CHAPTER 6

Degenerate regimes in Plato’s Republic
Zena Hitz

I. THE CRITIQUE OF INJUSTICE IN THE REPUBLIC

This essay concerns the negative end of the political argument of the Republic,
that injustice ~ the rule of unreason — is both widespread and undesirable, and
that whatever shadows of virtue or order might be found in its midst are
corrupt and unstable. This claim is explained in detail in Republic 8 and 9.
These passages explain recognizable faults in recognizable regimes in terms
of the failure of the rule of reason and the corresponding success of the rule
of non-rational forms of motivation. T will first look at degenerate regimes
as they appear in a less systematic way in the Ship of State passage in Republic
6 and in the discussion with Thrasymachus in Book 1. I will then give a
general overview of the system of degenerate regimes in Book 8 to examine
what exactly goes wrong with them and why, and will explain how the process
of degeneration ought be understood as the progressive decay of the rule of
reason. Finally, I will argue that a close look ar this decay reveals something
surprising: that degenerate regimes and characters feature weak versions of
virtue, shadow-virtues that are based on appearances and held in place by
force. Thus in the end the whole process of degeneration ought be under-
stood as an extended conflict between reason and appetite.

However, since the negative or critical political philosophy of the
Republic is a relatively neglected topic, it will be useful to begin by sketching
its place within its historical context and in the context of the broad
political outlook of the Republic. Plato grew up in a world riven by violent
conflict between supporters of democracy and supporters of oligarchy.
Thucydides describes the civil wars instigated all over Greece by Athens
and Sparta during the Peloponnesian War and the enormous toll they took
both in lives and in civic health. The conflict came home to Athens in the
Spartan-sponsored oligarchic coup of 404, when Plato was 23. The band of
oligarchs, known as the “Thirty Tyrants,” included Plato’s relatives Critias
and Charmides. The execution of Socrates in 399 after the restoration of
democracy is widely thought to be a response to the excesses of the Thirty.?
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The political turmoil of the late fifth and early fourth centuries clearly lies
in the background of Plato’s Republic, raking place as it does in a houschold
destroyed by the Thirty, and featuring in its most famous image — the
Cave — a philosopher executed by the majority.* Toward the end of the
Repub[ic, as a lead-up to Socrates’ final argument that the just life is superior
to the unjust life, Socrates describes a degenerating series of characters and
regimes parallel to those characters. The just city they have described makes
an error in its marriage ritual, and begins a dedline first into a Spartan-style
timocracy,’ then an oligarchy, then a democracy, and finally a tyranny.
These regimes are characterized by division, violent conflict, and instability.
In light of the dramatic and historical background of the Republic, it is
natural to think that in these passages Plato means to diagnose and explain
the historical conditions of his you[h.6

What kind of diagnosis of bad politics is the Republic? So far as philos-
ophizing about politics goes, it is a very puzzling picce of work. It praises a
certain form of political community as best, and describes its educational
system in great detail, while saying little about its governing institutions.”
Furthermore, the just city is not defended against alternarives in the way we
might expect. No democratappears on the dramatic scene of the dialogue to
object (as we might well want to object) that the rulers of Kallipolis are not
bound by law, or that people ought not to be educated from a single
perspective, bur rather exposed to a variety of points of view. The great
opponent of Socrates in the dialogue, Thrasymachus, is practically silent
while the just city is under construction; he speaks up only once, to agree
with the other interlocutors that the community of women and children
needs more explanation (450a). The interlocutors are so agreeable that one
can readily sympathize with the great Neoplatonic commentator Proclus,
who reportedly removed the Republic from his Platonic curriculum in part
since it was “not written in dialogue form.™

Likewise, the alternarives to Kallipolis — timocracy, oligarchy, democ-
racy, and tyranny — are presented as instances of evil (kakia; 445¢) and as
aberrations {(hémartémend; s44a) without protest. Their names are mostly
conventional, but their general character and their putative overarching
goals seem to have fictle or no basis in history.” Aristotle, in his careful
catalog of regime-changes in Politics 5, releases a battery of historical
counterexamples to Republic 8: democracies that have changed into oligar-
chies, oligarchies that have changed into tyrannies, oligarchies with differ-
ent Jaws and defining principles (1316a20-b14). He furthermore complains
that while the causes of political change are numerous, Socrates has spoken
as if there were only one per regime; nd that indeed there are many forms
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(olfslcéil?so_czr;;y and oligatchy, not just one as presented in the Republic
Given these difficulties, it is understandable that the political theory of
the Republic is often dismissed to1t court by Commentatl:())rs e Thejoq'o
out — correctly ~ that the main argument of the Republicis aBout the cﬁofm
of lives for individuals. The just regime and the bad regimes are ex l'O'ITe*
const.ructed to clarify the argument that a just life fgr an indivigli:ll[iys
superior to an unjust one (368c—369a; 4452—d; s44a). Accordingly, it
might well seem justified to focus, as the existing literature on Re, Sé/)' 8
.and 9 has overwhelmingly done, on the individual character-types dp 'IZDC d
in Ehose sections rather than the regimes.” e e
[jl?at s?id, to dismiss the political theory of the Republic — cither th
positive view of political justice shown in the construction bf Kalli el' o
the .crm'cal remarks on bad regimes in Books 8 and 9 —is a mistakep%(;;'(ir
t}.le individual choice of lives is more fundamental to the ar umen.t f ;16
dialogue, the discussions of politics are important in their owfri ht ”%(/L .
has. §aused confusion is a lack of recognition of the distinctfi;ve'rv e a[f
poh.tl.cal 'th'eory that the Republic presents. Unlike the Laws or Ari;t};tl(3
.Po/ztzcs, it is not a practical guide for legislators and politicians to T{S
improvements in their cities in a variety of circumstances.” The Re uz/rfl N
not c.oncerned with practical politics, 'any more than it i's concern];d \Zfllj
practical morality. The choice of lives is a matter of the choice of a stand;Hd
So 100 the political theoty of the Republic concerns political standards: rh'
ultlmgte goals around which cities and governments are organized ROlSl‘ Lle
spc?alfmg, these standards are two, corresponding to the ultimate .S[al dg dy
guiding the choice of lives for individuals: the rule of rea d e rule
i son and the rule
Why are political standards important? According to the political phil
ophy presented in the Republic and the Laws, one’s political stfnd Osci
ultl.mately determines the practical choices one makes abour polirical i .
tutions and laws. The decisions about laws and institutionE made mli[ll_
constructing Kallipolis are made with an eve to the production ofjusti:e llrel
the Laws, a primary concern for the rule of reason determines both insti.tu-
Flonal structure and specific laws in the hypothetical new colony.” Likewise
in the degenera[e regimes of the Republic, it is the misguideci pursuit ole
faulty ultimare standard that drives poor choices about political institutions
and laws. — as for instance when the pursuit of wealth in oligarchy leads th
leadership to permit by law the selling all of one’s possessions (; 24, s )e
Eurthermore, knowledge of the correct standard is valuable irsi iésfjviri
rlght — as a means of evaluating existing institutions, as a way o se¢ them
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as they really are. Knowledge of the objective.moral condition .of. onle s

political community is useful for making practical changes; but it is also

/ aving for its own sake.

“Oif}}ie}iule ff appetite, from the perspective of the Repuélf'c, is by ak?d large
the operative standard in existing cities .a.nd comm'umtlf:.s. In this d\ivac):,
Plato’s response in the Republic to the political turmgll of his S.u-rfotlsncl.nf’s
is the wholesale rejection of the terms of conver?t.lonal politics. ivic
conflict, for Plato, is the result of appetitive rule:. cities governe'd by rL;llers
and made up of citizens who consider the objects o'f appetite to 1 avef
ultimate value. Justice and civic health, by contrast, involve the rule o

reason in rulers and in citizens. The rule of reason is rare - perhaps non-
existent — while appetitive rule is widespread.” So Socrates famous s!ogan
turns out to be the central thesis of the political theory of the Republic:

Until philosophers rule as kings or [hos.e .who are now kings. and Lulﬁrs .gCIthLllénCl)’
and adequarely philosophize, until polirical power and philosop F COLHC;I
there can be no rest from evils, dear Glaucon, in cities nor, I fancy, or the human
race either. (473d; translations from Shorey 1930, with frequent modifications)

The background of the thesis is the presence of unrel?ntillg evils in citizs
and in individuals. Socrates argues first of all thar desplfe this background,
the rule of reason and justice — for which philosopher-klr.lgs. are necessary -
is both attractive and possible, given human nature as it is. Secqnc}ia,l he
argues, the rule of unreason or injustice is both ublqu1t0u§ and undesira eb—
and without the rule of reason, inevitable. Whatever desirable order can c
found in non-rational regimes is corrupt and ultimately unstable. This
argument is made in terms of the central contrast between the rule ofleasc;ln
and the rule of non-rational forces. Accordingly, these two arguments —~ the
bulk of which are found in Books 4, 8 and 9 — involve constant reference to
ipartite soul. _
[helf}rllteppossibilit)' of Kallipolis ought not to be confused with Ctih.e.p.racltll—
cality of Kallipolis. Its possibility is explicit in the text (.47IC——473 ): it xds th‘e
whole premise for the central books of the.Repubch. Soc.rz.ltes an hls
interlocutors are also explicit that they consider the conditions for th'e
possibility of Kallipolis as unlikely ever to hold (473§, s92a-b). T 1sf
means that Kallipolis is meant to be possible, at l‘east r‘nmlmally $0, evenbl
it can never be put into practice. As Socrates insists, it ought ra.ther to be
understood as a paradigm or standard (472¢c—€, 5443, 592b)'. This suggestcsl
that Socrates and his interlocutors mean o construct a paradigm or s.tandar
for political action with an eye to the best condition human beings are

- - _ IL)
capable of, given their nature.
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['turn now to the negative end of the political argument of the Republic,
thar injustice - the rule of unreason — is both widespread and undesirable.
Before looking at the account of degenerate regimes in Republic 8, 1 want to
show how the central contrast between the rule of reason and the rule of
appetite is prefigured in earlier, more familiar, and less systematic parts of

the Republic: the Ship of State image and the argument with Thrasymachus
in Book 1.

II. APPETITIVE RULE: THRASYMACHUS
AND THE SHIP OF STATE

The degenerate regimes of Book 8 are regimes marked by instability and
violent struggle between factions (stzsis). Their rulers or ruling classes are
susceptible to their appetites, and their guiding ideals are wrong-headed and
ultimately self—undermining‘ As such, the Book 8 discussion does not
introduce the idea of 2 degenerate regime, but rather organizes and clarifies
carlier discussions: namely, the Ship of State in Book 6, and Thrasymachus’
critique of conventional justice in Book 1.

The Ship of State analogy is introduced to explain why philosophers
are not held in honor, and so why philosophical rule seems ridiculous
(487e7-489c¢7). In the analogy, sailors, analogous to citizens secking
power, strive for power over an incompetent shipmaster, the city itself.*
They seck power for the sake of consuming the ship’s cargo, with the
“drinking and feasting” that that involves (488c4—7). And this striving for
power involves conflict and violence: they “struggle (stasiazontas) with one
another for control of the helm” (488b3—4); they “cut to pieces” anyone who
says the art of steering can be taught (488b6-8); they execute and exile
others who artain power over the city (such as oligarchs, demagogues, and
potential tyrants, presumably; 488c3—4). The true navigator, in the mean-
time, languishes on the sidelines or is mocked as 2 buffoon (488e3—489a2).

The Ship of State, like the analogy between the demos and the ravening
beast that follows it (49326-c8), is a figure directed at the Athenian democ.
racy in which the interlocurors live, as a way of explaining why, in that
context, philosophy is not considered an art of ruling, as something ro
which power naturally belongs. The image is accordingly of a piece with the
image in the Gorgias (464d3—465a2) of the doctor and the rhetor competing
for the hearts of a band of children: it serves to contrast starkly the
democratic status quo, where appetites rule, with a hypothetical ideal of
the rule of knowledge. The apparent political good in the Ship of State

image is the cargo, represented as the objects of appetites of hunger and
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thirst, but standing in for the objects of appetite generally including wealth
and other appetitive pleasures. This good is zero-sum — more for one means
less for others, hence the competition, the violence, and the ensuing
instability.” The struggles of fifth-century Athens have parallels throughout
Greece in the szaseis Thucydides describes.”* Accordingly, its central image
of appetitive rule is generalized both in Book 8 and Book 1 to apply to any
regime where reason does not rule.”

It is a strange irony of the Republic that if we consider instability,
violence, stasis, and deference 1o appetites as cardinal fearures of conven-
tional regimes, and if we consider Thrasymachus as a critic of conventional
justice,”* we find considerable agreement between Thrasymachus and Plato
on conventional politics — how politics is actually practiced — even if the
disagreement between them on how politics ought be practiced is stark. The
unstable, szasis-riddled regimes seen in Books 6 and 8 are just those where
the rulers rule for their own advantage, given Thrasymachus’ initial implicit
understanding of advantage as power and wealth.?* While Thrasymachus is
wipped up toward the end of the argument by pressure from Socrates as to
whether advantage is virtue, wisdom, or the exercise of one’s proper
function, he clearly begins with a much more simple and concrete vision
of the political good: it is power, and behind power, wealth. Hence his
example of the shepherd who rules for wages (343b); his claim that the just
man loses out in business dealings (343d—344a); and his comparison
between the tyrant and other lesser, unjust wealth-seekers: temple-robbers,
kidnappers, swindlers, and thieves (344b3—5).

[ am not here prepared to make claims about the coherence in the dertails
of Thrasymachus’ view of politics, nor about the coherence or effectiveness
of Socrates” arguments against him.?S All the same, Thrasymachus has a
certain general vision of politics that, taken as a description of the way things
are, is not only not incoherent but closely matches the image of conven-
tional politics Plato endorses. According to Thrasymachus, at least before he
is pressured by Socrates into admitting other sorts of motivation and types
of good, political regimes are characrerized by appetitive rule, which is to
say, the rule of appetitive people in the service of their own appetites and
pleasures. Like the politics of the Ship of State, Thrasymachus’ politics is
Jero-sum — one wins only because another loses;™” and accordingly, politics
should be expected to be competitive, violent, and unstable.

The degenerate regimes of Books 1 and 6 give us some help in explaining
what makes a bad regime bad. A regime organized around the appetitive
ends of wealth and power will be violent and unstable, since if one faction of
the city has more of these things, another has less. This explains at least in

Degenerate regimes in Plato’s Republic 109

part why Plato describes degenerate regimes as susceptible to appetite, and
why they are unstable and prone to conflict and violence. In Book 8 the
connection berween these defects and the non-rational motivations)and
ends of the rulers is developed in detail. Any political community not ruled
by reason will be susceptible to the appetités and so susceptible to conflict
violence, and ultimate collapse. ,
The general contrast between appetitive rule and the rule of rcason
presented in the earlier parts of the Republic is developed in derail in Book
'8. Thf:.degenerate regimes of Book 8 are characterized by violence and
instability, and they are defined in terms of false conceptio‘ns of the good:
honor, “.'ealth, and liberty. [ will argue thart these more general features car;
be explained in terms of the progressing failure of the rule of reason. The
account of degenerate regimes is in its way as idealized or hypothetical as the
carlier sections describing the construction of a just ciry'. Just as nothin
e?(ternal to human justice determines the construction of Kallipolis — [h%
city (')f pigs is not suddenly atracked by a pack of bears, for instance — so
not'hmg ex;emalbtodhtéman injustice or vice determines the deterioration of
regimes as described.™ A city mi g
Plato’s concern is what a hirrzﬁhgiﬁgzrzsiﬁlﬁie’ H(_)O}Cli’ do o aufte
: y might do or suffer
when the guidance of reason alone fails.” Thus the‘decl?ne is organized
anthropologically: it starts with a human being (and a city) in agrlatL;r ]
condition and decomposes it piece by piece.* ) / :

I11. THE REGIMES OF REPUBLIC 8: AN OVERVIEW

\\Vhat characterizes the degenerate regimes of Republic 8, and what distin-
gmshes them fr.om one another? The bad regimes share a number of fearures
in common: division or szasis?® the use of force and violence;* and insta-
bility. Instability, however, is shared also with Kallipolis; it t;)o inevitably
falls apart, although for different sorts of reasons.” The just city falls when
the rulers miss the mathematically expressed law of good births ((54634—b3)
th‘anks to their use of a mix of reasoning and sense-perception (logisinos 7725;’
aisthéseds, 546b2).** Socrates appeals to a general principle that everythin
[ha.[ comes to be must be destroyed (546a); it secems likely that the bag
regimes fail for more specific reasons, from some feature internal t
themselves. ’
Division and violence are shared among the bad regimes, then, and
p.erhaps there are forms of instability special to them. How are ,the rc’ imes
different from one another, and what is it that defines a regime as onegkind
and not another? The name “timocracy” is Plato’s novelty, but oligarchy,
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money are emphasized throughout the Repué/z‘c asa cha.racte'ristic oli}gct —
sometimes rhe characteristic object — of appetite (581‘;‘1). I.JIkGWISC, the iberry
of the democracy and the democrat, understood as dfn‘ng what one 1.1kesi 7
is an appetitive end: the standard for personil and political ac}:'llonhls s}imp z)
what one happens to desire (557b; s61b—d). The tyrant, whi ¢ he has n
dominant end, is characterized by the rapid and chaotic growth. of appetlteF
(s71b, s72b, 5736 s74d), which drives h1r.n o ever—.escalaulng acts of
violence (574d, 566e—567¢). The tyrant has, in fact, no interna constramt1
on his actions: the scope of harm he does depends onl.y on externa
considerations, namely how numerous the ot.her r)'raanlcal cﬁaracte}:s
are in his city (575b—5762). Thus the degenerauon of reglm‘es }Eo ow\f ; el
progress of the apperites and their increase in power over the politica
ip in cites. .
1€agirrst;eprmore, the apperites play a role in th§ fall of evehry re.gllmael
including Kallipolis. While the appetites are not likely to l?e tde origin
cause of the fall of Kallipolis,’ the mistake in sense-perception does caluse
a decay in the quality of the rulers, which leads those rulers t? neg .ect
education, which in turn allows mixing of the classes. (s46e). Thl.s mlTlag
results in the introduction of appetitive characters into the ralmg class,
which results in a civil war among the rulers with one sade secking moEeZ
and property (547b). The secret lust for wealth in the timocracy ; m:;f ;_
by the political leadership’s keeping of secret private treaiurlgzs. or the (
selves (548a) — gradually corrupts the leaders}.np untl their p;lma'r)
interest is in wealth rather than honor, so bringing .ab01.1t the (1ileime in
the regime (548a5-b2, 550e4—551a10). The oligarchy is said to fa. i:fcau’s‘e
of its insatiate love of wealth (ss5b); and the democracy hands itse 0\;1‘
to the tyrant, it is suggested, the better to confiscate the property of the
“C}'}}(l’ffijlman appetite seems 1O be the main culprit for t'he (ilnstablllry og
political regimes. This reading has the advantage of a unifie a}fcofuntho
decline, however artenuated it is in the ﬁrst‘mst.ance. It has t ef uft eé
advantage of a concrete explanation for the me\'ltable decline of create
human institutions: appetites belong to human be1ags as necessary con-
ditions of their embodiment, as Socrates suggests 1n Book 10 (611a10—
61226). But it must be only a partial explanation, as a nurr?ber of aspe}its
of the text remain mysterious. Why do the appetites progress in the way that
they do? Why is it, for instance, that the introduction of private prgpert}{ in
the timocrac(v results in the ultimate corruption of the whole rul.mg chas’s
from the love of honor to the love of money? Why is it that the 01.1garc y(s1
repressive instruments in the pursuit of wealth are ineffective, an
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ultimately lead to its dissolution? Why can’t democracy’s appetitive pursuits
stay within the bounds of law? And why, if it is the appetites that drive
dissolution and destruction, does Plato bother with categorizing regimes
by dominant end, and why does Socrates claim that the dominant ends
of oligarchy and democracy are self-destructive? These questions can be
answered by seeing a different type of progress in the regimes, correspond-
ing to the growth of appetites, and that is the decline of reason.

[V. THE DECLINE OF REASON

In the remainder of this essay I make two claims about the function of
reason in the degenerate regimes and characters. The first (less speculative)
claim is that the neglect of reason is the ultimare cause of the decline of
regimes. It is the neglect of reason that allows for the growth and fragmen-
tation of appetite — and so ultimately it is whar drives the division, violence,
and instability found in bad regimes. The second (more speculative) claim is
that reason is in fact the source of what order there is in the bad regimes; that
it allows them certain shadows of virtue and goodness; and that the
continued function of reason is necessary to understand the role of domi-
nant ends in bad regimes. Reason is not dispensed with in the degenerate
regimes; rather, it pursues inadequate objects. Rather than seeking what is
genuinely good, degenerate reason pursues certain shadowy appearances of
the good: honor, constraint, and lawfulness.

First, the less speculative claim: it is the neglect of reason that allows
for the growth of the appetites and so for the process of degeneration
itself. Here Socrates is quite explicit. The first sign of decay in Kallipolis
after the mistake in eugenic arrangements is the neglect of musical educa-
tion and then education in gymnastics, with the result that the guardians
become “less musical” (amousoteroi; 546d). The ordaining and regulation
of music is the function of reason, or reason’s analogue, philosopher-
kings. In Book 3, it is said that the education must be preserved by a
“permanent overseer’ (epistatés; 4122). This is developed in Book 6, when
Socrates indicates that the philosopher-kings will amount ro the presence
of the legislators (Socrates and his interlocutors) in the city (497¢).
So the neglect of education is a failing of the function of reason in the
best city.**

This neglect of education results in the growth of the appetites because of
its impact on the rhumos ot spirited part of the rulers. The neglect of music
vis-a-vis gymnastics, it is said in Book 3, results in the crippling of the part of
the soul that loves learning: it becomes “feeble, deaf, and blind,” since it is
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wisdom is lost; then courage — whatever kind is possible without wisdom —
and then moderation. o .
How then ought we to understand the situation of d.emoc'racy ?n ht
democratic character? Socrates’ narrative is vague on this point: after the
destruction of virtue in the democratic charac;er’s soul, he allows that a
real democratic character will emerge when he “receives b.ack a part of th.e
banished elements [aidds, sophrosuné, erc.]” and “establishes ... all h%s
pleasures on the footing of equality (eis ison)” (s61b). Some of the quasi-
virtuous elements such as shame or moderation return. In the lfiter dis-
cussion of the decay from the democratic character into the ty{‘anmcal on}i
Socrates disparages the moderation in question as somethmg that the
democratic character “supposes” (s72d); it is sugge.stetli thar it cons;fts'
simply in the avoidance of lawlessness, or violent injustice. On the ot et
hand, when the dominant erds is instilled in the tyranmca.l ch:iracter, it lbf
said that the erds purges any remaining opinions or desires. capable o
shame” and also expels “moderation” (.r()’p/n'oxzzné? (573?). .F.hls final Fl)urge
of any remaining good motivations by the tyrant is the individual ana ogue
of the political tyrant’s purgation of any goo.d or virtuous characters remain-
ing in the city, removing the best~ and leaving the worst (567c).~ N
The tyrant’s final purgation of any trace of goodness, and. his aggressive
pursuit of violent injustice, theft, murder, and temple—robb.mg, r}mrk him
out as the furthest extreme of moral and rational degeneration. To under-
stand the shadow-virtues of the democrat, then, I suggest we look_ to the
source of order in the democratic soul and the democracy. S'ocrat§s implics
that the democrat’s “moderation” consists in lawfulness: his av01danc§ of
behavior thar is violent (such as theft or murder) or grotesque (such as lying
with one’s mother; 571d). This orderliness is the defining structure of the
democratic character, and it is mimicked by the constr.aint ofmm?o_c or law
in the political democracy. The democraq./, whatever its faulFs, dlsr-rlbfll—ti
political power according to law, the principle of equality or isonomia. ht
equal share in office is the defining law of democracy (s57a), );st as the
wealth-qualification is for oligarchy. Just as the wealth-quali cation lls
indiscriminate to the actual capacity for ruling (s51¢), so also the principle
of isonomia assigns “a kind of equality to equals and urllc:quals ahke. (5580).
All the same, it formally prevents the absorption of political power into one
person as we find in the tyranny. N )
One considerable advantage of emphasizing the passages about the
shadow-virtues is that it brings the degenerate regimes intg closer contact
with the historical regimes that they are meant at least partlfllly to capture
(see note 9). As I noted earlier, commentarors often complain that neither
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the democracy nor the oligarchy of Republic 8 seems grounded in historical
reality. The importance of law as a key feature of democratic ideology has
been widely attested.”® By conrrast, liberty understood as “doing what one
wants” is only arrested among critics of democracy, unless one counts the
patriotic contrasts with austere Sparta in wartime speeches in Thucydides.”
If we see that the definition of democracy in the Republic and its source of
order is the shadow-virtue of isonomia, we can sce thar Plato meanr to rake
real-life Athenian ideals into account.

The difficulty of historical correspondence would scem even more serious
with the oligarchy, since while there is some evidence that liberty or
eleutheria was some kind of democratic ideal, the historical proponents of
oligarchy did not any of them seem to endorse the pursuit of wealth. Rather,
they considered themselves and promoted themselves as proponents of
virtue and traditional values.®® If we take seriously, however, the attriburion
of some kind of moderation and decency to oligarchs and oligarchy, this
complaint about Plato’s account seems unjustified. Indeed, Plato rakes
pains, in describing the shadow-virtues, to explain just this fact: thar the
oligarchs call themselves virtuous. In part, this is a deceptive appearance
used to issue loans that enrich themselves ar the expense of others. And in
part, it has some truth: the oligarchs do indeed constrain and moderare their
desires, if only by force and if only for corrupt purposes.®’

If this interpretation is correct, then attribution of the dominant ends of
“wealth” and “liberty” to the regimes ought to be understood as involving a
critical judgment, a sort of debunking of the ideals that the real-life regimes
cspouse. In this way, it might be compared to similar artributions in
contemporary political thetoric: that proponents of radical Islam, under
the guise of promoting “virtue,” in fact hate freedom; or that, under the
guise of “freedom,” American capitalists seck their own aggrandizemenr at
the expense of the working peoples of the world. Such artributions criticize
the ends or goals that the regimes criticized pursue in pracrice, by conrrast
to the loftier ideals they lay claim to in selt-justifying rhetoric.

One might question this reading simply because the ugly, repressive
greed of the oligarch and the silly, licentious liberty of the democrar are
by far the most memorable passages of the whole sequence of characters and
regimes. Their rherorical importance is unquestionable, and one can’t help
but think that it is these images that do most of the persuasive work in
determining the place of oligarchic and democratic characters in the final
ranking in Book 9. However, we must also remember that we read this book
twenty-five centuries from its original context. It is not far-fetched to think
that the democratic ideal of ison0miz and lawfulness, and the corresponding
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oligarchic ideal of virtue and a return to old-fashioned values, would have
been foremost in the minds both of the hypothetical interlocutors and the
fourth-century audience of the Republic. The conventional ideals, then,
which the Re})ubﬁc keeps in the background and treats as sha(‘iowy, are
simply taken for granted in the discussion. It is only from this further
distance that exegesis is needed to eke them out.

VvI. CONCLUSIONS: DOMINANT ENDS, THE ROLE
OF REASON, AND APPEARANCES

Two points of crucial interest thus emerge from tracing th'e loo§ening hold
of reason over the degenerate regimes. As reason loses its grip, and the
appetites gain, so do we also find a decrease of order and structure. One
natural thought — borne out by evidence of shadowy and defective vircues -
is that reason is the source of that structure. Consider the oligarchic
character, which is (unfortunately) the only place where the role of reason
is at all clear or explicit. Reason is subjugated to apperite; it calculates an.d
considers “only” how to gain wealth. The single-minded pursuit of wealth is
also the oligarchic character’s source of order: it is wh.at justifies .the forceful
repression of unnecessary appetites. This is indeed just what it means to
have wealth as a dominant end: it means to organize one’s life around thar
end. A dominant end is an organizing principle, a source oforde{set a.gainst
some source of disorder. As such, it is a rational structure, a function of
reason. o

Politically speaking, the dominant end functions not only by its 1nﬂu§11ce
on the character of the rulers, but also by laws and institutions. The
dominant end of wealth determines the qualifications for office (pr_operry)
and laws governing the exchange of property. The dominant end of liberty
also determines the qualifications for office (equality, or “being aﬂfree—born
citizen™), and more broadly it promotes a culture of tolerant lawfulness.

If these speculations are correct, then we have available to us a n?uch
more attractive view of how the dominant ends attributed to the regimes
work. They have a double structure. In one respect, they are the end (or an
end) associated with a particular part of the soul, honor for #husmos and the
timocracy, wealth and the lower appetitive pleasures for oligarch)./ ?lnd
democracy. Considered from this angle, the ends are not self-undermining.
The pursilit of honor in timocracy is not undermined by the pursuit gf
honor itself, but by the conflicting pursuit of wealth. Likewise, the pursuit
of wealth in oligarchy is not undermined, strictly speaking, by the pursuit of
wealth: after all, both the democracy and the tyranny show considerable
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wealth-seeking behavior. Rather, the oligarchy is undermined by the pursuit
of liberty, and the democracy by the pursuit of lawlessness.

In another respect, however, the ends are also shadow-virtues. They are
courage (without wisdom) in timocracy, moderation (understood as con-
straint) in oligarchy, and justice (reduced to lawfulness) in democracy.
These shadow-virtues give the regimes definition and structure, and make
a regime one type and not another. So it seems reasonable to conclude that
it is the corrupt rational structures of the degenerate regimes that are
destroyed by the advance of appetite. In the case of oligarchy and democ-
racy, where these rational structures are set up for appetitive ends, the
shadow-virtues are pursued by the deception of oneself and others, masking
the inadvertent encouragement of elements that will undermine them. In
this respect these two regimes are self-undermining.

What conclusions can we draw about why the regimes collapse? The first
is that the conflicts that bring them down ought to be understood, not as
conflicts among the multifarious appetites, all competing for first place, bur
as conflicts between weak rational or lawful structures and appetirive forces,
personal or political.** In this way the whole process of degeneration can be
viewed as an extended conflict between reason and appetite.

The second conclusion is that part of the weakness of whart I have called
rational structures is their reliance on appearance. Without the rule of
reason, one has no ability to weigh appearances critically and to make
decisions based on those critical evaluarions.®> The timocrat secks courage,
the oligarch moderation, and the democrat lawful freedom by the criterion
of how these things /ook. They are interested in projecting an image in
public. This image may be self-deceptive —as I think it must be in the case of
individuals — or it may be manipulative, as may be the case in the polirical
contexts, or it may be both. However, authentic virtue must take concern
for the internal, for shaping the real motivations of individuals in particular
ways. Only then can virtue produce behavior that can endure changes in
social circumstance — or even behavior that presents direct opposition to
social pressure — as the virtue of Socrates did. This is why neglect of
education is so emphasized in the discussion of regime collapse.

[t is thus not surprising in the stories of degeneration in Republic 8 that
Socrates emphasizes what the various characters perceive, especially in their
social surroundings.®* Every one of the degenerate characters degenerates
because of social influence: the timocrat and oligarch because of their
fathers’ low social status (549d—s50a, 553a-b), and the democrat because
of the influence of his drone-friends (559d—¢). One’s values, in the Republic,
come from the outside — unless, that is, one determines them by reason and
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has the means to impose them. Once one has renounced or lost rational
rule - the power to criticize appearances and to enforce those criticisms —
one is carried along willy-nilly to whatever things present themselves as
appealing in one’s social surroundings.

While an honor-governed regime may partially or temporarily succeed in
purtting vice out of sight, the appetitive regimes always have variety and
division. This means that the social context does not determine any coher-
ent value, and so a socially determined appetitive end will be particularly
unstable. Hence the haplessness of the degenerate characters: none of them
succeed in their aims, since their aims are shadow-virtues, appearances that
are subject to being replaced by other appearances. Without the guidance of
reason, human beings and human communities ultimately do not have the
power to resist these appearances, no matter how evil or base they might
have judged them initially.

Whether Plato is correct in his account of his own historical context — or
whether he is more generally correct about the forces of evil and degener-
ation in regimes ~ is outside the scope of this essay. All the same, it ought to
be clearer what exactly that account amounts to. And one can often find
insights at a different level of generality, whatever the disagreements
berween Plato and ourselves. For example: what ought human beings to
do, who find themselves in fragmented political cultures, characterized by
conflict and violence, where virtues are sought via their appearances and so
are susceptible to corruption or collapse? The Republic offers one alternative:
to use reason to determine, as best as one can, what justice for human beings
could look like; and to use the conclusions so gathered to look clearly at
one’s surroundings, the better to distinguish the apparent from the real.”’

NOTES

1. Sec especially the discussion of civil war in Corcyra: Thucydides 2.81-85 and

discussion in Balot, 2001, chs. 5 and 6.

See Xenophon, Hellenica 2.3-43 and Aristotle, Athenian Constitution 3s.

3. The orator Aeschines makes the claim that Socrates was executed for educating
Critias (Against Timarchus 173); see discussion in Schofield 2006, pp. 22-23.

4. For more on the historical context of the Republic, see the vividly written
and thorough introduction to the Republic in Ferrari and Grifhth 2000, as
well as Menn 2006; Balot 2001, esp. ch. 7; Schofield, 2006, chs. 1-3. I should
add thar if James Wilberding's (2004) interpretation of the Cave is correct, it is
the demagogues and political leaders who execute the philosopher, not the
majority.

5. The timocracy is explicitly called Laconian or Spartan (s45a). A constitution
called “timocracy” is Plato’s invention. Sparta in the Peloponnesian War was

)

II.

12.

13.
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considered an oligarchy. 1 discuss the difficulties in mapping the degencrare
constitutions of Book § onro historical constitutions below.

. Annas claims on the conrrary that “Athenian politics of the fifth and fourth

centuries do not actually shed any light on the Republic” (Annas 1999, p- 77 see
discussion pp. 73-78). Her argument against the use of sketchy ancient
biographies of Plato seems to me fair enough. Bur there is abundant evidence
within the text of the Republic (and bolstered by the Apology, Gorgias, and
Protagoras) of Plato’s critical response to Athenian politics. Her other charges -
that Kallipolis is based on first principles rather than historical regimes, and
that the degenerate regimes of Books 8 and 9 have no basis in real regimes — are
addressed in this essay.

It is true that politeia has a different and broader meaning in Plato’s time and
place than “constiturion” does for us, and referred to individual ways of life and
political culture as well as to institutional arrangements (Schofield 2006,
pp- 30-35). It is also true that the two Politeiai attributed to Xenophon praise
or blame particular cities (Athens and Sparta), with special reference to their
cultural life rather than their political instutions (on which see Menn 2006). All
the same, I am not convinced thar complaints about the lack of institutional
derail in the Republic are thereby provincial or anachronistic. After all, con-
stitrutions are discussed in terms of institurional arrangements in authors as
carly as Herodotus 3.80-82, in Thucydides 8.97, and of course in later literature
such as the Laws and Aristotle’s Politics. The broad meaning of politeia is not
enough to explain the strangeness of the Republic.

So cites the anonymous author of the sixth-century Prolegomena to Platonic
Philosophy 26.6—7. 1t s not clear whart Proclus meant by saying thar the Republic
(and the Laws) were not written dialogikos. Proclus would certainly not
complain about a dialogue being dogmatic, but he may have thought thar
the Republic was ill-suited for pedagogical purposes because of its dogmatism
combined with its polirical focus. It is not clear to which rext of Proclus the
anonymous commentator is referring, and neither the adverb dialogikas nor the
adjective dialogikos seem to have been standard ways for Neoplaronists to
describe particular dialogues as opposed to others.

. See Annas 1999, pp. 77-78; Frede 1996, pp. 260—66; Schofield 2006, Pp- 104-0s.
- Annas 1999, ch. 4; Frede 1996, pp. 259-6o; Bléssner 2007, pp. 366-72. | agree

with both Frede and Bléssner thar the emphasis in these passages is on ulrimare
values rather than on political systems or institutions; I disagree thar the
treatment of values does not count as serious reflection on history and politics,
and so not as serious polirical theory.

As for example does Irwin 1995, pp. 281-97.

As Ferrari 2003, p. 59, points out, it is very hard 1o believe that the political
structures are only introduced as an analogy.

Both of those later books provide much more extensive catalogs of (a) existing
or historical political constitutions and (b) many more recommendations for
institutional arrangements. In the case of the Zaws, it seems likely that these
recommendations are meant to be adapred to different circumstances (sec Laks
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Accordingly Frede 1996, p. 261, cannot be quite right in saying that Plato’s
point is to show the inherent instability of the bad regimes withour the rule of
reason. The rule of reason is also unstable.

Whar exactly have they gotten wrong, and why? The end result of their failure
is the decline of the ruling class and the ultimate mixing of the social classes
(546¢6—s47as), which suggests the possibility that the ruling class misapplies
the rule on account of its being misled by its own sexual appetites. (For a related
view, see Roochnik 2003, who argues that the just city falls because the
regulation of erds is impossible (cf. especially p. 46, ch. 2).) This possibility,
however tempting, is very unlikely. For one thing, there is no suggestion of
wayward appetite in the text; aisthésis alone is suggested as the human failing
involved. For another, the eugenic discussions generally speak as if the rulers
are organizing marriages for others, not themselves {(c.g. 458¢—461¢). Lastly,
since the rulers cannot even contemplate Forms until the age of so, and rule
only after some such contemplation (540a—c), they have been for the most
part educated past the ordained age of child-begetting. Women rulers, for-
bidden to beget past 40, are certainly ruled out; men rulers have until ss,
which gives them a very short window at best in which they could both rule and
beget (459a—4612). The remaining scenario — that the rulers are led astray by
their own appetites while arranging marriages on behalf of others — seems far-
ferched.

Number of rulers seems to distinguish manarchy, oligarchy, and democracy in
Herodotus 3.80-82, although the oligarchy is also clearly meant to be an
aristocracy or rule of the best. A similar distinction with a similar assumption
is found in Pindar, Pythian 2.86. The number of rulers also plays a role in the
taxonomies of constitutions in Plato’s Statesman 302b—303b as well as
Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics 8.10 and Politics 3.5, although it is not the sole
distinguishing criterion in these passages.

. As Frede notes, using the term “characteristic value™ (Frede 1996, pp. 266-67);

see also Blossner 2007.

Unlike the democracy or oligarchy, there is no suggestion that this is a legal
exclusion.

Cf. Aristotle, Politics 1317a40-1317b17.

Reeve 1988, pp. 47—48, claims wrongly that the democratic character is ruled by
unnecessary desires. Furthermore, the distinction between necessary and
unnecessary desires is clearly meant to be a division only within the appetites,
and not, as Reeve claims, one that cuts across desires of reason and spirit
(pp- 44—47; Republic 558d—s59d).

Reeve claims on the contrary that the tyrant is ruled by lawless desires (Reeve
1988, p. 47).

My schema differs from that found in Reeve not only on some interpretive
points (see previous two notes) bur also because of differences in emphasis and
interest: (1) it is meant to summarize only Books 8 and 9, and not the wholc
Republic, and (2) 1 emphasize the dominant end over the type of motivation,
and treat the finer-grained distinction in dominant ends found in Republic 8 as
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more significant than the broader division in Book 9 berween lovers of wisdom,
honor, and money (Reeve 1988, p. 43).

The question of whether the democrat and the democracy are ruled by appetite
is a different question from the question of whether all of the democratic
character’s motivations are appetites. Cooper 1984 argues that they are all
appetites; Scotr 2000 claims that the democratic character features rather a
mixture of motivations. The passage at 572¢ where the democratic character is
said to draw equally from his necessary and unnecessary appetites supports
Cooper; the famous description of the democrat pursuing everything that
strikes his fancy, including soldiering and philosophy (561c~d), supports
Scort. 1 think that the passages can be reconciled by simply assuming that
the democrat’s primary focus is the appertites (as described at 572); that nor all
of the democrat’s motives are appetites (as seen at 561c~d); and that he is to be
considered “appetitive” or “ruled by appetite,” since his ultimate standard is his
desires or what he happens to want. This uliimate standard viriates any good
motivation and renders its goodness powerless. The same is true in the political
analogy; although democracy contains a variety of characters (557b~d), a wise
and good man such as Socrates is powerless in the Athenian democracy.
According to the account at Apology 32b—c, Socrates is ordered to act unjustly
both by the democracy and by the Thirty, and so faces either the compromise
of his goodness or prosecution resulting in execution or expulsion. So, I
suggest, we ought to think of the function of better characters in democracies
and the better motivations in the democrat; the democrat’s interest in philos-
ophy cannot atain knowledge, and his flirtation with soldiering cannot
produce courage.

See n. 34.

Socrates describes what he and the interlocutors are doing as nomothetein,
legislating, at various points in the text (308b3, 403b4, 409¢es, 417b8, 456b12,
459¢5, 463c9, s25bi1, $34b8, s34e1); he also rhree times calls Glaucon
nomothetés, the lawgiver (429¢2, 458¢6, 497d1).

Talking to ir: 416e—4172; satisfying it with its natural object: 86a—587a;
soothing it in a mysterious way by music: 3902-b. Moss agrees that the
education in music is meant to educate both appetite and spirit (Moss 2008,
Pp- 43-44).

I am indebted to Caroline Wekselbaum {2006) for pointing out the impot-
rance of public appearance in degenerate regimes.

Xenophon, Constitution of the Lacedaimonians 11.5-9; cf. Plutarch, Lycurgus
17.1—4.

Plutarch, Lycurgus 18.1.

The combination of persuasion and compulsion in the law described here
seems to me a clear anticipation of the doctrine of preludes in the Zaws.

See Wekselbaum (2006, p. 28) for the point.

Frede 1996, p. 263, complains that this is withour historical basis; Schofield
2006, pp. 118-19, finds otherwise, citing Adam’s example of Crito’s assumption
that Socrates can walk away even though he has been sentenced to death.
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