DRAFT—PLEASE DO NOT REPRODUCE

Descending to Democracy: Problems for the Soul in Republic 8
Maddox Larson!
I. Introduction

Plato’s Republic famously argues for a city with a st class divide and ruled by

philosophers. This is because the rulers of a just city must e Form of the Good in order to
bring about the good of the city. This is also why Pla toward the end of a list of
increasingly defective constitutions from his o
in Republic cause trouble for pro-democratic a ake of these

comments?

Gerasimos Santas aims to ext

in the democratic constitution. Democracy fails
because it encourag ppetites. These appetites breed anarchy and ignorance under
the guise of freedom. Sec >views Santas reading of the Republic and his interpretation of

Plato’s treatment of democratic principles: private property, knowledge, and freedom. Section

three provides a reading which takes the soul into consideration. Reading the descent to democracy

! This work was submitted in partial completion of the requirements for the PHL 370: History of Ancient Western
Philosophy (Fall 2023) course at Creighton University, supervised by Roy Lee.
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and the birth of the democratic man as indicative of the pressures of the democratic system, we

gain insights into the psychology of democracy. Section four concludes.

II. A Separable Account of Plato’s Criticisms

Gerasimos Santas interprets Plato’s metaphysics an: philosophy as separable. On
his account, we can take lessons from Plato’s criticisms
of justice for the soul. In this section, I revie

philosophy which he calls abstract theory and

with respect to the theory of the soul,

ownership by the ruling class‘i his ideal city, Kallipolis, mentioned in Books 3 and 4. We learn in
Book 3 that the rulers of this city must be among the best of the guardians who are knowledgeable

and capable of guarding the city and who care for it (Rep. 3, 412cd). The requirements to become

2 All citations to Plato’s works are in C.D.C. Reeve’s A Plato Reader: Eight Essential Dialogues (Hackett, 1967).
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a member of the guardian class become more and more demanding throughout the Republic. They
are not allowed to possess any private property that is not “wholly necessary” (412cd) and are
forbidden to even touch gold and silver (416d). This is because if they were to possess any private

property, they would become distracted from guarding the city and become “household managers

and farmers instead of guardians” (417a; Santas 2007, 74). Whi s does not believe than any

society has or ever can implement these, there is somethi nt that Plato is saying. With a

While it is true that Plato exp ruling
class, he is not expressly concerned abo i about the ability of leaders to
care for and lead the ci hat i : ith money and property

cannot be concern ophi S 1L, t the'good of the city, at least

clear that the guardian class possess some specialized knowledge — knowledge of the Forms
and of the Good (Rep. 4, 428ab). Since the completely good city may be said to have wisdom,

courage, temperance, and justice, the rulers must be those who are able to know those four things

(427e). Afterall, “it certainly is not through ignorance that people do the prudent thing, but through
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knowledge” (428b; original emphasis). According to Santas, there is a lot of merit to this idea:
“absent the poor, the requirements for voting might include a high school education” (Santas 2007,
79). If it were not for America’s large-scale wealth inequality and its correlation to education

attainment (especially along racial lines), it is reasonable to expect that requirements for voting or

running for political office include education at the high schoo iate, or post-baccalaureate

levels. For Plato, knowledge of the Good is necessary for use they cannot lead a city to

somewhat from another i ¢ are suited for different jobs (Rep. 2, 370d). To allow the man
with an aptitude for carpentry to become a baker harms the city. Each person must only practice

one pursuit, the one for which he is naturally best suited (Rep. 3, 433a). Santas takes this opposition

to freedom of professions as irreconcilable with democracy. Providing for the city, defending it,
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and ruling it would be better done in Plato’s city because those in charge would assess each
person’s capabilities and assign him to the job for which he is best suited. The most likely reason,
to Santas, is that allowing those who are not best suited for providing, ruling, or defending violates

the principle of organization, which is foundational, or at least necessary, for the other virtues of

the city (Santas 2007, 87). Meanwhile, democracy allows free choice which is inefficient

since each man could choose to do something in which roficient, or less competent,
comparatively. Santas (88) further notes that “[h]er 1stinction en justice and empirical
assumptions finds its limits; the dispute ca i hopefully in the

direction of truth—empirical assumptions used in i tice or in its

applications.”

II1. Descending to Dem

hasis on personal freedoms,

democracy to tyranny provides keen insights into the psychology of democracy. Democracy arises
from oligarchy because the poor in this society become intemperate with the inequality exercised

by their leaders (Rep. 8, 555d). A Marxist revolt breaks out and the poor overthrow their oligarchic
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leaders, giving each remaining person an “equal share in the constitution and the ruling offices”
(556b-557a). Though this is not true of many democracies, there is still a sense in which Plato is
right. Democracy in the United States arose because of the early settlers’ disapproval of monarchic

rule in England. Absolute power wielded by one person over many seemed unreasonable and

unfair. Democracy in France arose for similar reasons. Both th can and French revolutions

result in the same consequence that Plato describes: each erson agrees to have an equal
share in the constitution and ruling offices. In a
centralized power wielded by few people, alized system of

governance.

More specifically, democracd

unnecessary appetites, those children grow up to encounter those appetites and can be

overwhelmed by them. Consider the standard stereotype of the teenager who experiments with

drugs, sex, and rock and roll. Growing up in a sheltered environment does not eliminate their
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curiosity but in a sense encourages their fascination once they discover those things hidden from
them.
It is because of this description of the birth of democracy that Plato correctly characterizes

democracy by the freedoms it provides. The people who live under such a constitution are free to

exercise freedom of speech and license to do whatever they w. b). This is problematic for

Plato because those unnecessary appetites which the olig ’s son has discovered come to

, that is the direction in which he is carried;
in that different one. There is neither order nor
Is it pleasant, free, and blessedly happy, and follows
561cd)

it throughout his
This story of the birth"and descent of the democratic man cannot be said to be indicative of
every person, but it illustrates the greatest pitfall of democracy: freedom. Plato’s authoritarian

Kallipolis prioritizes the well-being of the city above all else. The guardians of Kallipolis have the

requisite knowledge of the Forms such that they can bring about Good in the city. Democracy
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contrasts sharply with this. Each man is free to do as he pleases. This results in a commitment to
unnecessary appetites with freedom always being cited as the justification. In fact, freedom is what
destroys democracy (562bc). The pursuit of freedom leads people to lose sense of their social roles.
Fathers give freedom to their children and in turn are met with unruly and disrespectful children;

teachers give freedom to their students, leading them too to bec ruly and rebellious. Plato’s

penchant for maintaining control over everything in the ci inly concerning, one might see

1SSue @

Because democracies strug uch with how much of each freedom to provide, Plato might
suggest cutting them all out. While this is undesirable, we can still see that the psychology of

democracy pressures individuals to excessive appetites. We no longer accept the simple freedom

to own weapons for safety but want weapons for the sake of having them. We want freedom of
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speech to be able to express opinions, yes, but also to harm others. None of these excessive
practices promote the good of the soul or of the city to Plato. Owning weapons for their own sake

is not honorable. Using freedom of speech to harm others is not virtuous.

IV. Conclusion

We see that Plato’s Republic offers insights into ics, epistemology, ethics, and

equality of all. The rulers d ced to be happy, they just need to have knowledge of the Forms
and bring about justice for the city. When we explore the weaving of his metaphysics and political

philosophy, we find interesting lessons for democracy. Sometimes private property ownership



DRAFT—PLEASE DO NOT REPRODUCE

incentivizes rent-seeking in public offices. Sometimes philosophy can create strong leaders.

10

Sometimes too much freedom is a bad thing.
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