Tyranny and Revolution in the Ancient World (HPHI5909/HPHI6909)
Critical Text Analysis
Plato’s Republic
This essay will be critically analysing Plato’s Republic, one of if not the most influential works in western philosophy that resonates today, an impressive feat considering it was written around 380BCE. The Republic is a beautifully crafted dialogue between several wise men of the period and centres around Socrates as he explores the very nature and structure of a utopian society were all can feel and play a part. This essay will focus on books VIII and IX but will also incorporate ideas and themes from other authors on Plato's Republic. Plato’s use of the soul as an analogy helps the reader establish and answer the book’s main questions such as what is justice, and is the just life happier than the unjust life?
Plato, like Aristotle and other Greek philosophers of the era put their thoughts and ideas to paper to help better understand the world around them. In The Republic he discusses the nature of justice, the ideal state and various forms of government among other topics. His work is a profound exploration of the human condition in forming this perfect society and is an enduring vision to this day. 
Book VIII
In book VIII, Plato explores the political decay and transitions between various forms of government which during this period were being played out in real time. As Sean McAleer notes in his book, ‘This is a story of decay, of psychic and political disease rather than mere change[footnoteRef:30011]’. In this chapter Plato charts the decline of his ideal aristocracy state into progressively flawed regimes and his work highlights the political instability and the relationship between human nature, individual character and societal structure. Plato mentions, ‘Governments vary as the disposition of men vary’[footnoteRef:16614] and this specifically illustrates his thoughts which reflect his beliefs that there is an intrinsic connection between the nature of individuals and the political systems they form. Despite being written thousands of years ago it has solid foundations even in today's turbulent political environment.  Democracy, socialism, autocracy are only as just as the individuals that lead them, and these forms of government can be perverted just as the soul of a man can be. ‘States are as men are; they grow out of human character’[footnoteRef:14600] Plato places great emphasis on the theory that a society’s government is a mirror of the moral composition of its citizens, ‘We cannot suppose, states are made of oak and rock and not of the human natures which are in them’[footnoteRef:19027]. The moral health of the demos is directly linked to the moral health of the governance of the state. Plato goes deeper into his thought by connecting the state to the human soul directly linking them to the overall health and sustainability of a society. Fundamentally this places the soul at the centre of his work and enables it to be compatible with our contemporary ideas of good governance despite the changes in technology and societies as they rise and fall. Plato views our soul as having three components: reason, spirit and appetite and categorises society into corresponding classes: rulers, auxiliaries and producers. Although this seems an oversimplification of the complexities involved in running a state, it forms a solid foundation which he builds his theories upon. ‘States are as men are; they grow out of human characters’[footnoteRef:25143]. So, is it the governance type or the individual which plays the essential role in the health of this society? Parallel to what Plato indicates I would also suggest that they are one of the same. A healthy state cannot be run effectively with the wrong form of government however morally just the individual is, and in contrast a morally unjust individual cannot effectively rule under his ideal form of governance of aristocracy. In Aristotle’s Politics, it is suggested that aristocracy is the best form of government but only if it can be achieved. Both consider the importance of governments to be led by the virtuous few, but Aristotle’s understanding of human nature would render this endeavour as almost impossible due to his view that the human soul and nature often leads the rulers to corruption and self-interest. The idea of the corrupting nature of power resonates with me and as I discussed in my presentation on tyranny, these leaders often have good moral intentions but soon become victims of their own successes. [30011:  McAleer, Sean. ‘Plato’s Republic: An Introduction’ (Open Book Publishers, 2020) p229]  [16614:  Jowett, Benjamin. 'The Republic' (The Project Gutenberg, 1994) BOOK VIII]  [14600:  Jowett, Benjamin. 'The Republic' (The Project Gutenberg, 1994) BOOK VIII]  [19027:  Jowett, Benjamin. 'The Republic' (The Project Gutenberg, 1994) BOOK VIII]  [25143:  Jowett, Benjamin. 'The Republic' (The Project Gutenberg, 1994) BOOK VIII] 

Plato clearly wants the readers to understand that virtuous rulers of an ideal state can lose their moral and intellectual superiority and as this occurs so does the society they govern begin to degenerate. The Republic carefully discusses each government type known during this period and the reasons for its decline from its ideal form of governance of aristocracy and links these transitions with a particular part of the human soul. Plato suggests the first stage of decline from aristocracy to a timocracy arises due to the rulers prioritizing honour and military strength over wisdom and justice. In the Republic, Plato suggests this could be due to the union of different classes and the pursuit of honour overshadows the commitment to truth, he mentions that these societies can lack philosophical guidance and are prone to become unstable due to this pursuit of personal and family honour. Socrates’ answer to why the perfect government descends into timocracy only scratches the surface, ‘everything that comes into being must decay[footnoteRef:30007]’. Socrates doesn't really address the reasons but offers something in tune with, all good things must come to an end. Consequently, Plato’s inability to form a solid justification for the demise of Aristocracy shows his partisan views and inability to reflect negatively on his favoured government type. [30007:  Jowett, Benjamin. 'The Republic' (The Project Gutenberg, 1994) BOOK VIII] 

Plato proceeds to discuss the degradation of Timocracy to Oligarchy where he undoubtedly focuses the accumulation of wealth, ‘Seeing one grow rich, seeks to rival him[footnoteRef:4948]’. This accumulation of gold is the ruin of Timocracy as Plato confirms where the individual values wealth over virtue, where wealth is ‘the criterion by which they choose the captain of the ship of state’[footnoteRef:6257].  [4948:  Jowett, Benjamin. 'The Republic' (The Project Gutenberg, 1994) BOOK VIII]  [6257:  McAleer, Sean. ‘Plato’s Republic: An Introduction’ (Open Book Publishers, 2020) p233] 

‘Refusing to entrust the ship to a poor person even if he was a better captain’[footnoteRef:25485] [25485:  Jowett, Benjamin. 'The Republic' (The Project Gutenberg, 1994) BOOK VIII] 

Furthermore, this stage highlights the link between the human soul and the government type like no other and has been a stain on society from its cradle to today. ‘When riches and virtue are placed together in the scales of balance, the one always rises as the other falls[footnoteRef:21015]’, Plato suggests that this creates greater social divisions and marginalises the poor and is a key factor in the internal struggles of the soul where human appetites crush reason and just ruling. ‘The inevitable division such as a state is not one, but two states, the one of the poor, the other of rich men’[footnoteRef:7324]. Plato seems to regard wealth and virtue as opposites however he mentions that this desire can provide the Oligarchs’ life with order and discipline. On the other hand, McAleer mentions, ’But as is so often the case in the Republic, the way things seem is not the way they are’[footnoteRef:4760]. Aristotle, like Plato addresses the accumulation of wealth and the need for balance, both critique the endless pursuit of money and Aristotle even goes as far as to say that the excessive accumulation of wealth is contrary to nature because it lacks any clear limits.  [21015:  Jowett, Benjamin. 'The Republic' (The Project Gutenberg, 1994) BOOK VIII]  [7324:  Jowett, Benjamin. 'The Republic' (The Project Gutenberg, 1994) BOOK VIII]  [4760:  McAleer, Sean. ‘Plato’s Republic: An Introduction’ (Open Book Publishers, 2020) p235] 


Plato’s proceeding concern is the shift to democracy, when the poor have had enough of the injustices and overthrow the wealthy elite in pursuit of a more equal and even society. Plato comments that this can lead to unchecked freedoms and a lack of discipline within the society. For instance, Plato uses the drone bees in a hive as a metaphorical critique of a democracy's dysfunction. ‘Drones are like those in a hive, some equipped with stings and others stingless’[footnoteRef:12230],   his analogy indicates how some drones are just simply a drain on the society while others can defend it. These stingless drones represent people in a society that consume and indulge without ever contributing to the common good unlike a soldier or a nectar gathering bee. [12230:  Jowett, Benjamin. 'The Republic' (The Project Gutenberg, 1994) BOOK VIII] 

Democracy as Plato describes can become like a hive with excessive amounts of drones that indulge in base desires which fosters idleness and eventually chaos. He considers this descent into Tyranny as the worst government type. Furthermore, Plato comments that liberty is key for democracy and is of noble spirit but these insatiable desires for freedoms brings it to dissolution and into Tyranny. 
“And so, the young men passes out of his original nature, which was trained in the school of necessity, into the freedom and libertinism of useless and unnecessary pleasures”.
To illustrate this, we have seen many examples of Tyranny springing up from Democracy throughout the ages, and the very nature of unchecked freedom and liberty allows a tyrant to spring forward and restore order under the false promises made to the people. ‘Fair and glorious beginning out of which springs tyranny’[footnoteRef:30329]. The Tyrant, as Plato suggests is a manipulator of the people, playing on their fears and desires and as I have suggested in my presentation on Erdoğan, is able to then consolidate power through fear and deception. According to Republic, tyranny is depicted as the ultimate consequence of unchecked liberty and a tyrant who mirrors the dominance of the human soul’s unchecked appetites for power and wealth. In my opinion it's a worrying indictment of today's western liberal democracies to think we are just one step away from a society ruled by a tyrannical individual. ‘This liberty, getting out of all order and reason, passes into the harshest and bitterest form of slavery[footnoteRef:28587]’. Even though Plato makes some positive points about the other government types, his description of tyranny fails to find any explicit good. For this reason, it doesn't seem to fit with contemporary tyrants like Hitler or Stalin, and as McAleer states, ’Hitler doesn't seem to be a bubbling cauldron of lust, unable to control himself...’ or ’disordered and undisciplined’[footnoteRef:3917]. Hitler as an example may have been a ’wise villain’ as McAleer suggests. As a result, Plato’s descriptions of a tyrant seem to be rather pantomime and is unable to fully grasp the full potential of such a person. [30329:  Jowett, Benjamin. 'The Republic' (The Project Gutenberg, 1994) BOOK VIII]  [28587:  Jowett, Benjamin. 'The Republic' (The Project Gutenberg, 1994) BOOK VIII]  [3917:  McAleer, Sean. ‘Plato’s Republic: An Introduction’ (Open Book Publishers, 2020) P245] 


To summarise, what Plato is trying to convey in book VIII is the corresponding character of individuals and the nature of their governments. A just society requires a just individual, conversely the degeneration of the soul leads to the instability of the government. His negative view of democracy highlights his elitist beliefs, and this promotes his ideal Aristocracy where the educated and the gifted should lead the masses. Conversely, The Republic is a very idealistic view of society which as suggested by Aristotle may be difficult to implement due to our human nature. Plato provides us with some profound insight into the dynamics of power and governance and we can see his critiques of wealth inequality and populism in his writings as being extremely contemporary even for today's standards. Although his writings are insightful, there is a hint of elitist ideals which may not be compatible with today's large populations where more people want a bigger part in society and its running.

Book IX
In this section of Plato’s Republic, he continues to discuss the culmination of the descent of government types as he focuses on the tyrannical individual and his regime. Additionally, this chapter helps the reader to understand Plato's ultimate goal for human happiness and his continued interest in the soul. Plato begins by exploring how a tyrant is formed out of democracy and explores the individual as well as governance in affect. He mentions the beehive analogy again by describing this tyrant as a monstruous winged drone[footnoteRef:1025], a drone that has all the unnecessary appetites of an unlawful man. He reiterates the fact that all of us have these desires in our soul and the importance of understanding them to rise above them. He refers a tyrant as being comparable to a drunken man, lustful and passionate and marginalising his reason and rational thinking brain. [1025:  Jowett, Benjamin. 'The Republic' (The Project Gutenberg, 1994) BOOK IX] 


Plato continually uses the metaphor of the soul to illustrate how an individual becomes tyrannical, the fact he is ruled by his basest desires and certainly reflects his mirror theory linking the soul to the state of the society. Plato like Aristotle critique this person as being a soul enslaved by his passions for money and power. Plato states that this person can never trust anyone, ‘A tyrant never tastes true freedom or friendship[footnoteRef:28413]’ a reflection of this person being prone to paranoia, fear and insecurity. Plato accepts that this person despite their outward appearance of success is deeply unhappy and in constant turmoil due to his position. Plato's comment, ’A tyrannical son is a blessing to his father and mother[footnoteRef:11431]’ is a peculiar passage but another example of the way things seem is not the way they are. [28413:  Jowett, Benjamin. 'The Republic' (The Project Gutenberg, 1994) BOOK IX]  [11431:  Jowett, Benjamin. 'The Republic' (The Project Gutenberg, 1994) BOOK IX] 

This archetypal tyrant that Plato describes is essentially the embodiment of the tyrannical state and soul together mirroring each other which is a common theme throughout his book. Plato discusses with Socrates and Glaucon not only the tyrant's characteristics but that of the state as well, as they describe a society ruled by fear and violence which is marked by extreme inequality. His description of a tyrant has been criticised by some as being ‘pantomime ogre[footnoteRef:10943]’ and extreme, however this period of Greek history shows the importance of theatre to help engage open discussion with the people. By creating this pantomime villain, it enables others to think if this person is truly happy with what he is and what he has created. Plato argues that a just life is far superior to the tyrannical life when we consider happiness. Moreover, he helps us to understand that a happy person is a just person who aligns his soul with principles based in reason and virtue while the tyrant is enslaved by his passions leading to a turbulent and unhappy existence. [10943:  Stewart, Edmund. The Tyrants Progress: The Meaning of Tyranos in Plato and Aristotle (2021, Polis, The Journal for Ancient Greek AND ROMAN Political Thought 38 (2021) 208–236) p212] 

Plato’s use of the allegory of the beast to illustrate effectively the struggle within our souls paints a vivid image within the people's psyche and promotes this participation from the demos that was promoted during this period. The soul he illustrates contains a multi-headed beast for our desires, a lion for our spirit and a human for reason. In the Republic he suggests that the tyrant is dominated by the beast, whereas in a just soul the human tames the beast aligning the soul with his rational principles, again highlighting that the potential for good and bad is in all of us by our very nature. This notion that we have this multi-headed serpent in us perpetuates Plato's overarching theme that true happiness is achieved through the taming of our base desires which may be at odds with our materialistic and hedonistic western world today.
Conclusion
To summarise I believe these chapters to be relevant even today especially his writings on unchecked desires and the effects this can have on an individual and the society they are a part of. His critical portrayal of democracy which is only one step away from tyranny diminishes the importance of fostering equality and civilian participation on a wider level that may be essential to an ever-growing world population where we see the growing disparity between those with and those without. Equally The Republic offers a fascinating exploration of the world as he saw it thousands of years ago on a micro level compared to today's swelling populations of ethnically and culturally diverse societies. I wonder if Plato was alive today if he would change or update his views based on the changing climate we are now in? His philosophical ideas of linking the soul and our life is profound and can be mirrored in other cultures like Hinduism and Buddhism where karma teaches us that our life experiences reflect our soul as well.
“As within, so without; as above, so below.” – Hermetic Principle
It is undisputable that his work in the Republic still resonates with many people today including myself and essentially anything that helps foster discussions on how we can improve our society is surely beneficial whether you agree with his opinions or not.
By Matthew Simpson
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