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THE REPUBLIC’S
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In recent years, certain commentators have argued that Plato’s Re-
public is far less hostile to democracy than it has been called. More
important, some of them have even denied that in the Republic democ-
racy is supposed to be any worse than timarchy or oligarchy.! Their claim
is significant particularly insofar as it clashes with a conventional view.
For a time, at least, Karl Popper had a sizable influence when he painted
the Republic as radically antidemocratic. And regardless, quite a few
scholars have thought the Republic is much less friendly to democracy
than some of Plato’s later works are—particularly the Statesman and
the Laws.? The Republic has seemed to mean that only tyranny is worse
than democracy. Yet in the Statesman, democracy is described as the best
of lawless regimes and, apparently, as the best regime that is likely to
exist (303a).? Further, the Laws has seemed to postdate the Statesman
and to endorse a certain regime that presumably is a mix of monarchy
and democracy (see 693c—694b; cf. 756e—757a).

So which of these two sides has it right? Does the Republic mean that
democracy is worse than timarchy and oligarchy, or does it not? Our view
is that pursuing this question leads to a dead end because it is not clear
how bad democracy is supposed to be in the Republic. Perhaps a debate
on this topic would help to answer other questions, whatever they might
be; but, otherwise, it would be fruitless.* What we will do here is explain
why we think so. Since at least two commentators have denied that, in
the Republic, Socrates and his interlocutors explicitly call democracy
worse than timarchy and oligarchy, we will start by mentioning a few
reasons for which we think this is wrongheaded.? Nonetheless, next we
will marshal (what we take to be) the strongest available evidence that
democracy is supposedly better than timarchy and oligarchy. Then we
will lay out (what we believe is) the strongest available evidence that it
supposedly is worse.® And we will close by indicating why there seems to
be an impasse. As far as we know, much of the evidence we will present
has not yet been offered in essays on this topic.
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1. BETTER THAN TIMARCHY AND OLIGARCHY

To begin with, when in books 8 and 9, Socrates and his interlocutors
catalog three unjust regimes and souls that lead to tyranny—the timar-
chic, the oligarchic, and the democratic, in that order—on their terms,
each of these regimes is worse than the previous. It does not work to
deny this, as certain commentators have. Among other reasons, in one
passage in book 9, Socrates asks Glaucon to “choose now for me who
in your opinion is first in happiness, and who second, and the others in
order, five in all . ..” (580b1-3),” and Glaucon replies that, “with respect
to virtue and vice, and happiness and its opposite,” he ranks the five
regimes—aristocracy, timarchy, oligarchy, democracy, and tyranny—“in
the very order in which they came on stage” (b5-7; see also all of 580a9-
¢8). Plus, that is in line with other elements of the dialogue, such as the
schema of approximation that has already emerged at that point in the
conversation. In book 8, Socrates and his interlocutors agree (547¢8, d3,
d8, and 548c¢3—4) that timarchy is “a certain middle between aristocracy
and oligarchy,” such that timarchy “imitates” (uunoetar: 547d1, d8) both
aristocracy and oligarchy in certain respects; timarchy is an “amalgam”
(peperypévnv: 548c3; puépektar: c5) containing elements of the regimes it
stands between within the chain of events that lead to tyranny. And
the rest of the conversation in books 8 and 9 about unjust regimes also
suggests that oligarchy imitates both timarchy and democracy in vari-
ous respects, that democracy is a similar sort of amalgam with respect
to oligarchy and tyranny, and that every other regime within the chain
of events that lead to tyranny is also a similar sort of amalgam with
respect to the regimes it stands between. A schema of approximation
thus emerges in which the closer a particular regime is to tyranny in
the chain of events that lead to tyranny, the more closely that particular
regime approximates tyranny and, in turn, the worse that particular
regime is.?

Since this is how the discussion goes, there is, of course, strong indica-
tion that, in the Republic, Plato thinks democracy is worse than timarchy
and oligarchy. Nonetheless, as surprising as this is, there also is consider-
able evidence that he does not think this and, in fact, that he means for the
discussion to point to democracy’s superiority over timarchy and oligarchy.
To be sure, if Socrates and his interlocutors suggest that democracy is
superior, this apparently is inadvertent on their part (or, at least, on the
part of Socrates’ interlocutors: perhaps Socrates is sufficiently clued in).
But regardless, it might be what Plato intends.® Here is why.

In the picture that Socrates and his interlocutors paint together, the
timarchic, oligarchic, democratic, and tyrannical souls engendered by
timarchy, oligarchy, democracy, and tyranny are disordered as a result
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of being out of reason’s full control. In all these psuchai, reason is over-
powered by mainly either spiritedness or appetite: tyrannical souls are
not radically different from their timarchic, oligarchic, and democratic
counterparts but represent only a more extreme case of degeneration.
But curiously, part of the very sense in which democracy is said to be
worse than timarchy and oligarchy might also make it better than they
are. Socrates and his interlocutors agree in book 8 that there is “license
in [a democratic city] to do whatever one wants” (¢€ooia ¢v adTfj oelv d1t
11§ PovAetat: 557b5-6). In fact, they even agree (562b12—c3) that “surely
in a city under a democracy you would hear that [freedom] is the finest
thing [kdAAioTov] it has and that for this reason [democracy] is the only
regime worth living in for anyone who is by nature free” (quoting b12—c2).
No doubt, for them that feature of a democratic city manifests the extent
to which democratic souls are degenerate—ruled by base desires and
barely restrained by reason. Yet if every citizen (557b8) in a democratic
city has license, then citizens who are philosophers do. Whereas citizens
under a timarchy or oligarchy have to do what the rulers think is most
conducive to amassing or maintaining honor or wealth, philosophical
citizens under a democracy may philosophize freely, even searching for
the just city together, as Socrates and his interlocutors do in the Republic.
And in a city where citizens can freely philosophize with one another,
there is a much greater chance that someone will gain knowledge of
the Good, if no one already has it, and that if someone already has it,
he can help other suitable souls gain it. This is significant, of course, in
part since knowing the Good may be supremely important.'®

All that might be neither here nor there were it not for certain ele-
ments of the Republic that hint strongly at the consideration we just
mentioned. Most important, in book 8, Socrates says not only that a
democratic city is “a convenient place to look for a regime” (557d1-2),
but also that “it’s probably necessary [avaykaiov] for a man who wishes
to organize a city [OAwv kataokevalew], as we were just doing, to go to a
city under a democracy” (d5—7). There is little ambiguity in this claim.
In short, though elsewhere Socrates overtly indicates that democracy is
worse than timarchy and oligarchy, he also is explicit in talking about
democratic freedom and in saying that democracy is advantageous.

Admittedly, Socrates and Adeimantus may speak sarcastically at cer-
tain points in their discussion of democracy at 557b—558c.!! But to speak
sarcastically is to mean the opposite of what one says, and Socrates and
his interlocutors are unlikely to mean that democracy never allows the
license they describe. If they speak sarcastically, one claim they might
negate is simply the claim (562b12—c3) that democratic freedom is the
be-all and end-all of goods.!? On their terms, another different sort of
freedom is more important—namely, the freedom that the soul has in
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being ruled by reason and in thus being spared from enslavement to
spiritedness or appetite.

We also acknowledge that, even if Socrates is sincere in claiming
that democracy has an advantage, his reason for making this claim is
far from clear. For that matter, he might indicate to his interlocutors
that democracy is advantageous not because of the freedom it allows
but because of a certain by-product that this freedom has; for he says
that democracy is advantageous because “thanks to its license, it con-
tains all species of regimes” (557d4), meaning—perhaps—that thanks
to democratic freedom, citizens under a democracy display a wide range
of behavior that provides useful patterns (557e1l; cf. 409¢3—-d5) to work
with when philosophizing.!3

But our point still holds. If Plato believes that democracy is advanta-
geous, then he (and Socrates, too) might have more reasons for holding
this view than just the reason that Socrates offers in the dialogue.
Regardless of what reason Socrates offers, this passage (557b—558c)
can prompt readers to notice how congenial democratic freedom is to
philosophers. And that is significant, partly because this passage can
thus work in concert with many other parts of the Republic, where
Socrates and his interlocutors make claims that timocratic, oligarchic,
or tyrannical rulers might deem subversive and respond to harshly.*

Besides, the fact remains that when Socrates offers a reason for saying
that democracy is advantageous, it is quite difficult to make out what
this reason is. The reason he offers might even be that democracy has a
principled commitment to ensuring equality—in other words, to making
sure that all citizens are treated as if they have equal standing with one
another, meaning that they are treated as if no citizen can rightfully be
subordinated to any other citizen, such that there are no degrees of citi-
zenship. And it matters if democracy does have such a commitment—in
other words, if it is dedicated to doing so much more than just aggregat-
ing preferences. In the Athens of Plato’s Apology, Socrates is sentenced
to death, of course, on grounds that can seem pretty shaky.?® Yet if the
democracy of Plato’s Republic is committed to ensuring equality in the
sense we just named, it might violate that commitment if it allowed a
philosopher to be executed merely for acting like a philosopher; for in
allowing the execution, perhaps by its own standard democracy would let
the philosopher be treated as subordinate to other citizens. In working
to ensure equality, democracy might aim to limit every citizen’s freedom
just enough to limit all citizens’ freedom equally—that is, it might aim
to operate on something like John Stuart Mill’s harm principle. And if
that is the aim, then presumably citizens are forbidden from murdering
one another, for example, but acting like a philosopher might be within
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the limits that the democracy sets whenever it abides by its own stan-
dard. Granted, acting like a philosopher might be out of bounds if, say,
philosophers genuinely corrupt the youth, as Socrates is charged with
doing. But if Socrates is the hero that Plato can often seem to present
him as and if we are to think he is representative of philosophers,'¢ then
perhaps philosophers are supposed to be innocuous enough.

Certainly, it can seem odd to talk about principled equality and free-
dom in this context, but our suggestion is less anachronistic than one
might think.!” Plus, a quintessential feature of the democratic man in
the Republic is that he holds a view on which a wide range of urges are
worth indulging, including not only necessary desires but also certain
unnecessary desires (6560d2-561a5, 561b2—6, ¢35, 562b11—c3). And from
that view, it would be a relatively short step to an ethic that says that
not only Ais desires but also everyone else’s desires are worth indulging.
That might be the ethic at work when democracy “dispens|es] a certain
equality [icotntd] to equals and unequals alike,” as Socrates and his
interlocutors agree it does (558¢3-7, quoting ¢5—6). Admittedly, Socrates
and his interlocutors do not specify what this equality is. But most likely,
the idea is at least that each citizen under a democracy gets one vote,
so as to have the same access to political power that all other citizens
have. And if so, perhaps what undergirds the criterion for distributing
votes is some commitment to equal standing.

At any rate, the Republic might, indeed, mean that philosophers are
better off under a democracy than under a timarchy or oligarchy. And if
it does, then democracy might supposedly be better than timarchy and
oligarchy. No doubt, when various commentators deny that democracy
is supposed to be worse than timarchy and oligarchy, their claim can be
surprising. But perhaps it is not farfetched after all.

2. WoRSE THAN TiMARCHY AND OLIGARCHY

Enough, though, about that. We will now offer a reason that democracy
might supposedly be worse than timarchy and oligarchy. In doing so, we
will simply point to some evidence that philosophers, in fact, are not better
off under the Republic’s democracy than under its timarchy or oligarchy.
As we noted above, part of the very sense in which democracy is said to be
worse than timarchy and oligarchy might also make it better—namely, if
democratic souls are as degenerate as they are said to be, then uninten-
tionally they might foster and preserve a sort of political freedom that is
particularly conducive to philosophizing. Yet if philosophers are suppos-
edly not better off under a democracy, then presumably the idea is that
democracy on balance is worse than timarchy and oligarchy—worse, that
is, because of how degenerate democratic men and cities are.
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In book 6, for example, Socrates and his interlocutors agree (494a4-5,
a6-7) that “it’s impossible that a multitude be philosophic” and that, as
a result, “those who philosophize are necessarily blamed by them.” Espe-
cially when Socrates then starts to speak of the “mob” (6yAw), it is evident
that the discussion here is focused mainly on democracy, under which
the majority rules, of course. And he and his interlocutors talk about the
influence the mob has on souls that are naturally philosophic—namely,
it tends to turn them away from philosophy (490e ff.). For Socrates and
his interlocutors, there still may be certain naturally philosophic souls
that turn to philosophy in spite of the mob (492e6-493a3). But the idea
is that only an act of a god can spare these souls from corruption. More
important, the idea is also that when someone persuades a philosophic
young man to take up philosophy, the mob stops at nothing to reclaim this
young man. It even targets the person who has persuaded the young man,
and in doing so, it organizes “private plots and public trials” (494d9-495al,
quoting e6-7). Obviously, there might be an allusion here to the formal
charges brought against Socrates (cf. note 15 above), either the character
in the Platonic dialogues, the historical figure, or both. And in short, this
part of the Republic suggests that philosophers under a democracy face
a serious threat—namely, the threat that a young philosophic soul will
want to join them in philosophizing, whereupon the philosophers will be
attacked.!® So, perhaps we are to think that democracy is not an entirely
successful means of securing the political freedom it promises.

And perhaps we are also to go much farther than that. Suppose it is
the case that a democratic regime would violate its own commitment
in letting a philosopher be executed just for acting like a philosopher.
Even so, if a majority tries to have the philosopher executed and mean-
while a minority criticizes the effort, the criticisms might fall on deaf
ears, even if the minority offers sound arguments. After all, at the least,
if the democratic ethic says that everyone’s desires, and not just one’s
own, are worth indulging, then there must be a certain point where
democratic members of the mob do not reason very well. In attacking
a philosopher just for acting like a philosopher, they encroach on other
citizens’ freedom, patently violating the democratic ethic and the stric-
tures of democracy. So perhaps either they are deeply akratic or they
have somehow managed to overlook or ignore the nature of what they
are doing.'® Perhaps they have had to convince themselves that there
is some way in which the philosopher is a danger to the polis, such that
to let him keep doing what he does would be to treat other citizens as
subordinate to him. We might think here again of Plato’s Apology and
the charge that Socrates corrupts the youth. Even if most Athenians
hate Socrates, his accusers apparently would not make much headway
in saying just that Athens would be more pleasant without him in it.
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In any case, if democratic men are capable of such deep akrasia or
blindness—if they can so thoroughly preempt the guidance of reason—
an ominous picture appears. And the picture is especially dim in light of
certain remarks in books 6 and 8. Take, for example, the description in
book 8 of the young oligarchic man who turns democratic. When his un-
necessary desires finally overtake his soul (560b7-8), he develops “false
and boasting logoi and opinions” (¢2). After that point, he will not hear of
anything that would aid the oligarchic faction within him. His oligarchic
elders in his family might advise or scold him (cf. 559e¢9-560a3), but
“those boasting logoi close the gates of the kingly wall within him . ..”
(560c7-8). And they do so even if the young man regains a few oligarchic
scruples (561a8-b3; cf. 560d2—-7). Even then, he is utterly dismissive of
true logos (561b7—c4). In other words, when he hears true logos, as we
are told, he shakes his head (&vavetet: ¢3).

The point we mean to make is simple enough: perhaps democratic
members of the mob will simply shake their heads if someone tells them
they are violating their own ethic in attacking a philosopher just for
acting like a philosopher.?’ In light of the threat that this is what they
will do, there is hefty reason to doubt that in the Republic democracy
is supposedly better than timarchy and oligarchy.

3. How Bap Is DEMocracy SupposeDp To Br?

It is tempting to conclude, then, that, in the Republic, democracy is
supposed to be worse than timarchy and oligarchy. Yet we contend that
to draw this conclusion is to go too far. Now, again, if philosophers are
not supposed to be better off under a democracy than under a timarchy
or oligarchy, then presumably the idea is that democracy is worse than
those other two regimes. And just now, we pointed to some evidence that
philosophers, indeed, are supposed to be no better off under the Repub-
lic’s democracy. Yet it is not clear that this evidence carries the day.

Among other reasons, even if democratic men are capable of attack-
ing a philosopher just for acting like a philosopher, there might be little
danger that they will. Consider, for example, what Socrates and his
interlocutors say in book 6 when they discuss three groups of men:

1. certain nonphilosophers. These men are naturally philosophic
but are corrupted by nonphilosophic souls. Apparently, they
end up neither philosophizing nor even pretending to philoso-
phize (see 489e-495b, especially 491b9, c2, 494a12, 495a2-3,
a6—7, b8—cl).

2. ersatz philosophers. These men keep company with
philosophy,?! and the mob associates them with philosophy



308 HISTORY OF PHILOSOPHY QUARTERLY

(489d1-5, 491a4-5, 495¢3—-6, 500b1-7). But they have “im-
perfect natures” (495d7; cf. ¢3) and only mimic philosophizing
(491a1-2, 495¢9). Accordingly, they disgrace philosophy (495¢3)
and produce nothing more than “sophisms” (cogiopata: 496a8).

3. true philosophers. These men are naturally philosophic, and
in spite of the mob, they turn to philosophy and “do the good”
(489e—495¢, especially 495b4-5).

Socrates and his interlocutors say that, whereas the mob thinks the
ersatz philosophers are wholly vicious (mapnévnpot: 489d3; naoav kakiov:
490d3) and are harmful,?? the mob views the true philosophers as “per-
fectly decent” (487d3, 489d4).

Of course, these philosophers are also seen as useless (487d5,489¢5-7,
d4, 490d3, e2—4). And as we have suggested, they may be at risk when
a young philosophic soul decides to turn away from the mob and take
up philosophy (494d9-495a1). But the danger may arise only rarely:
Socrates and his interlocutors agree that naturally philosophic souls are
few and far between (491a8-b2,495b2, 503b7-10). Meanwhile, the loss of
a nonphilosophic soul may leave the mob unperturbed. Nonphilosophic
souls can do nothing great (495b5—6), and the reason that the mob reacts
so dramatically to losing a philosophic soul is that the mob senses how
much this soul is capable of (494b1-c3). So, in any case, philosophers
under a democracy might be able to philosophize for long stretches of
time without interruption.

Far more important, Socrates and his interlocutors end up agreeing,
at least tentatively, that nonphilosophers could be persuaded that phi-
losophers are useful—in fact, so useful that they should rule (500d10—e5,
501c4-502a3). Obviously, if nonphilosophers are so persuadable, there
is reason to wonder whether they pose much threat. And if they pose
little or no threat, then all in all democracy might not be worse than
timarchy and oligarchy: as a matter of fact, democracy might have an
edge on timarchy and oligarchy.

Here, though, the trickiness of all this should be easy enough to see.
For one can ask the following question: does it matter that when Socrates
and his interlocutors make their claim about persuading nonphiloso-
phers, they do so specifically in the context of discussing the aristocratic
city rather than democracy? A great deal turns on what the answer is, yet
the answer is far from clear. Accordingly, democracy remains ambiguous
in the Republic: the text simply underdetermines whether democracy is
worse (and whether it is better) than timarchy and oligarchy.

And this is not the only point where the ambiguity emerges. First,
consider another respect in which democracy can appear to outshine
timarchy and oligarchy. If democratic men will deem the philosopher



THE REPUBLIC’S AMBIGUOUS DEMOCRACY 309

useless, it might seem that timarchic and oligarchic rulers will be even
less well disposed to philosophers. At the least, philosophizing may tend
to consume a lot of time, and it may do little, if anything, to preserve or
amass honor and wealth. So, in a timarchic or oligarchic city, philosophiz-
ing might be viewed as a drain on resources. Plus, it might be seen as a
subversive threat to the stability of timarchy and oligarchy. Consequently,
timarchic and oligarchic rulers might be prone to quash philosophizing.

But this line of thought gets fairly speculative, of course; and as long as
speculation is in order, one can also imagine a scenario in which philoso-
phers, qua philosophers, are on good terms with timarchic or oligarchic
rulers. To repeat, philosophic souls, as they are pictured in the Republic,
are extraordinarily talented. Perhaps they could, as it were, market
themselves to monarchs, offering clever strategies for maintaining or
increasing wealth, honor, or power. By Plato’s standards, a scenario of
this sort might not be hopelessly fanciful, especially if some of the Letters
attributed to Plato have a chance of being authentic or at least true to
life. We have in mind, of course, the Letters’ would-be autobiographical
tales of how Plato cozied to Dion and Dionysius with the hope of making
Dionysius more philosophical. Granted, the story has it that Plato was in
Dionysius’s good graces only for a time, if at all. And if Dionysius warmed
to Plato, this might not be because Plato pitched himself as a Machiavel-
lian strategist. But regardless, the idea is that Plato worked to ingratiate
himself with a monarch. For that matter, the idea is also that Plato tried
to effect political change by influencing Dionysius. And there is some sense
in taking this tack. As difficult as it might be to sway a fickle monarch,
it might be even harder to sway a fickle mob. To be sure, crafting useful
strategies to offer a monarch might consume a lot of time that could be
spent philosophizing. But if it provides more safety or security than a
philosopher can enjoy under a democracy, then timarchy and oligarchy
might have an advantage over democracy. Presumably, it would be better
to philosophize by night than not at all.

Yet the hitch, of course, is that, even if at some point in his life Plato
deemed it feasible to befriend and appease monarchical rulers, at the
point when he wrote the Republic, he might not have thought this was
conscionable. Worth recalling is the passage in book 6 where Socrates
talks about how a true philosopher acts outside a just regime (496¢c—
497a). Socrates says that the philosopher

keeps quiet and minds his own business—as a man in a storm, when
dust and rain are blown about by the wind, stands aside under a little
wall. Seeing others filled with lawlessness, he is content if somehow
he himself can live his life here pure of injustice and unholy deeds
[kaBapog adikiag te kai avooiwv €pywv], and take his leave from it
graciously and cheerfully with fair hope. (496d6—e2)
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To aid an unjust ruler in the ways we have pictured just now might
be, on the Republic’s terms, to participate in injustice. Now, apparently
it only might be: perhaps, for example, philosophers could ultimately
influence a monarch for the good, and perhaps if they did so their ac-
tions would not be unjust in the final estimation.?® But the danger is
genuine enough. Plato might not worry that a monarch’s vices would
rub off on philosophers: Plato might take it for granted that, even after
seeing power and luxury up close, a philosopher still would be moderate
in appetite. The point is simply that, perhaps in Plato’s view, to aid an
unjust ruler is to act unjustly.

And even when all the speculations are set aside, there still is ambi-
guity at the heart of the issue of how bad democracy is supposed to be
in the Republic. As we have said, democracy might allow more freedom
for philosophizing than timarchy and oligarchy do; so democracy might
ultimately be less bad than timarchy and oligarchy because, under a
democracy, philosophers might have a better chance of knowing the Good,
and knowing the Good might be supremely important. But perhaps by
Plato’s standards in the Republic the importance of knowing the Good
does not dictate, by itself, how good or bad a particular regime is.

After all, without question, philosophers who came to know the Good
might bring us far closer to achieving the Kallipolis than we otherwise
would have been. And this might be crucial, in Plato’s estimation. But
for him, does it matter more than the fact that democratic men and cities
will be rotten by virtue of being democratic? As vital as Plato may think
it is to improve the chances that someone will come to know the Good,
does he deem it worth the price of democratic degeneracy? Similarly, in
knowing the Good, philosophers might “be in a state that is of the highest
value” (Woolf, “Truth as a Value in Plato’s Republic,” 37), having reached
“quite literally the truest fulfillment we can experience” (Barney, “Eros
and Necessity in the Ascent from the Cave,” 360; citing 538b—586¢), as
a couple of commentators put it. But for Plato, does ¢his compensate for
how bad off everyone else will be in a democratic city??*

Here, too, a lot hinges on what the answers are, yet the answers are
quite hard to discern. Perhaps they can be pieced together from the
text. But if so, it is not clear how. At one turn after another, the Republic
clouds the issue of how bad democracy is supposed to be. In the end, the
issue is murky enough, we submit, that to pursue it is to head down a
blind alley.?

Pepperdine University
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Does Plato Change his Mind?” Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy 20 (2001):
107-48; and C. Shields, “Simple Souls” in Wagner, ed., Essays in Plato’s Psy-
chology, 137-56, with C. Bobonich, “Akrasia and Agency in Plato’s Laws and



316 HISTORY OF PHILOSOPHY QUARTERLY

Republic,” in Wagner, 203-37; idem, Plato’s Utopia Recast, 235-57; R. D. Parry,
Plato’s Craft of Justice (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1996),
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nondemocracy—so it might be tempting to say that nothing democratic would
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