the tyrannical man lives is evident (or should be) and he is willing to play along so
that Socrates can finish the argument. Adeimantus’ remark here also prepares us to be like him in that we
largely anticipate what Socrates goes on to say both about the tyrannical person’s way of life and his lack
of happiness.
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par aÈto›w ka‹ k«moi ka‹ yal!ai ka‹ •ta›rai ka‹ tå toiaËta pãnta, œn ín
ÖErvw tÊrannow ¶ndon ofik«n diakubernò tå t∞w cux∞w ëpanta), to which
Adeimantus responds: “Necessarily” (ÉAnagkh) (573d2-6).268 They continue the parallel
between the city and the soul and portray eros as the tyrant of the soul. Socrates suggests
that the tyrannical man will necessarily require extravagant things in his life due to his
desires. The feasts and celebrations mentioned above highlight both the tyrant’s efforts
to satisfy lower desires such as those for food, drink and sex, as well as the desire to be
honored and admired. We are aware of several ancient tyrants who sought to exhibit
their wealth and power to win admiration, such as Dionysius I who had two grandiose
weddings in the same day.269
They continue with how the tyrannical man will have his lawless and excessive
desires intensify and how his attempts to satisfy them lead to extravagant spending,
Socrates: And don’t therefore many terrible desires sprout up each day and
night, creating needs for all sorts of things (âArÉoÔn oÈ polla‹ ka‹ deina‹
parablastãnousin §piyum!ai ≤m°raw te ka‹ nuktÚw §kãsthw, poll«n
deÒmenai;)?
Adeimantus: Many do indeed.
Socrates: So, any income someone like that has is spent quickly (TaxÁ ëra
énal!skontai §ãn tinew Œsi prÒsodoi).
Adeimantus: How could it not?
Socrates: And the next things, surely, is borrowing and expenditure of capital.
Adeimantus: What else?
Socrates: And when everything is gone, won’t it be necessary that the violent
crowd of desires that have nested within him suddenly shout in protest (ÜOtan d¢ dØ
pãntÉ §pil!p˙, îra oÈk énãgkh m¢n tåw §piyum!aw boçn puknãw te ka‹ sfodråw
§nneneotteum°naw)? And when people of this sort are driven by the stings of these other
appetites, but particularly of Eros itself, which leads all the others as if they were its
bodyguard, stung to frenzy, don’t they look to see who possesses anything that can be
taken from him by deceit or force (épatÆsanta µ biasãmenon)?
Adeimantus: Certainly indeed.
Socrates: It is necessary then that either he takes from every source, or to live in
great suffering and pain (ÉAnagka›on dØ pantaxÒyen f°rein, µ megãlaiw »d›s! te
ka‹ ÙdÊnaiw sun°xesyai).

268

269

Translation mine.
See my earlier discussion of poetry as celebrating tyrants during feasts.
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Adeimantus: It is necessary (ÉAnagka›on) (573d7-574a5).270

Socrates presents the idea that the tyrannical person’s lawless desires will intensify, as a
result of his attendance of feasts and celebrations, which Adeimantus agrees are
necessary for him.271 Thus, the problem for the tyrannical person is not only that lawless
and extravagant desires will be difficult to satisfy, but also, that having such desires leads
to their intensification which creates increasingly more needs (poll«n deÒmenai). The
intensification of these desires takes place when one is given the ability to satisfy them.
Attending feasts and parties provides the tyrannical man with such an opportunity and
thus his desires multiply and intensify. Thus, insofar as the tyrant perceives that he has
more power and thus the ability and means to satisfy more desires than anyone else, he is
likely to have the most extravagant and insatiable desires and the most needs. The
tyrannical person will be increasingly after more, and more kinds of, food, drink, sex,
honor and so on. This multiplication of desires and the creation of more needs, will in
turn require the tyrannical person to be after more resources to satisfy them. The
tyrannical man eventually wants to be a tyrant. When the resources available are not
enough to satisfy these desires they will necessarily lead him (énãgkh) to try to acquire
more resources at any cost, either by fraud or force (épatÆsanta µ biasãmenon).
Thus, it will become necessary (ÉAnagka›on) for the tyrannical person that either he tries
to acquire resources from any source and in any way to try to satisfy his desires, or to
suffer.

270

Translation mine.
For textual evidence that Socrates presents the intensification of desires as a result from going to feasts
notice the âArÉoÔn at 573d7 which indicates that he is drawing a conclusion.
271
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The fact that the tyrannical person seeks to acquire resources to satisfy desires by
any means implies that he will even turn against his own parents. Socrates seems to draw
this conclusion when he says that once he has spent what is his own, he will plan to take
over what belongs to his father and mother, as the newer desires in the soul of the
tyrannical man come to take over the older ones (574a6-10).272 If his parents refuse to
give him what is theirs he will resort to theft and fraud (kl°ptein ka‹ épatçn) and his
next step will be force (biãzoito) (574b1-5). Moreover, he will even strike his mother,
who is his old and necessary friend, due to his latest unnecessary mistress and will
enslave his parents to people who come to live with him under the same roof (574b12c5). He will also become a thief and break into someone’s house and steal from temples
driven by the intensity of his desires (574d1-6).
Socrates proceeds to explain further how the tyrannical man’s behavior is causally
related to his desires and opinions and to finish the description of the tyrannical man’s
way of life:
In all these exploits, his original childhood opinions about good and shameful, opinions
which are generally regarded as just, will be overwhelmed by those new opinions just
released from slavery, which are the bodyguard of Eros (doruforoËsai tÚn ÖErvta),
and act in company with it. Previously, while he was still under the control of laws and
of his father, and his mind was a democracy (dhmokratoÊmenow §n •aut“), they were
set free only in sleep, as dreams, but once he is tyrannized by Eros (turanneuye‹w d¢
ÍpÚ ÖErvtow), and has become permanently, in his waking life, that which he used to
be only occasionally, in his dreams, there will be no foul murder, no food, no deed, from
which he will abstain (oÎte tinÚw deinoË éf°jetai oÎte br≈matow oÎtÉ¶rgou).
Eros will dwell within him as a tyrant, in total anarchy, and lawlessness (turannik«w §n
aÈt“ ı ÖErvw §n pãs˙ énarx!& ka‹ énom!& z«n). As you’d expect of a sole ruler,
it will lead its possessor, like a tyrant leading a city, into every kind of outrage (§p‹
pçsan tÒlman), as it attempts to provide upkeep for itself and the mob (yÒrubon)
surrounding it––some of them brought in from outside, the result of the bad company the
man keeps, others native to him, released and liberated by the same bad habits in himself.
Isn’t that an accurate picture of the life (b!ow) of the tyrannical man? (574d5-575a7).
272

He begins saying this with another âArÉoÔn at 574a6 thus indicating that he is drawing another
conclusion following what he has just said, i.e. that the tyrannical person will try to acquire resources to
satisfy his desires by any means.
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Socrates indicates that the tyrannical person’s opinions regarding what is good and
shameful were rather just in childhood (he was still quite democratic), but these become
consumed by the opinions, which accompany and guard Eros. This suggests that erotic,
lawless, and insatiable desires are supported by opinions which serve as rational
justifications for them. The tyrannical person comes to do what he does due to his
extravagant desires, while thinking that what he does is good and without shame. This is
not to say that the tyrannical person provides detailed arguments about why he thinks his
desires, and satisfying them the way he does, are good and not shameful. Nevertheless,
he supposes that such opinions are true and these are in line with his desires, something
which allows him to act without experiencing much conflict within his soul.
Finally, in the above passage, Socrates suggests that the tyrant, being freed from
all sorts of limitations on his desires, lives in total anarchy and lawlessness, and there is
no outrage his lawless desires will prevent him from committing in order to satisfy them.
Having explained how the tyrannical man’s behavior follows causally from his intense
and unlimited desires Socrates goes on to link the psychology of the tyrannical person to
politics and tyranny more explicitly.

6.5 How the Tyrannical Man May Become a Tyrant.
Several concrete political conditions influence whether a tyrannical man may get
the chance to be a tyrant, and we should expect that Socrates’ discussion of these will be
closely related to the account of the birth of tyranny from Book VIII. When a city does
not have many tyrannical people in it and most people in the city are rather prudent (tÚ
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êllo pl∞yow svfron∞) tyrannical people may emigrate. They may go on to become
“bodyguards of another tyrant” (êllon tinå doruforoËsi tÊrannon) or mercenaries
in existing wars (575b1-3). This confirms that a single person cannot set up a tyranny,
but a critical mass of tyrannical types is required even if these are foreigners or freed
slaves as Socrates indicated before. If tyrannical people live in peaceful times they
commit many small evils or crimes on a small scale (575b-c).
This is supposed to remind us of Thrasymachus who claimed that the happy and
unjust person he had in mind as was not one who performed petty crimes, but a fullfledged tyrant. Socrates’ point is that tyrannical people cannot always become tyrants.
Doing so depends on concrete political conditions, such as the presence of other
tyrannical types and the prudence of citizens. Thrasymachus promises to provide the
rhetorical skills by which one can manipulate crowds and become a tyrant, but Socrates
denies that coming to be tyrant requires only such skills.273 Thus, happiness in
Thrasymachus’ terms would seem far away from most tyrannical person’s reach since
one finds himself in existing political conditions which are largely out of his control. This
is another one of Socrates’ attempts to undermine the tyrant’s perception of his strength
and ability to do what he wants. But what if there are plenty or tyrannical types and the
rest of the citizens are not very prudent?
Socrates goes on to explain further what political conditions allow for a tyrannical
man to become tyrant:
Minor crimes are defined in reference to major crimes and when it comes to the
wretchedness and misery of the city (ponhr!& te ka‹ éyliÒthti pÒlevw), none of
273

See Nicomachean Ethics X 9 1180b30-1181a17 where Aristotle indicates that the sophists profess to
teach politics, but none of them practice it or taught their sons to be politicians, that they miss the fact that
knowing and doing politics requires a lot of experience, and that they equate politics to rhetoric or even
treat it as inferior to rhetoric (on this see Isocrates’ Antidosis 80).
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these can hold a candle, as the saying goes to the tyrant. When you get a large number of
these people in a city, and others following them, when they become aware of their own
numbers, then it is they, aided and abetted by the folly of the common people who give
birth to the tyrant (ofl tÚn tÊrannon genn«ntew metå dÆmou éno!aw §ke›non)––that
one who stands out among them as possessing the greatest and most bloated tyrant in the
soul within him (575c2-9).

The tyrannical person, once he is able to become tyrant, commits the most terrible
crimes, which cause the city’s wretchedness. The tyrannical person becomes a tyrant
when the city includes many tyrannical people in it who support the person with the
greatest amount of eros in his soul. The tyrant is not the worst sort of person, this is the
tyrannical man, but the tyrant is the worst single person from the worst kind of people.
The idea that the wicked people in the city support the most wicked person among them
suggests that people tend to like and approve of others who are like them. Socrates
indicates that tyrannical types tend to like other tyrannical types since they have similar
souls with similar lawless desires, goals, and conceptions of the happy life. Thus, if there
are plenty of tyrannical types around, the potential tyrant attracts willing support from
them without considerable difficulty, since they admire and approve of him. Moreover,
the presence of many tyrannical types in a city enable the potential tyrant to win their
support by persuasion since he knows what to say to exploit their desires and opinions.274
Furthermore, the tyrannical types take advantage of the folly of the other people
in the city. The “folly” Socrates has in mind has to do with allowing too many tyrannical
types to arise in the city, which eventually turns the city into a tyranny. Thus many cities,
which are tolerant of tyrannical types, or which do not have adequate measures to prevent
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In Book VIII we saw that one of the prevalent ways the potential tyrant comes to be a tyrant is by
fueling feuds and by aligning himself with one group against another. Thus, the tyrant would have to get
tyrannical types to oppose the other types on the city and pretend to align his interests with their own.
Another way by which he may win willing support is by promises of furnishing people with the means to
satisfy their desires (see Chapter 4).
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the rise of tyrannical types, may fall prey to tyranny. Earlier, in Book VIII, we saw that
extreme democracy allowed for all sorts of types of people to live in it due to its
excessive freedom and equality and that it was possible for tyranny to arise from
democracy. Thus, the discussion of tyrannical types taking advantage of the folly of
other people is related to the idea that tyranny may arise from democracy. It seems true
however, that tyrannical types may arise in other regimes also insofar as these do not
have adequate preventative measures.
Thrasymachus and the others like him who praise tyranny and who claim to teach
rhetoric by which one can reach it, would have to hope that all these conditions (“folly,”
numerous tyrannical people and so on) have to be present for rhetoric to be persuasive
and be able to lead to tyranny. Perhaps they are able to claim and advertise that the
rhetoric they teach can lead to tyrannical power only when such conditions are present.
The city may not submit to the tyrant so willingly, thus Socrates continues,
That is assuming they obey him willingly (•kÒntew Ípe!kvsin). If the city does not
prove compliant (§pitr°p˙), then he will punish his country (patr!da) in its turn, if he
can (§ån oÂÒw tÉ ¬), in the same way as he punished his mother and father earlier. He
will bring in new, foreign colleagues (n°ouw •ta!rouw), and he will keep in slavery to
them the fatherland––or motherland, as the Cretans call it––he once loved. That is how
he will hold and provide for his country. And this would be the ultimate goal at which
such a sort of man’s desire is directed (575d3-9).

If the city does not submit to the tyrant willingly then, if he can, he will use force and
punish the citizens to maintain power. The city may not support the tyrant for too long
since the people’s folly of tolerating and allowing tyrannical types to arise may not last
too long. Once the tyrant comes to power and begins to be unjust then the people’s
tolerance of him is likely to dissipate. The last line of the passage also repeats
Thrasymachus claim that the tyrant intends to enslave all the citizens, while Socrates
explains that this intention follows from the tyrant’s desires.
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Socrates goes on to sum up what the tyrannical man and the tyrant are like. After
telling us that such a person associates with flatterers, that he does not have any friends,
that he cannot be trusted, and that he is most unjust he says
Let us sum up this worst of all people (tÚn kãkiston). He is I take it, the waking
embodiment of the kind of man we described as existing in dreams… Anyone with a
most tyrannical nature who becomes sole ruler ends up like this. And the longer he
spends in his tyranny, the more like this he becomes (576b3-8).275

The tyrant is like a nightmare come true, he is the worst tyrannical man, and the longer
one is a tyrant the worse he becomes. The point is that the longer one is a tyrant the more
he is likely to be as the tyrannical man was described above, i.e. resort to violence, lack
friends, be distrustful of others and so on, all of which begin to show that he will not be a
happy man. Before we move on to the next chapter and Plato’s arguments against
tyranny, let me indicate how the discussion of the tyrannical man’s soul refers to and
illuminates the necessity inherent in tyranny.

6.6 The Tyrant’s Psychology and Necessity
We recall that Socrates in Book VIII indicates that there is an inherent destructive
necessity to tyranny. This is a practical necessity in which effects y necessarily follow
necessary actions x. We also saw that the effects that follow from these necessary actions
(the tyrant has to take the city to war and to purge it from enemies which causes the
citizens to hate him, and due to his being increasingly more hated he becomes more
suspicious and fearful and he is forced to have dronish untrustworthy types as guards)
required more justifications which we seem to get in the discussion of the tyrannical soul
and its desires. In other words, up to that point Socrates claimed that in tyranny certain
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Translation mine.
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necessary actions x caused effects y necessarily but he had not explained why actions x
were necessary in the first place. He provides such an explanation in his analysis of the
tyrannical soul by revealing an additional level of necessity due to Eros.
Socrates holds that it is the tyrannical soul which causes the tyrannical person to
perform actions x necessarily, and these actions, in turn, cause effects y necessarily.
Thus, there is something about the soul that ultimately explains this practical necessity.
Socrates explains that the tyrannical soul entails an internal compulsion or necessity in
itself which explains the resulting practical necessity. This is evident from his discussion
of the compelling grip of Eros, the sting of yearning implanted in the soul, and the mania
inherent in it, which allow him to describe how lawless and pleonexic desires enslave the
tyrannical person and compel him to action. His discussion of the tyrannical soul makes
it clear that several of the things the tyrannical person does follow from the disordered
and unjust state of his soul and the lawless, pleonexic desires which rule it. An unjust
soul will cause a person to do unjust actions, and the most unjust soul will cause a person
to do the most unjust actions.
Socrates told us that the tyrannical man’s erotic soul with its lawless and
pleonexic desires will force him to engage in several sorts of activities to satisfy these
desires. The tyrannical man has to attend feasts and celebrations (573d26), which in turn
intensify the soul’s desires and multiply its needs. This leads him to spend what
resources he has to satisfy his new needs and then he is forced to either suffer or do
anything to acquire the means to satisfy his desires (573d7-574a5).276 Thus, the
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This is reminiscent of the situation the tyrant finds himself from purging the city of good people. He
necessarily has to either live with bad people who will come to hate him, or not live at all (567d1-3).
In both cases the tyrannical life is accompanied by compulsion. In the case of purging the city of good
people we saw that the tyrant’s efforts to secure power and his suspicion of possible enemies necessitates
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tyrannical man turns violent and turns on his parents, a tendency which highlights his
violent attitude towards anyone who comes in his way (574a ff.). Since the tyrannical
person requires more and more means by which to satisfy his lawless desires, he soon
comes to wish to be tyrant.
Since the tyrant is the worst tyrannical man the practical necessity caused by the
state of the tyrannical soul follows the tyrant into the tyrannical regime and it even
intensifies. The compulsion in the tyrant’s life extends to the existential quandary in
which, once one becomes tyrant it is impossible to escape such a life and in order to
survive one has to act more and more like a tyrant.277 Socrates explains the practical
necessity which serves as a principle of internal destruction in tyranny as a result of
tyrannical psychology. In effect, Plato seems to suggest that the tyrant is necessarily
driven by unnecessary (and lawless) desires. This may sound paradoxical but it is part of
Plato’s point, i.e., that tyrannical life is paradoxical or contradictory. The tyrant’s desires
are unnecessary, namely, resistible with practice and harmful from an ideal perspective,
from the perspective of humans as such. But, at the same time, once a person becomes
tyrannical he cannot resist such desires and they necessarily drive his life. In other words
the desires unnecessary for humans as such become most necessary for the tyrannical
personality. Moreover, as I argue in the next chapter the eventual necessary effects that
follow from the tyrant’s state of soul, will necessitate the tyrant’s lack of happiness.

that he purge the city of good people (567c1-3). This, in turn, necessitates the bind of either living with
wicked people who will hate him, or death. In the case of either suffering or trying to acquire more
resources to satisfy desires by any means, the necessity seems to follow both from the tyrannical person’s
state of soul and extravagant desire, as well as from some of his actions which are first necessitated by his
desires.
277
Socrates indicates that this happens to tyrants at 567d1-3: the tyrant either has to purge the city of good
people and live with bad people who hate him or die. For a similar point see Thucydides’ Peloponnesian
War 2.63.2 where Pericles suggests that Athens’ empire is like a tyranny which was perhaps unjust to take
but dangerous and foolish to give up.
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Thus Socrates explains tyrannical life as a causal chain bound by several levels of
necessity which begin with the most unjust soul and end with lack of happiness.278
In this chapter I analyzed Plato’s conception of the tyrannical soul, its lawless
desires, and the sorts of actions to which such desires lead. This is part of Plato’s account
for how the appetitive part of the soul comes to rule the other parts and to lead the person
to pleonexia. This emphasis on desire suggests that Plato thinks that much of politics has
to do with desire and the direction it may take. As Roochnik puts it so well, “Eros is
intrinsic to political activity itself, for as Glaucon’s second city of relishes demonstrates,
politics is born from the expansive nature of desire” (2003, 88). I also showed that
Plato’s view of tyranny entails a necessity that is ultimately explainable in terms of the
tyrannical soul and its lawless and pleonexic desires. Having explained the psychological
aspects of the tyrannical man and the connection of the tyrannical man to the tyrant we
are now ready to consider Plato’s arguments against tyranny, both as a regime, and as a
type of life.

278

We could represent this chain of necessity briefly in the following way: Tyrannical soul with inherent
psychological necessity due to Eros and lawless desiresfipractical necessity, i.e. kinds of actions which
follow necessarily from the tyrannical soulfinecessary effects that follow from the actions, such as being
hated by the citizens, being suspicious, having many enemies etc.fiultimate necessary effect of tyrant’s
wretchedness.
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Chapter 7. Plato’s Arguments Against Tyranny.
Plato’s account of tyranny is comprehensive and this extends to his arguments
against it. He argues both against tyranny as a regime and against the tyrannical life.
Even though we touched upon some of these arguments in previous chapters it is my task
here to consider them in more detail. I begin the chapter by reminding us of
Thrasymachus’ position on tyranny in the shepherd speech, and by considering a passage
(576d3-577b9, following the discussion of the tyrannical man’s life and deeds in Book
IX), which reveals Plato’s comprehensive perspective on tyranny. I consider these two
passages since they reveal the several considerations that enter into Plato’s arguments
against tyranny and the tyrannical life and which make his attack on them
comprehensive. Finally, I consider the several arguments against tyranny and the tyrant’s
life.

7.1 Thrasymachus’ Challenge.
In Book I Thrasymachus claims that injustice is superior to justice. He argues for
this claim in the shepherd speech (343b1-344c8) where he presents several of the benefits
of tyranny as complete injustice. He says,
The opposite is the case for an unjust man in every respect. I mean, indeed, the person
described before, namely, the man who outdoes anyone else due to having power (tÚn
megãla dunãmenon pleonekte›n). He is the one you should consider if you want to
figure out how much more advantageous it is for the individual to be unjust than just.
You will understand this most easily if you turn your thoughts to injustice of the most
complete sort (§p‹ tØn televtãthn édik!an ¶ly˙w), the sort that makes the one who
does injustice happiest (∂ tÚn m¢n édikÆsanta eÈdaimon°staton poie›), and the
ones who suffer it––those who are unwilling to do injustice––most wretched
(éylivtãtouw). This is tyranny (turann!w), because it uses both covert means (ka‹
lãyra) and force (ka‹ b!&) to appropriate the property of others––whether it is sacred or
indeed hallowed, public or private––not to a small scale, but all at once. If someone
commits a part of this sort of injustice and gets caught, he is punished and greatly
reproached––temple robbers, kidnappers, housebreakers, robbers and thieves are what
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these partly unjust people are called when they commit those crimes. When someone
appropriates the possessions of the citizens, on the other hand, and then kidnaps and
enslaves the possessors as well, instead of these shameful names he is called happy and
blessed; not only by the citizens themselves, but even by all who learn that he has
committed the whole of injustice (tÆn ˜lhn édik!an). For it is not the fear of doing
injustice, but of suffering it, that elicits the reproaches of those who revile injustice
(Ùneid!zousin ofl Ùneid!zontew tØn édik!an). In this way, Socrates, injustice is stronger
(fisxurÒteron), freer (§leuyeri≈teron), and more masterful (despotik≈teron) than
justice if it is committed on a large scale (flkan«w gignom°nh). And, as I was saying
from the beginning, justice is what is advantageous for the stronger, while injustice is
profitable and advantageous for oneself (343d7-344c8).

For Thrasymachus, injustice is more powerful than justice, and thus, the unjust man is
happier than the just man. Moreover his argument entails the commonplace view that the
tyrant, the most powerful and unjust person, is happiest, since he has enough power to
satisfy his desires and to do whatever he wants without getting punished for his injustice.
By the end of the speech Thrasymachus sums up the related reasons that tyranny and the
tyrant––i.e. injustice done on a large enough scale or sufficiently (flkan«w
gignom°nh)––are happier, namely, that these are more powerful (fisxurÒteron), freer
(§leuyeri≈teron), and more masterful (despotik≈teron) than justice and the just
man. Power and freedom refer to the tyrant’s ability to do what he wants to serve his
perceived interests. Mastery, more specifically, refers to his ability to have people under
his control so that they serve his interests. While Plato agrees with Thrasymachus that
tyranny and the tyrant are most unjust, he launches several arguments to show that
tyranny and the tyrant are enslaved, impotent, and wretched.

7.2 Socrates’ Emphasis on a Comprehensive Perspective and The Different
Levels of Argument.
Upon completing the description of the tyrannical man’s origin, desires, and evil
deeds Socrates and Glaucon go on to consider the tyrannical city and the tyrant in terms
of virtue and happiness:
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Socrates: As regards virtue, then, how does a city ruled by a tyrant
(turannoum°nh) compare to a city of the sort we described is ruled by a king
(basileuom¢nhn)?
Glaucon: They are absolute opposites: one is the best, and the other is the worst
(≤ m¢n går ér!sth, ≤ d¢ kak!sth).
Socrates: I won’t ask you which is which, since it is obvious. But as regards
happiness and wretchedness (eÈdaimon!aw te aÔ ka‹ éyliÒthtow) is your judgment
(kr!neiw) the same or different? And let’s not become dazzled (mØ §kplhtt≈meya) by
looking at the tyrant––since he is just one man––or at the few who surround him.
Instead, as is necessary, let’s go in and study the city as a whole and when we have gone
down and looked into every corner, only then present what we believe.
Glaucon: That’s a good suggestion. And it is clear to everyone that there is no
city more wretched (éyliot°ra) than a tyrannized (turannoum°nhw) one and none
happier (eÈdaimonest°ra) than one ruled by a king.
Socrates: Would it also be right, then, to suggest the same thing about the
men––that the only fit judge of them is someone who can, in thought, go down to a man’s
character and discern it––not someone who sees it from the outside, the way a child does,
and is dazzled by the façade that tyrants adopt (˘w dÊnatai tª diano!& efiw éndrÚw
)yow diide›n ka‹ mØ kay™aper pa›w ¶jvyen ır«n §kplÆttetai ÍpÚ t∞w t«n
turannik«n prostãsevw) for the outside world, but someone who discerns it
adequately? And what if I were to assume that the person we must listen to is the one
who has this capacity to judge (toË dunatoË m¢n kr›nai); one who has lived in the
same house as a tyrant and witnessed his behavior at home; who has seen how he deals
with each member of his household when he can best be observed stripped of his tragic
costume; and who has also seen how he deals with public dangers (dhmos!oiw
kindÊnoiw)? Shouldn’t we ask the one who has seen all that to tell us how the tyrant
compares to the others with respect to happiness and wretchedness?
Glaucon: That’s also a very good suggestion.
Socrates: Then in order to have someone to answer our questions, do you want
us to pretend that we are among the ones who can make such a judgment, and that we
have met tyrannical people already?279
Glaucon: I certainly do. (576d3-577b9).

Socrates and Glaucon conclude that the tyrannical city is the worst and the most wretched
or unhappy, and we should expect the same judgment for the tyrant’s type of life. In this
passage Socrates exhibits special concern about how we will be able to judge both
tyranny as a regime and the tyrant’s life. He is concerned with the possibility of having
anything less than a comprehensive perspective, which may prevent us from judging lives
correctly.280 He points out the possibility of being dazzled by the tyrant’s life when we
attempt to judge the tyrannical city in terms of happiness, and the possibility of being
279

Some construe this as a possible reference to Plato’s familiarity with Dionysius II. See Reeve (2004,
277).
280
On the emphasis on the appropriate judging of the types of lives see also the myth of Er in book X
where different souls are able or unable to judge different lives as best and happy and to choose these.
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dazzled when we attempt to judge the tyrant’s sort of life. What may dazzle our
judgment of the tyrannical city and of the tyrannical life, as Socrates implies happens to
many others, is that the tyrant seems happy. What makes the tyrant appear happy is that
he seems powerful and able to do what he wants. This may lead us to conclude that the
tyrannical city is a good place for the tyrant and that they tyrant is happy as
Thrasymachus, Glaucon, and Adeimantus claim in the beginning of the dialogue.281
In order to judge correctly whether the tyrannized city is happy or unhappy we
need to look at what happens to all the people in it, to the citizens as well as to the tyrant.
If both of these turn out to be wretched, then we can conclude that such a city is also
wretched. To judge correctly whether the tyrant’s life is happy or unhappy we need to
have access to his life in private as well as into his soul. It is not enough to consider the
tyrant’s possessions as enticing as these may appear to the external observer. Thus,
Socrates’ concerns with having a comprehensive perspective demand that we look both at
tyranny and the tyrannical life; we must get inside both.
Since we have to look both inside and outside tyranny and the tyrannical life to
judge correctly whether these are happy or wretched, and since Socrates has to respond to
Thrasymachus’ claims that tyranny and the tyrannical life are happier, freer, stronger and
more masterful than justice, we should expect that several related considerations go into
different levels of argument against tyranny and the tyrannical life. On the one hand,
Plato considers both internal and external features of tyranny and the tyrannical life to
argue against them. On the other hand, Plato includes several of these considerations in
281

In telling us that we need to look “in every corner” of the city to judge its happiness Socrates implies the
claim made earlier that their aim in the kallipolis is to make the whole city, all its classes, as happy as
possible, not any one class happier than another (420b). This suggests that for Socrates the happy city is
only the one which makes all or most of its citizens as happy as they can be. Moreover, Polus and Callicles
in the Gorgias also support the claim that the tyrant is happy.
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his arguments to show that tyranny and the tyrannical life are powerless (neither strong,
nor free, nor masterful), and to show that these are wretched. These levels of argument
are related insofar as showing that tyranny and the tyrannical life are powerless allows us
to argue that they are wretched. Let us begin with two arguments against tyranny as a
regime and then move on to arguments against the tyrannical life.

7.3 Two Arguments Against Tyranny: Tyranny as a Self-Defeating Regime and
Tyranny as a Bad Regime for Citizens.
In Book VIII Socrates shows that tyranny is a self-defeating regime bound to be
rather short-lived. This amounts to an argument that shows tyranny’s inherent impotence
even though it may seem to be powerful externally. He shows explicitly that the tyrant is
compelled to act in several ways necessarily, and even though these are intended to
preserve tyranny and to serve the tyrant’s interests, at the same time they are detrimental
to the survival of tyranny:
(1) The tyrant goes to war to persuade the citizens that they need a leader, to keep
them poor and concentrated on their private affairs rather than on politics, and to
eliminate people he perceived as enemies (pol°mouw tinåw ée‹ kine› 566e8, and, ée‹
énãgkh pÒlemon tarãttein, 567a8). Keeping the city on a war footing,
impoverishing and purging the city of enemies, also necessarily entails the eventual birth
of much hatred and opposition for the tyrant.
(2) The tyrant purges the city of its good citizens because he suspects them as his
enemies. This necessitates that he either has to live with base citizens, many of whom
will hate him and harm him, or not live at all (567c1-d3).
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(3) The tyrant becomes progressively more hated in the city, due to his actions
and measures directed at preserving his power and serving his interests, and this
necessitates the creation of a larger guard for him (567d5-568a6). Since these guards are
dronish the tyrant will not be able to trust them either, especially when their benefits and
his are not aligned. Moreover, the tyrant’s necessary suspicion and fear of the people
around him and the harm that may come from them make it doubtful whether he can
ultimately benefit from those around him; he remains anxious, he gets no recognition or
satisfying friendship, and these are people that may attack him.
Tyranny entails essentially an inherent principle of practical necessity, which is at the
same time the principle of its destruction. Tyranny is a contradictory regime, since the
tyrant’s compelled actions entail effects which work against tyranny and its aims and
which eventually destroy it. Now let us proceed to the second argument against tyranny,
which shows that tyranny is a terrible regime for citizens since it makes them unhappy.
In the shepherd speech (343b1-344c8), Thrasymachus argues that tyranny is
beneficial for the tyrant since it allows him to pursue his interests. He also implies that it
is terrible for the other citizens insofar as their behaving “justly” (in accordance with the
tyrant’s wishes) serves the tyrant’s interests and not their own. Moreover, Thrasymachus
suggests that the tyrant treats the citizens as means or as slaves to serve his interests.
Plato pushes part of this argument in his description of the tyrannical regime in Book
VIII. He argues that tyranny is a bad regime since it attempts to serve only the interests
of the ruler in several ways, which are detrimental to the citizens’ lives and prospects for
happiness. Let us remember some of the discussion from Book VIII where Plato
explained tyranny and argued that it is a terrible regime for citizens.
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We saw that at 544c1-d4 Socrates calls tyranny the most extreme disease for a
city (¶sxaton pÒlevw nÒshma). The application of the parallel between health and
justice to tyranny places it at the bottom of the pathological scale of regimes. It is the
worst regime, the most unjust, and insofar as just cities contribute to the happiness of
their citizens it is the one least likely to achieve this. Moreover Socrates calls tyranny the
most severe and cruel slavery several times (564a6-c4, 569b9-c4, 577c4-9). This
suggests, in agreement with Thrasymachus, that citizens in tyranny are treated as means
to the interests of the tyrant and that this is terrible for them.
A further consideration of the several negative features of tyranny reveals that
Plato has a rather detailed and strong argument against tyranny as a regime which makes
its citizens unhappy:282
(1) The potential tyrant only appears to be beneficent, just, and friendly to the
citizens, and Socrates likens him to a wolf (565e3-566d2). This highlights the injustice
and violence that comes upon the city with the tyrant’s rule. The tyrant pretends to be
beneficent and just to win popular support and to be thus able to serve his interests.
(2) The tyrant has to lead the city to war constantly not directed at the city’s
interests but his own. He does so to win or maintain popular support and to get rid of
enemies whom he perceives being in the way of the pursuit of his interests.
(3) Since the tyrant is full of suspicion and fear for his life, he treats the citizens
with undeserved violence. He spies on, murders, exiles, jails, tortures anyone he
perceives as a potential threat. Moreover, anyone is a potential threat in the tyrant’s mind
and this suggests that anyone is a potential target of the tyrant’s suspicion. This causes
282

Socrates points these out at 566d8-568a6 in Book VIII. See also his discussion from 577b10-578a8 in
Book IX.
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the citizens to live in constant fear of the tyrant. The tyrant may even kill his own family
if they get in his way.
(4) He impoverishes the city and keeps people poor even though he may promise
or seem to care for their economic interests. Spending extravagantly also forces him to
be more and more unjust (appropriate any property or money) and more violent in his
efforts to acquire more resources. He turns most of the people he rules into slaves.
(5) Finally, he surrounds himself with people of no worth since he does away
with people of any worth. He can trust more those whose fortune is dependent
exclusively on him. This purge deprives the city of people who could contribute to its
well being in any way. Another implication of getting rid of people of real worth may be
that in the event of tyranny’s overthrow the city will have tremendous problems since it
will not have people of true worth contributing to its welfare.283
Plato’s argument against tyranny as a bad regime for citizens revolves around listing
several of its essential negative features to show how the tyrant’s attempts to serve his
own interests eventually turn into treating citizens in dreadful and unacceptable ways.
This is of course the easier part of Plato’s argument against tyranny since, construed in
this way, we are, and many of his contemporaries were, easily persuaded that tyranny is a
bad regime for citizens. Citizens may be satisfied with the tyrant at times if he benefits
them but as Plato argues, his “beneficence” will not last too long. Thus all citizens,
regardless of their support for the tyrant, are likely to be harmed by him eventually. The
harder case Plato has to make is that tyranny is also terrible for the tyrant and that the
tyrannical life he leads cannot make him happy.
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Socrates repeats these features of tyranny at 577b10-578b2.
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7.4. The Impotence and Wretchedness of Tyrannical Life.
We recall that at 573c11-12 Socrates asks Adeimantus to tell him how the
tyrannical man lives (zª d¢ dØ p«w;), and that they go on to consider his deeds and
behavior. Following this discussion and the demands for a comprehensive perspective
(576d3-577b9), Socrates and Glaucon go on to judge whether the tyrant’s life amounts to
happiness or not, and if his life is happier than a just king’s. The judgment is based on an
argument showing that the tyrant’s life is most wretched and that the just person’s life is
happiest (577b10-580c10).284
Socrates, however, has been arguing all along that the just person is better as well
as happier than the unjust, and that the philosopher king is best and happiest while the
tyrant is worst and most wretched.285 Thus, Socrates has been attacking tyrannical life
from as far back as Book VIII. Moreover, as we will see, the argument, from 577b10580c10, presupposes the earlier discussion of tyranny and the tyrannical soul and it
incorporates much of it. Before we proceed to consider this argument, let us remember
the discussion of tyranny and the tyrannical soul from Books VIII and IX so far to locate
the arguments it entails against the tyrannical life.
In Book VIII Plato explains tyranny in power in a long passage from 566d8568a6, which we analyzed in chapter 5. There we saw him discuss a number of negative
features in the tyrant’s life. These were: being constantly suspicious and fearful of
enemies, being surrounded with people of no worth who either harm him (physically or
284

This is also part of the larger argument in the dialogue intended to show that the just life is better than
the unjust.
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SeeWhite (1979, 222-223) who argues that the argument begins as far back as 368c where Socrates’
takes up Glaucon and Adeimantus’ challenge. I disagree with Pappas who points out that what follows “is
not really an argument, only a summation of the catalogue of injustice” (2003, 172). I think what we get
between 577b10-580c10 is an argument, but it is one which presupposes and incorporates much of the
previous discussion and it is not meant to stand on its own.
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otherwise), or who merely flatter him and do not give him the recognition he seeks (the
tyrant has no friends). By pointing out these features Plato suggests strongly that the
tyrant’s life cannot be happy. Moreover, the presence of these features of tyranny that
prevent the tyrant from being happy, are explainable by tyranny’s inherent necessity.
Plato highlights the practical necessity inherent in tyranny which forces the tyrant to
perform a number of actions and to take a number of measures, such as go to war and
purge the city of enemies. These actions necessitate a number of effects like the ones
above which prevent the tyrant from being happy.
In Book IX and the discussion of the tyrannical person’s psychology, Plato
portrays the tyrant as subject to a psychological necessity due to the soul’s lawless
desires, due to its Eros. This necessity explains the practical necessity in the city, i.e.,
that the tyrant has to do what he does in order to satisfy his desires and to secure the
means by which to do so. Moreover, Plato explains this psychological necessity in terms
of the soul. The tyrant has a manic soul ruled by Eros, with the sting of yearning
enslaving and compelling the soul to action and suffering, aspects which are meant to
highlight the tyrant’s misery. Socrates goes on to say more about, and to incorporate
both of these arguments from Book VIII and IX in what follows, in his judgment of the
tyrannical life as wretched at 577b10-580c10.
After Socrates stresses the demand for a comprehensive perspective, he reminds
the interlocutors that the city and the soul are analogous (576c10, 577b10-c2), and, along
with Glaucon, they proceed to pull their previous discussion together and to offer an
argument for the tyrannical life’s wretchedness (577b10-580c10). If the city and the soul
are parallel, then a comparison of tyranny and the tyrant with kingship and the king will
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reveal which is happiest. This seems a defense of eudaimonism as well as justice since
we may realize that orderly, just life, must be happier than disorderly, non-eudaimonistic
existence. The argument begins in the following way:
Socrates: Come on, then, and examine the matter like this for me. Bearing in
mind the resemblance between the city and the man, examine each in turn, and tell me the
calamities of each of them (tå payÆmata •kat°rou l°ge).
Glaucon: What kinds of things do you want me to describe?
Socrates: Describe the city first. Would you say that a tyrannized city is free or
enslaved (§leuy°ran ∂ doÊlhn tØn turannoum°nhn §re›w;)?
Glaucon: As enslaved as it is possible to be (mãlista doÊlhn).
Socrates: Yet you can surely see masters and free people in it (despÒtaw ka‹
§leuy°rouw).
Glaucon: I can certainly see a small group of people like that (smikrÒn g° ti
toËto). But pretty much the whole population, and the best part of it, is shamefully and
wretchedly enslaved (èt!mvw te ka‹ éyl!vw doËlon).
Socrates: If a man and his city are similar, then, mustn’t the same order exist in
him too (ka‹ §n §ke!nƒ énãgkh tØn aÈthn tãjin §ne›nai)? Mustn’t his soul be full of
slavery and illiberality, with those same parts of it enslaved, while a small part, the most
wicked, and most insane, is master (ka‹ poll∞w m¢n doule!aw te ka‹ éneleuyer!aw
g°mein tØn cuxØn aËtoË, ka‹ taËta aÈt∞w tå m°rh douleÊein, ëper )n
§pieik°stata, mikrÚn d¢ ka‹ tÚ moxyhrÒtaton ka‹ manik≈taton despÒzein;)?
Glaucon: It must (ÉAnãgkh).
Socrates: What then, will you describe such a soul as enslaved or as free?
Glaucon: Enslaved, of course.
Socrates: And again, isn’t the enslaved tyrannized city least able to do what it
wishes (OÈkoËn ¥ ge aÔ doÊlh ka‹ turannoum°nh pÒliw ≥kista poe› ì
boÊletai;)?
Glaucon: By far the least.
Socrates: So, a tyrannized soul will also least do what it wishes––I am talking
about the soul as a whole––and will be full of confusion and regret, since it is always
forcibly driven by a gadfly (Ka‹ ≤ turannoum°nh êra cuxØ ¥kista poiÆsei ì ín
boulhyª, …w per‹ ˜lhw efipe›n cux∞w: ÍpÚ d¢ o‡strou ée‹ •lkom°nh b!& tarax∞w
ka‹ metamele!aw ¶stai).
Glaucon: Of course (577b10-577c10).286
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Translation mine. Several translators translate payÆmata neutrally, i.e., without negative
connotations. Griffith translates it as “things” (2003, 293) and Reeve (2004, 277) translates it as
“condition.” But I think it is part of Plato’s argument here to show that cities and souls undergo things,
which make them passive and weak rather than active and powerful, and which contribute to their
wretchedness. Thus, it seems more appropriate to translate payÆmata as “calamities” or “misfortunes.”
We should also note that most translators of these passages (Griffith, Reeve, and others) miss the important
difference between turannikÚw/h/on (tyrannical) and turannoÁmenow/h/on (tyrannized). Plato uses
both of these to talk about cities and souls, but the important difference is that usage of the latter
emphasizes, once again, what the city and the soul undergo (payÆmata) rather than what they do, i.e.
slavery, suffering, cruel rule, which is part of Plato’s point. Saying that the city is tyrannized by the tyrant
and the soul is tyrannized by Eros are once again very suggestive of their weakness and wretchedness.
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Following the previous discussion of tyranny Socrates and Glaucon go on to present a
number of negative features or calamities that befall the tyrannical man, so that they can
conclude that tyrannical life is wretched. In this passage they emphasize slavery in the
tyrannized city and the tyrannized soul and the resulting impotence to do what these
wish. Socrates’ argument begins by rejecting the features which Thrasymachus claimed
make tyrannical life the happiest and thus admirable, namely freedom, power, and
mastery (§leuyeri≈teron, fisxurÒteron, despotik≈teron).287
The beginning of the passage, which emphasizes the parallel of the city and the
soul, suggests that since these have similar parts and orders they must have similar
characteristics or features. But, as we will notice Socrates does not merely assume the
city and soul analogy in the argument. He provides additional considerations which refer
to the previous discussion in the dialogue, namely, aspects specific to the tyrant’s soul
and the treatment of the tyrant in the tyrannical regime. Thus, this argument does not
stand on its own here, and it does not simply rely on the parallel of the city and the soul,
but it requires that we bring in considerations from the previous discussion on tyranny
and the tyrannical soul.
The tyrannized city is enslaved since one man, the tyrant, rules most of the other
citizens––they point out that even in tyrannies there are some free people and
masters––like slaves. Since the soul is parallel to the city, the tyrannized soul is also
enslaved by a tyrant, i.e. Eros. Moreover, since slavery leads the tyrannized city to
impotence or inability to do what it wishes, the tyrannized soul must also be impotent or
unable to do what it wishes. We should notice however that Socrates has to explain the
287

He does not reject the tyrant’s mastery over others explicitly here but only insofar as this is entailed by
his lack of power.
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soul’s impotence to do what it wishes by going beyond the assumed parallel of the city
and the soul, whereby we understand what happens in the soul by looking at what
happens in the city. He emphasizes that the tyrannized soul is unable to act as a whole
soul, since it is always dragged around by a gadfly (Eros) and it is full of confusion and
regret (ÍpÚ d¢ o‡strou ée‹ •lkom°nh b!& tarax∞w ka‹ metamele!aw). While it is
true that the tyrannized city is dragged around by the tyrant and that it is internally
violent, it is unclear that it is full of confusion and regret. By telling us that the soul is
full of confusion and regret Socrates seems to point beyond the parallel of the city and the
soul and to explain the soul’s impotence to do what it wishes through additional
characteristics specific to the soul.288
There are several questions we may ask about the impotence to do what one
wishes discussed in this passage. What kinds of things do the tyrannized city and the
tyrannized soul wish to do? How do being ruled or enslaved by a tyrant or Eros in the
city and the soul respectively, lead to impotence to do what these wish? Moreover, how
are we to understand the confusion and regret in the soul and how these contribute to the
soul’s impotence to do what it wishes?
In the context of the argument, which is measuring the tyrannical life in terms of
happiness, it makes sense to suppose that what the tyrannized city and soul wish to do are
things that contribute to their happiness. Moreover, Socrates seeks to argue against
Thrasymachus who claims that freedom and power to do what he wants are the reasons
the tyrant’s life is so happy. Thus, if Socrates is able to show that the tyrant is really

288

Remember the demand for a comprehensive perspective earlier, i.e. the demand that we look at the
tyrant stripped of his costume and inside his soul.
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impotent rather than powerful, he would prove the tyrant’s wretchedness and refute
Thrasymachus’ position.
In terms of what the tyrannized city wishes for and is unable to do due to being
enslaved by the tyrant, we may suppose that it is the citizens who are impotent to pursue
what they think will make them happy. The citizens ruled by the tyrant are not able to do
what they wish, since he prevents them from doing so and forces them to do what is in
his interest. Moreover, we may gather that the tyrant is also impotent to do the things
which he supposes will make him happy since, as Socrates has argued so far, he is bound
by a necessity which forces him to meet too much opposition in the city. Thus, it seems
that the tyrannized city is impotent throughout and as a whole due to conflict.
The tyrannized soul is least able to do what it wishes, since it is enslaved by Eros
and lawless desires which sting the soul and make it suffer. Socrates’ emphasis that it is
the whole soul which should be able to act and do what it wishes, suggests that one can
do what he wishes when all the parts of the soul act together, i.e., without conflict and
compulsion. Being powerful or able implies the absence of internal conflict or
compulsion. Moreover, if wish (boÊlhsiw) implies that one chooses the actions to carry
out and the desires to follow, the person with the tyrannized soul is not able to do what he
wishes since he has a soul compelled to action by Eros. The tyrannized person does not
choose which actions to do, in the same way the tyrannized citizen does not.
Furthermore, the soul’s confusion and regret, mentioned in the passage, are an alternative
reference to the mania, obsession, and dissatisfaction of desire, which plague the
tyrannical soul. The tyrannical soul is full of confusion and regret, which points out that
the person with such a soul, driven by Eros and lawless desires, remains deeply
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dissatisfied, and thus, unhappy. The sorts of desires the tyrannized soul seeks to satisfy
are essentially insatiable and the urgency to satisfy such desires leads to confusion and
suffering. We recall that the tyrant’s perceived ability to be able to satisfy more desires
than others can, leads to the multiplication and intensification of his desires and needs
(573d2-574a5). Thus, the tyrant is the person with the most confusion and regret in his
soul due to the inability to satisfy such desires.
Socrates and Glaucon continue the argument, and they point out that as a
tyrannized city must be poor (penom°nhn énãgkh tØn turannoum°nh pÒlin e‰nai) so
must the tyrannical soul be poor and insatiable (Ka‹ cuxØn êra turannikØn
penixrån ka‹ êplhston énãgkh ée‹ e‰nai) (577e4-578a2). The soul remains poor
and insatiable since it always has desires which are unfulfillable and, which thus always
remain unfulfilled. The soul’s poverty reinforces the point that the tyrannized soul is
unable to do what it wishes, i.e. satisfy desires which the person thinks will make him
happy.
Moreover, since the city is full of fear, alarms, groans, and lamentations due to the
tyrant so is the individual soul:
Socrates: What about fear? Mustn’t a city of this sort and a man of this sort be
filled with it (T! d°; fÒbou g°mein îrÉoÈk énãgkh tÆn ge toiaÊthn pÒlin tÒn te
toioËton índra;)?
Glaucon: They certainly must.
Socrates: And do you think you will find more wailing, groaning, lamenting, or
painful suffering in any other city (ÉOdurmoÁw d¢ ka‹ stenagmoÁw ka‹ yrÆnouw ka‹
élghdÒnaw o‡ei tini íll˙ ple!ouw eÍrÆsein;)?
Glaucon: No.
Socrates: What about in a man? Do you think that such things are more common
in anyone than in this tyrannical man, maddened by his appetites and passions (§n t“
mainom°nƒ ÍpÚ §piyumi«n te ka‹ §rvtvn toÊtƒ t“ turannik“;)?
Glaucon: How could I? (578a4-13).
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The city is full of fear and suffering since the tyrant rules violently and unjustly. The
soul must be full of these due to the urgency of unfulfilled desires, the anxiety that
accompanies efforts in vain to satisfy such desires, and the risks tyrannical people end up
facing in their efforts to do so.
Glaucon wants to conclude that due to the calamities that befall the tyrannical
man’s soul he is the most wretched but Socrates is not so sure,
Socrates: This man, I think, is not yet the most wretched (OÎpv o‰mai o(tow §stin ı
toioËtow mãlista).
Glaucon: Then who is?
Socrates: Presumably, you will regard this next one as even more wretched.
Glaucon: What one?
Socrates: The tyrannical man who does not live out his life as a private
individual, but is unfortunate, in that some misfortune gives him the opportunity of
becoming an actual tyrant (àOw ên turannikÚw Ãn mØ fidi≈thn b!on katabi“, éllå
dustuxØw ¬ ka‹ aÈt“ ÍpÒ tinow sumforçw §kporisyª Àste turãnnƒ gen°syai)
(578b9-c3).

Up to this point the argument has dealt with strictly internal matters, i.e. with the internal
aspects of soul. In this the tyrannical man and the tyrant are the same, and up to this
point the attack on tyrannical life is also a defense of eudaimonistic life. The tyrannized
soul is deeply dissatisfied and unhappy since it tries to satisfy lawless desires with no
limitations. This deep dissatisfaction and wretchedness of the tyrannical life, may make
us realize that a eudaimonistic existence with a just and ordered soul with satisfiable and
necessary desires is better.
The tyrant, as opposed to the tyrannical man who lives in private, lives a life
which entails more calamities that prove that his life is the most wretched. Socrates
refers to these as “public dangers” (dhmos!oiw kindÊnoiw, 577b2) and he insists that we
look at these to be able to judge whether the tyrant’s life is happy or wretched. Socrates
argues that the most wretched is the person who actually becomes a tyrant rather than the

Coumoundouros––Plato’s View of Tyranny

236

one who merely has a tyrannical soul. But, if the order of the soul is what is most
important why should it matter if the tyrannical person is actually tyrant? Is not the
tyrannical person like Glaucon supposes wretched enough and does he really become
more wretched by being a tyrant?
While Socrates does emphasize that the tyrannical soul entails several calamities
that make it suffer, he does not think that this is enough to show that tyrant’s life is
wretched. We may object that the tyrant does not really feel remorse about what he does,
or that he is not much aware of the internal suffering that Socrates refers to in the
argument so far. Socrates seems aware of the fact that the tyrant may not be in what we
call bad conscience, or at least, not always. Thus, he goes on to extent the argument from
internal considerations which show the tyrant’s wretchedness to external ones. He
elaborates on several external features of the tyrant’s life which will show that his life is
really wretched regardless of how he feels in his soul. Notice that once we move to the
consideration of these features we no longer talk about the soul, thus the argument moves
beyond the analogy of the city and the soul.
The tyrannical man has considerable and sufficient opposition within him to be
wretched, i.e. from his unfulfilled desires and the other parts of the soul feeling
compulsion from this. But, the actual tyrant has added to this the dangers and fears
coming from external enemies, which as Socrates argues extensively is a necessary
feature of tyranny and the tyrannical life. To make this clearer Socrates employs a
thought experiment which entails comparing the tyrant to private, wealthy slave holders:
Socrates: On the basis of each and every one of the wealthy private citizens
in our own cities who own many slaves. For they resemble the tyrant in ruling over
many, although the number ruled by the tyrant is different (o(toi går toËto ge
prosÒmoion ¶xousin to›w turãnnoiw, tÚ poll«n êrxein: diaf°rei d¢ tÚ §ke!nou
pl∞yow).
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Glaucon: It is different.
Socrates: You know, then, that these people feel secure and do not fear their
slaves.
Glaucon: Of what have they to be afraid after all?
Socrates: Nothing. But do you know why?
Glaucon: Yes. Because the whole city is ready to defend each of its private
citizens.
Socrates: That’s right. But now, suppose some god were to lift one of these men,
who has fifty or more slaves, out of the city, and put him down, with his wife, his
children, his slaves, and his other property––in a deserted place (§rhm!an), where no free
men could come to his assistance? Can you imagine the sort of and amount of fear he
would feel that he and his wife and children would be killed by his slaves?
Glaucon: It would be huge, if you ask me.
Socrates: Wouldn’t he at that point be compelled (énagkãzoito) to start
fawning on some of his slaves, promising them all sorts of things and setting them
free––even though there was nothing he wanted to do less––and wouldn’t he turn out to
be a flatterer (kÒlaj) of slaves?
Glaucon: He would have to be. Otherwise, he would be killed (PollØ
énãgkh aÈt«, µ épolvl°nai) (578d4-579a4)

Slave holders usually feel safe in the cities they live since they have the protection of the
city, they have friends. But if some god plucked a slaveholder with fifty slaves and
placed him in a deserted place away from his friends, then he would be afraid for his life
and would have to free and flatter his slaves to survive. The tyrant lives in relation to the
citizens as a master does to slaves, where all the citizens are actual or potential enemies
he constantly has to fear. Moreover this forces him to the misery of having to do things
he does not wants to do, such as employ, support, and flatter people he considers his
inferiors. This thought experiment addresses the tyrant’s inability or impotence to do
what he wishes once more, and it emphasizes the tyrant’s lack of mastery over others.
The tyrant is unable to control others in such a way so that they do what is to his
advantage; he cannot get others to respect him for destroying them.
Socrates continues the thought experiment by adding,
Socrates: Now, suppose that the god were to settle many other neighbors around him
who would not tolerate anyone claiming to be master of another (mØ én°xointo e‡ tiw
êllow êllou despÒzein éjio›), but if they caught such a person, would inflict the most
extreme punishments on him?
Glaucon: I suppose he would be in even worse trouble, since he would be
surrounded by nothing but enemies.
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Socrates: So, isn’t this, then, the kind of prison in which the tyrant is held––the
one whose nature we have described, filled with multifarious fears and passions? Though
his soul is really greedy, he is the only one in the city who cannot go abroad or look at the
sights at which other free people yearn to look. Instead he is mostly stuck in house, living
like a woman, envying any other citizen who goes abroad and sees some good thing.
Glaucon: Absolutely. (579a5-c3).

Socrates suggests that if the god, in addition to lifting the private slave holder from the
city and placing him in a deserted place, added several neighbors intolerant of people
who think that they should be masters of others, then such a person would be completely
surrounded by enemies. This is a reference to other citizens in tyranny, whom the tyrant
does not treat like slaves, who think that the tyrant should not rule over others and who
oppose him. It seems that we can also read this point as the suggestion that the tyrant has
to be afraid of enemies external to his city, i.e. other cities. In the thought experiment the
slave owner stands for the tyrant, the slaves stand for his subjects, and the neighbors
stand, either for people within the city or for other cities which disapprove of and oppose
tyranny. The desert imagery suggests that the tyrant lives in a political wilderness where
he has no friends whatsoever and where he has to fight everyone else. The tyrant’s
abundance of enemies and his fear of them do not even permit him to travel anywhere.
He is forced to remain indoors and out of sight to avoid his enemies.
After paying attention to the tyrant’s lack of friends and constant fear of enemies
and concluding that the tyrant lives a life more wretched than a private tyrannical man,
Socrates and Glaucon conclude the argument by pulling together all of their
considerations
Socrates: So, in truth, then, and whatever some people may think, a real tyrant is
really a slave to the worst sorts of fawning and slavery, and a flatterer of the worst kind
of people. He is so far from satisfying his desires in any way that he is in the greatest
need of most things and truly poor––as is apparent if one knows how to look at a whole
soul. He is full of fear throughout his life and overflowing with convulsions and pains, if
in fact his condition is like that of the city he rules (ÖEstin êra tª élhye!&, kín efi mÆ
tƒ doke›, Ù t“ ˆnti tÊrannow t“ ˆnti doËlow tãw meg!staw yvpe!aw ka‹
doule‹aw ka‹ kÒlaj t«n ponhrotãtvn, ka‹ tåw §piyum!aw oÈdÉıpvstoËn
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épopimplãw, éllå ple!stvn §pide°statow ka‹ p°nhw tª élhye!& fa!netai, §ãn
tiw ˜lhn cuxØn §p!sthtai yeãsasyai, ka‹ fÒbou g°mvn diå pantÚw toË b!ou,
sfadasm«n te ka‹ Ùdun«n plÆrhw, e‡per tª t∞w pÒlevw diay¢sei ∏w êrxei
¶oiken). And it is like it, isn’t it?
Glaucon: Yeas, of course.
Socrates: And, in addition, shouldn’t we also attribute to the man the qualities
mentioned earlier? We said that he is inevitably envious, untrustworthy, unjust,
friendless, impious, and a host and nurse to every kind of vice; that ruling makes him
even more so that before; and that, as a consequence, he is extremely unfortunate and
goes on to makes those near him so (˜ti énãgkh ka‹ e‰nai ka‹ ¶ti mçllon g!gnesyai
aÈt“ µ prÒteron diã tØn érxØn fyoner“, ép!stƒ, éd!kƒ, éf!lƒ, énos!ƒ
ka‹ pãshw kak!aw pandoke› te ka‹ trofe›, ka‹ §j épãntvn toÊtvn mãlista
m¢n aÈt“ dustuxe› e‰nai, ¶peita d¢ ka‹ toÁw plhs!on aÍtƒ toioÊtouw
épergãzesyai;).
Glaucon: No one who has any sense (noËn) could possibly contradict that.
Socrates: Come on, then, and tell me now at last, like the judge who makes the
final decision, who you believe is first in happiness and who second, and judge the others
similarly, making five altogether––kingly, timocratic, oligarchic, democratic, tyrannical.
Glaucon: That’s an easy judgment. You see, I rank them in the order of their
appearance, just as if they were choruses, both in virtue and in vice and in happiness and
its opposite.
Socrates: Shall we, then, hire a herald (kÆruka), or shall I myself announce that
the son of Ariston has given his verdict that the best and most just is the most happy, and
that he is the one who is most kingly and rules like a king over himself; whereas the
worst and most unjust is the most wretched, and he, again, is the one who, because he is
most tyrannical, is the greatest tyrant over himself and his city?
Glaucon: You have announced it!
Socrates: And shall I add that it holds whether or not their characters remain
hidden from all human beings and gods? (see 367e1-5, 612a8-b5)
Glaucon: Do add it.
Socrates: Well then, that is one of our demonstrations… (577b10-580c10).

Socrates begins and ends this passage by implying that their comprehensive perspective
led them to the truth about the tyrannical life, despite what some people, or even the
gods, may think. This implies that those who think that the tyrannical life is happy and
they admire or aspire to it must have a skewed and incomplete perspective. The tyrant is
the most wretched both due to the calamities internal to the soul which reveal his inability
to satisfy infinite desire, and to external misfortunes, which reveal his inability to retain
as much political power and as many means as he wishes to satisfy his desires. He is a
slave to the worst sorts of desires and people, he is unable to satisfy his desires and he is
thus poor, full of fear and convulsions due to his desires. Socrates adds that the tyrant is
envious, untrusting, unjust, friendless, impious, and he possesses and nurtures every kind
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of vice. Moreover, due to all these things the tyrant becomes more unfortunate than
before he becomes a tyrant. Finally, Socrates announces that the son of Ariston (this is
possibly Plato) has judged the most just and best person to be happiest and the most
unjust person, the actual tyrant, to be the most wretched of men. Socrates refutes
Thrasymachus’ claim that the tyrant is happy since he is free, powerful, and masterful,
which reveal his ability to do what he wants, by highlighting the tyrant’s slavery and
impotence which results both from his soul and the necessary presence of enemies.

7.5 Necessity and Wretchedness in Tyrannical Life.
In conclusion, as with the last two chapters, I end this chapter with a
consideration of the role of necessity which permeates tyranny, the tyrannical soul, and
the life of the tyrant. I will do so by pulling Socrates’ discussion together and by
considering how Plato has gradually presented and argued for a necessity which allows
us to conclude that the tyrant’s life is wretched indeed.
Once again, we recall Thrasymachus’ position and the challenge against which
Socrates argues. The tyrant, the most powerful and most unjust person has to be the
happiest. This is so since he has enough power to do what he wants, such as take
advantage of others, satisfy his desires, and escape punishment for his injustice. Injustice
is freer, stronger, and more masterful than justice. Thrasymachus’ position reveals the
tyrant’s perspective, his conception of happiness, and what exactly he wants to do: the
tyrant wants to be happy, he thinks that to accomplish this he has to satisfy his desires,
and that in order to satisfy his desires he needs to be a tyrant with absolute control over
resources and people.
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Let us measure the distance between what the tyrant wants to do, namely possess
a tyranny with full or adequate control resources and people, satisfy his desires, and be
happy, and what he is able to do, which will reveal the tyrant’s wretchedness. Socrates
shows that the tyrant is not able to do anything he wants or wishes to do. Let us consider
the tyrant’s internal incapacity first. The tyrant has a disordered soul with lawless and
insatiable desires which necessitate that it is full of stinging, longing, mania and
dissatisfaction. Thus, the tyrant is unable to satisfy his desires due to a necessity internal
to his soul.
We also saw that Socrates argues that the tyrant’s soul is compelled to action by
Eros. The tyrant’s state of soul compels him to perform a number of actions directed at
acquiring the means or resources by which to satisfy his desires. Thus the psychological
necessity of the tyrant is twofold: (a) such that he is forced not to be able to satisfy his
desires due to the kinds of desires he has, and (b) such that he is forced to action by the
state of his soul and his lawless desires. Now let us move to his externally caused
incapacity.
Once he becomes a tyrant he is forced to take the city to wars, impoverish the
citizens, keep killing of his enemies, attend parties and feasts, and steal to attain the
resources by which he thinks he will be able to satisfy his desires. These necessary
actions that follow from the tyrant’s state of soul are necessarily followed by a number of
effects. The tyrant’s life is full of suspicion and fear, he has no friends but only enemies,
he is surrounded by bad people, he cannot control others as much as he wants, and he
only gets flattery when he wants recognition. He is unable to garner and control the
resources he thinks will contribute to his happiness, since his necessary actions lead to
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effects which make this impossible. Moreover the nature of his desires, i.e., the fact that
these are extravagant, lawless, and more importantly, insatiable, render him unable to
satisfy them no matter what means he is able to garner. Thus, the tyrant turns out
powerless, unhappy, and a misguided eudaimonist. He is unable to do the things which
he thought would make him happy. He is a misguided eudaimonist since he thinks it is
possible that he could satisfy his desires and be happy. But, due to both external and
internal reasons of which he is not aware, he cannot. The tyrant as thinks he can be
happy when in fact he cannot.
Plato responds to Thrasymachus’ position by showing that the tyrant is not only
unable to do what he wants to be happy, but by also showing that the tyrant lives the
wretched life he does because he is unphilosophical. He presents the tyrant and the
admirers of tyranny as unaware of the necessities that follow tyranny both in terms of the
soul and externally. Thus, those who admire and desire tyranny as the happy life are
unable to look at such a life comprehensively. They are unaware of its psychological and
ethical implications. Moreover, as some of Plato’ predecessors showed admiring and
aspiring to tyranny due to its supposed power makes the mistake of confusing humans for
gods for whom absolute power may be possible. Finally, revealing the political,
psychological, and ethical implications of tyranny may persuade some of those who
admire tyranny for its power and happiness, such as those who listen to Thrasymachus,
not to pursue it.
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Conclusion: The Possible Relevance of Plato’s View of Tyranny.
In this dissertation, I have highlighted the timeless insights in Plato’s complex,
comprehensive, and unified view of tyranny. I did so by following Plato’s discussion of
tyranny in the Republic and by examining both its political aspects as well as its ethical
and psychological ones. I conclude the dissertation by remembering the territory we
passed through, and with a brief consideration of the enduring relevance of Plato’s view
of tyranny.
My discussion began with a consideration of the usage of the terms for tyranny in
ancient Greek authors before and during Plato’s time to emphasize the ambiguity of the
notion of tyranny and to provide the intellectual background against which Plato formed
his own critical view of it. Throughout the dissertation we saw Plato respond critically
to, as well as adopt partially, some of his predecessors’ and contemporaries’ ideas
concerning tyranny and the tyrant.
In the second chapter I examined the first two Books of the Republic, and argued
that Plato provides a helpful preliminary account of tyranny in relation to the question of
whether justice is superior to justice. Plato supplies a general definition of tyranny in the
early books of the dialogue through characters other than Socrates, i.e., that tyranny is the
unlimited and unjust rule exercised by a single person in service of his own perceived
benefits or interests. By analyzing Plato’s preliminary account of tyranny and Socrates’
exchanges with Thrasymachus, Glaucon, and Adeimantus I also showed how Plato sets
up the problem of tyranny to be addressed in the latter parts of the dialogue. More
specifically, we saw that Thrasymachus in particular presents the tyrant’s life as the
happiest life since his power to do injustice presumably allows for happiness.
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My consideration of the general argument and structure of Book VIII and the
beginning of Book IX addressed the concerns and critiques of several commentators. By
responding to such critiques in chapter three, I situated Plato’s account of tyranny within
the larger context of the general argument in the dialogue. This is the argument that
justice is better than injustice to which the discussion of tyranny is instrumental.
Moreover, I argued against several criticisms which present Plato’s account of tyranny as
inaccurate. This permitted me to revive interest in Books VIII and IX, and to examine his
account of tyranny with a refreshed perspective free from the complaints of the secondary
literature.
We saw that Plato discusses regimes and individuals in a pattern which addresses
the following: (1) how a regime or individual may come about from a previous regime or
individual, (2) once established or formed, what each regime or individual is like, and (3)
how each regime or individual fare in terms of justice and, eventually, happiness, in
contrast to the kallipolis and the just man respectively. In the final four chapters of the
dissertation I took up Plato’s account of tyranny and the tyrant’s life in Books VIII and
IX. There he proceeds to explain tyranny and the tyrannical person in the above terms
and to draw out their implications. In the fourth chapter I analyzed tyranny’s possible
origin from extreme democracy due to excessive freedom. We saw Plato argue quite
plausibly, and in detail, that the desire and pursuit of excessive freedom and the presence
of political turmoil are conditions which permit the potential tyrant to take over.
Then, I proceeded to examine Plato’s account of tyranny in power, which reveals
several of its essential features such as its tendency to go to war, its suspicion and violent
purging of enemies, and the tyrant’s lack of friends. Furthermore, with chapter five, I
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began tracing the binding necessity inherent in tyranny. This necessity entails that
tyranny is a self-defeating regime insofar as it performs a number of actions which, while
intended to preserve and empower it, end up detrimental to it.
In chapter six we moved from tyranny to its psychological aspects and the state of
the tyrannical man’s soul. Following a discussion of Plato’s classification of desire we
discussed the origin of the tyrannical man, the compulsory grip of Eros and lawless
desires in his soul, and the deeds which result from such a soul to satisfy desires. The
consideration of tyrannical psychology explained the necessity inherent in tyranny since
the tyrant’s state of soul pushes him to perform the actions he does in tyranny to satisfy
his desires.
Finally, in chapter seven I examined Plato’s arguments against tyranny both as a
regime and as a type of life. In this chapter we saw Plato’s emphasis on having a
comprehensive perspective, which was both a reflection on the discussion in the dialogue,
as well as a condition for the adequate judgment of tyranny and the tyrannical life. Plato
indicates strongly that to be able to measure lives or regimes, i.e. to be able to judge
whether they are good and whether they amount to, or contribute to happiness, one needs
a perspective by which he is able to look at a whole life or regime. We need to be able to
think of lives or regimes from beginning to end and to draw out the implications of their
goals, desires, and actions. Plato argues powerfully that, as a regime, tyranny is selfdefeating, and bad for citizens since it makes them wretched. Moreover, he argues
intriguingly that the tyrant is unhappy due to the lawless and unfulfillable desires he has
in his soul, and due to his impotence to secure the external means by which to satisfy
such desires. The tyrant is forced to perform such actions and take such measures to
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satisfy his desires, that these give rise to such opposition which render the tyrant fearful,
in danger, and thus unhappy.
Throughout the dissertation I emphasized that Plato’s account of tyranny in the
Republic is comprehensive since he points out the essential features of tyranny as a
regime as well as those of the tyrannical ruler as a type of person. I think that the
thoroughness of Plato’s view makes it illuminating, relevant, and applicable to our
attempts to understand actual tyrannical regimes both ancient and modern. In order to
provide some further justification for this, let us reflect on the several aspects of his
description of the tyrannical regime and of the tyrant, and consider very briefly how these
fit modern regimes.
In the beginning of the dissertation I suggested that several authors doubt whether
a view like Plato’s is relevant to our analysis of modern regimes. On the one hand we
may doubt whether we can understand regimes as recent as those of Saddam Hussein,
Pinochet and others, in Plato’s terms. On the other hand, several thinkers, such as
Hannah Arendt, seek to distinguish so called “totalitarian” regimes from tyrannies, both
ancient and modern, and doubt whether an account like Plato’s allows us to understand
“totalitarian” regimes such as Hitler’s and Stalin’s. Thus, in our efforts to establish
whether Plato’s account of tyranny is relevant we have to consider both how his account
may fit modern tyrannical regimes (here I consider Saddam Hussein as an example but I
mean to suggest that the account fits other regimes and tyrannical persons as well) and
how it may fit totalitarian regimes.289

289

Of course a more detailed consideration of how Plato’s account of tyranny fits both modern regimes and
totalitarian regimes is desirable and can be done elsewhere.
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For Plato, the tyrannical regime is unjust, in the service of the perceived interest
of the ruler, and it is essentially violent. As we have seen however, its characteristic
violence admits of considerable difference in degrees at different times, thus tyrannies are
sometimes extremely violent and sometimes less so. These features seem to fit regimes
such as Saddam Hussein’s. We know that his rule was unjust, quite short of beneficent,
that he exploited his citizens to serve his own interests, and that he was very violent.
Plato also tells us that tyranny by its nature also entails a necessity which forces the tyrant
to be increasingly violent, go to wars, be extremely suspicious and fearful of enemies,
and ultimately, be unhappy. These are also features which we can use to understand
Saddam Hussein’s regime since we know he was extremely suspicious and fearful of
enemies, that he eliminated suspected enemies very violently (we know he even
eliminated some of his close relatives) and that he went to wars to serve his own interests.
Moreover, we saw that Plato includes in his account the complex methods and strategies
tyranny employs to accomplish the goals of keeping the tyrant in power and to serve his
perceived interests. It employs a rather intricate rhetoric or propaganda and an ideology,
which include poetry and the employment of poets, going to war, economic measures
(promises often secures some temporary economic benefits), and class conflict (setting
different classes of people into conflict and exploiting it). Furthermore, Plato points out
that tyrants require a strong personal guard and that tyrannies typically have a pervasive
military component to them. These are all features we find in Hussein’s tyranny to some
degree: he set different classes of people in opposition to acquire and preserve power (the
Shiites and the Sunnis), he portrayed himself as a savior of Iraq, he made economic
promises to and partially lifted economically some of his supporters, and he employed
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both propaganda and an ideology aimed at serving his interests. Finally, Plato portrays
the tyrant as a fully unjust person, as after his own interests, and as psychologically
forced to wretchedness, both through the state of his soul, and due to the effects of
actions necessitated by the state of his soul. These also seems to characterize rulers such
as Hussein and to be pertinent to our understanding of tyrants like him.
In addition to Plato’s relevant description of tyranny as a regime, his discussion of
the psychology of the tyrant is also illuminating and pertinent to our understanding of
political matters. But, political philosophy as we find it today tends to focus more on
how different regimes work, on their features as systems, rather than the psychological
aspects relevant to such a discussion. If it does consider psychological aspects this tends
to focus on the citizens under regimes and the effects such regimes have on them. Plato
insists that, in addition to the discussion of systemic aspects and the psychological
aspects of political subjects, our attempts to understand tyranny must include an account
of the tyrant’s personality or character. Plato provides the classic description of the
tyrant as an inherently flawed personality whose attempts to serve his interests give birth
to his inability and wretchedness. While more analysis of the relevance of this to actual
tyrants is necessary and desirable we may realize that Plato’s account of the tyrannical
personality is relevant to our understanding of someone like Saddam Hussein. We know
he had extravagant and lawless desires (his lavish lifestyle is an indication of this), that he
was very suspicious and fearful of potential enemies, and thus we suspect that he is not a
happy person. Plato’s classic description of the tyrant seems not only intriguing but,
quite pertinent to our understanding of tyrants since it can explain many of the historical
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tyrants we know. Now let us move on to consider so called “totalitarian” regimes and
consider Arendt’ attempt to distinguish totalitarian regimes from tyrannies structurally.
Arendt points out that, “totalitarianism differs essentially from other forms of
political oppression known to us as despotism, tyranny and dictatorship” (460). She
suggests that are two central, essential and interrelated characteristics of a totalitarian
regime, such as that of Hitler or Stalin, which render such a regime different in kind than
a tyranny; these are: ideology and terror.290 While Arendt and others may be correct to
point out that regimes such as Hitler’s or Stalin’s seem different than more traditional
forms of tyranny, I think that we can claim that such regimes are not different than
tyranny (as Plato describes it), in kind but only in degree.291 We may do this if we can
show, even if only preliminarily here, that the features she considers to be essential to
totalitarianism are, in fact, tyrannical features carried to an extreme. Thus, we may be
able to hold that Plato’s account is relevant to our understanding of so called
“totalitarian” regimes.
Arendt argues that totalitarian ideologies “pretend to know the mysteries of the
whole historical process––the secrets of the past, the intricacies of the present, and
uncertainties of the future––because of the logic inherent in their respective ideas.” (461).
Such ideologies are powerful since they present a comprehensive view of history in
which people can belong to a meaningful world progressing towards a seemingly clear
goal. Moreover, unlike tyrants who dominate their subjects but who leave their thoughts
intact totalitarian “ideological thinking ruins all relationships with reality…Men loose the

290

Her discussion of these can be found in the conclusion of The Origins of Totalitarianism (1973).
For Arendt’s account consider The Origins of Totalitarianism (1973). Consider also Franz Neumann’s
Behemoth (1983), and Friedrich and Brzezinski’s Totalitarian Dictatorship and Autocracy (1956).
291
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capacity of both experience and thought” (478). Thus totalitarian ideology is so
pervasive so as to dominate people’s thought. Finally, totalitarian ideology is free from
utilitarian motives like those of traditional tyrants who seek to serve their interests and it
seeks to conquer and rule the whole world.
Terror, the second characteristic of totalitarian regimes, is really the essence of
totalitarianism for Arendt. “Dictatorial terror [is] distinguished from totalitarian terror
insofar as it threatens only authentic opponents but not harmless citizens without political
opinions” and “Total terror, the essence of totalitarian government, exists neither for not
against men. It is supposed to provide the forces of nature or history with an
incomparable instrument to accelerate their movement” (322, 466). For Arendt,
totalitarian terror is not directed against “authentic opponents” since it is exercised over
even after such opponents have been eliminated to propel the historical goal of
totalitarian ideology. Finally, for Arendt, the two essential features of totalitarianism
present us with a regime in which there is no private space at all but only totalitarian parts
(citizens and institutions) which are all subject to terror and which embody and propel
totalitarian ideology.292
Given our discussion of Plato’s view of tyranny however, I think that it is possible
to explain what Arendt finds essential to totalitarianism as features of tyranny carried to
extremes. Doing so will make totalitarianism an extreme form of tyranny and different
from more ordinary or common types of tyranny only in degree not in kind. We saw that
for Plato, tyrannies do employ ideologies, i.e., a pervasive set of values promoted by
institutional means and aimed at the direction of private and public life. Plato suggests
292

Some have presented the structure of totalitarianism as similar to an onion’s where there is no
differentiation between the center and the several layers.
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that tyrants employ several measures by which they instill values conducive to their
interests. Such measures include, among others: going to war to persuade citizens that
they need the tyrant as a leader; supporting one group in the city against another thus
presenting the citizens with enemies whom they hate; employing poets who present the
tyrant and the city having the same goals and interests. Moreover we saw Socrates point
out that it is possible for the tyrant to even wish to rule over gods, i.e., to wish to possess
complete and absolute power and control (573c3-5), and that tyrants are after recognition.
This suggests that the tyrant may have aims beyond strictly utilitarian ones and that he
may seek to rule the world if he thinks that he is able to do so. We may conclude that, in
terms of ideology, so called “totalitarian regimes” are different from traditional tyrannies
only to the degree which the ideology of the former is more pervasive in society than that
of the latter and tied to an overarching view and goal in history. Thus, in terms of
ideology, totalitarianism seems an extreme form of tyranny.
The terror that Arendt suggests is the essence of totalitarianism seems like an
extreme form of tyrannical violence. Arendt suggests that tyrannical violence is only
directed against people who are “authentic opponents” or people thought to be enemies,
and that totalitarian terror is also directed against the harmless in order to propel the
historical goal of totalitarian ideology. But, we have seen that Plato presents the
employment of tyrannical violence not only as serving the function of eliminating
enemies, but also the function of using considerable force to get people to do what is in
the tyrant’s interests, i.e., carrying forth the tyrant’s goal. Such people of course need not
be thought opponents to the tyrant; thus totalitarianism seems to be an extreme form of
tyranny even in terms of violence or terror since its violence is not different in kind but
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only in degree. Our brief consideration of the relevance of Plato’s view of tyranny and
the tyrannical soul and personality opens up room for the more detailed discussion of
specific tyrannical regimes and tyrants, both ancient and modern.
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