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1

Writing in the wake of World War II, Leo Strauss observed in the introduc-
tion to his book On Tyranny, “The analysis of tyranny that was made by the
first political scientists was so clear, so comprehensive, and so unforgettably
expressed that it was remembered and understood by generations which did
not have any direct experience of actual tyranny.” Nevertheless, Strauss com-
plained of his own generation that “when we were brought face to face with
tyranny—with a kind of tyranny that surpassed the boldest imaginations of
the most powerful thinkers of the past—our political science failed to recog-
nize it. It is not surprising then that many of our contemporaries . . . were re-
lieved when they rediscovered the pages in which Plato and other classical
thinkers seemed to have interpreted for them the horrors of the twentieth cen-
tury” (1991 [1948], 22–23).

Twentieth-century political scientists had been reluctant to talk about
“tyrannical” as opposed to “totalitarian” and “authoritarian” forms of gov-
ernment because the admittedly extreme and violent character of the “totali-
tarian” regimes had been justified, or at least rationalized by ideological
claims to serve the good of an entire people, if not the human race as a whole.
Neither the Soviet Union nor the Third Reich appeared, as had the tyrannies
of old, to be rule for the benefit of one man, filling his coffers and magnify-
ing his pleasures. Nor did the fear of losing their positions to domestic rivals
or rebels prevent the leaders of these twentieth-century “totalitarian” regimes
from engaging in active or expansive foreign policies the way ancient tyrants
had been limited. On the contrary, both of these modern tyrannies were ex-
pansionist, if not explicitly imperialistic.

Subsequent revelations of the atrocities of the concentration camps and gu-
lag, as well as of the single-minded ruthlessness and daring Adolf Hitler and
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Joseph Stalin displayed in acquiring and exercising power, have made con-
temporary commentators much less unwilling to castigate their “totalitarian”
regimes as tyrannies. Both of these regimes claimed to be based on a scien-
tific rationale or “ideology,” and they used modern technology to control their
own citizens and destroy their enemies to a degree previously unimaginable.
Nevertheless, they both appeared to maintain power basically by means of
fear or terror the way older tyrants had. Party organization and ideology did
not appear to have had as great a role in maintaining these regimes as did their
secret police. Their leaders not only had personal control of an armed guard,
but they also cut down potential opponents much the way ancient tyrants had.
Because there had been no uprisings in the Soviet Union of the kind seen in
Poland, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia, some commentators thought that com-
munist rule there was based upon at least passive consent. By the end of the
Cold War, it became clear that was not true.

Smaller, but equally vicious, governments like those of Idi Amin in Uganda
and Saddam Hussein in Iraq have also been widely denounced as tyrannies.
As Daniel Chirot shows in his essay on “post-colonial African and Middle
Eastern tyrannies,” many of the regimes currently in power in both of these
areas can be described very well as tyrannies in the ancient sense. Their lead-
ers seize power and rule by means of force; they are, indeed, little different
from gangs of bandits who seize the property of peasants in order to line their
own pockets and pay the troops. Middle Eastern governments have been more
stable, Chirot observes, but none (except Israel) is democratic. The fact that
the monarchies have been the most moderate suggests that the distinctions
Aristotle drew among various kinds of “kingships” (or rule by one man) can
still be fruitfully applied.

To see what have been branded as “rogue states” as tyrannies, David
Tabachnick suggests, would serve to remind us that such regimes tend to be
rather short-lived. Although they oppress their own citizens terribly, such
regimes do not usually threaten the existence of others. Always worried about
maintaining their own rule at home, tyrants rarely undertake energetic or ex-
pansive foreign adventures. The articulation of the foreign policy of a super-
power like the United States in terms of opposing or overthrowing such
regimes is misplaced.

Arguing that the alternatives now drawn between “totalitarian” and “dem-
ocratic” regimes are both simplistic and outdated, Mark Lilla agrees that re-
viving the ancient conception of tyranny would enable us to describe a vari-
ety of contemporary regimes more accurately, if the term were freed from its
original rather parochial Greek context. The question thus arises: To what ex-
tent does the ancient understanding of tyranny, traceable first to classic de-
pictions of the “tyrant” in plays like Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannos, but de-

2 Catherine Zuckert



veloped and filled in by later political philosophers like Plato, Xenophon, and
Aristotle, apply only to “premodern” regimes in areas of the world that have
not become completely modern, urbanized, or industrialized, to regimes that
lack experience in self-government? Is tyranny a transitory, perhaps even
transitional, if recurrent phenomenon?

Some commentators (e.g., Dahrendorf 1967) have argued that many of the
horrible, violent characteristics of Nazi Germany and Soviet Communism can
be explained by the fact that the parties in control had to destroy traditional
communities and norms in order to establish a modern regime. Pol Pot and
Mao both also came to power in nations where traditional rulers, social
norms, and institutions had been seriously weakened, especially by foreign
invasions, but had not yet been replaced by modern views or organizations.
Such an explanation of the use of violence and terror for the sake of modern-
izing in the face of traditionalist resistance makes it difficult to understand the
campaigns against “intellectuals” that occurred in all of these regimes. Intel-
lectuals usually represent and favor modernization. The classical emphasis on
the tyrant’s need to destroy all potential sources of opposition or competition
makes much more sense of the emphatically anti-intellectual policies charac-
teristic of modern tyrannies.

If the classical conception of tyranny can help us not merely identify but ex-
plain the persistence of such deviant forms of government in the contemporary
world, both in “premodern” regimes in largely agrarian areas and in newer ide-
ological forms, it obviously becomes important to know more precisely what
that classical conception is. As the essays by Mark Blitz, Leah Bradshaw,
Waller R. Newell, Ronald Beiner, Toivo Koivukoski, and Nathan Tarcov show,
the major sources of the classical conception have somewhat different foci,
and they point, therefore, in somewhat different directions. Is tyranny to be un-
derstood, as Plato suggests in the Republic, as an expression and attempted re-
alization of the unlimited desires to be found in the breast of every human be-
ing? If so, it is a possibility that will endure as long as human beings do. As
Beiner argues, tyranny will be present in each and every form of government.
Or is tyranny to be understood primarily as Aristotle presents it, as lawless rule
for the sake of the ruler at the expense of the population as a whole? That sort
of tyranny is easier to identify, observe, and avoid. It is not the preserve of a
single ruler but may also be characteristic of government by a few or even a
majority. Lawless rule in the self-interest of the ruling party can be countered,
however, by the rule of law, checks and balances, elections, and other institu-
tional forms of external restraint. The insatiable desires of particularly ambi-
tious or “erotic” individuals are more difficult to perceive, much less control.
If the amelioration, if not prevention, of tyranny depends upon convincing
tyrants that their satisfaction in life will be markedly increased if they win the
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love of their people by benefiting them instead of oppressing and impoverish-
ing them, as Xenophon suggests in the Hiero, the chances of actually improv-
ing the situation appear much smaller. Tyrants are and have always been self-
ish. As Koivukoski reminds us, Plato failed not only to moderate the tyrant
Dionysus but also to convince his friend Dion of the evils that result from us-
ing force to overthrow a tyranny.

Modern tyranny is, moreover, admittedly different from ancient tyranny. It
is worse. What exactly makes modern tyranny worse and why is not so clear,
however. Waller R. Newell locates the source of the distinctive character of
the modern tyrant, somewhat ironically, in Machiavelli’s taking Xenophon’s
advice to heart when he urges a prince to seek to be feared rather than to be
loved, but not to be hated. 

For Plato, tyranny was a misunderstanding of the true meaning of satisfaction
whose cure was the sublimation of the passions in the pursuit of moral and in-
tellectual virtues grounded in the natural order of the cosmos. The Machiavel-
lian prince, by contrast, stands radically apart from nature construed as a field
of hostile happenstance, so as the more effectively to focus his will on attacking
and subduing it. (Prince XVII)

He does not stop merely at securing his own power by protecting the lives and
property of his subjects; he seeks to mold, if not to transform, their nature. He
does not recognize any higher goal or have any sense of sacred restraint. The
result is a kind of cold, calculating power seeking that takes place in the name
of the common good. Thomas Smith argues that the results of the modern
search for unlimited power are imaginatively depicted in J. R. R. Tolkien’s Lord
of the Rings. Like Saruman, some leaders believe that they can and do seek
power in order to help others, but they and everyone else who gives way to the
temptation are consumed in the end by their own desire for ever more power.

As Douglas Moggach points out, however, the destruction of natural, tra-
ditional social and sacred restraints on human action can also be viewed as a
source of unprecedented freedom, as well as of new dangers. Following
Hegel and his left followers like Bruno Bauer, Moggach points out that hu-
man beings aware of their own autonomy have to be reorganized if their iso-
lation and alienation are not to constitute the conditions under which a new,
larger, and more powerful form of tyranny arise. Tyranny on this understand-
ing is not an inevitable offshoot but an accompanying pathological possibil-
ity of the liberation impulse of modernity.

Hegel observed that not merely the French Revolution, but the Terror more
specifically, was necessary to destroy the last vestiges of “objective,” natural or
traditional, restraints on the freedom of individual subjects. This observation
could be used, of course, to justify mass murders of the kind the Khmer Rouge
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inflicted upon Cambodia. The most fundamental question raised about the dis-
tinctive character of modern tyranny arises, indeed, with regard to the prevalence
of genocide. Are the systematic killings of whole segments of the population,
which are made possible by modern technology, racially or biologically based
ideologies, and the efficiencies of “scientific” bureaucratic social organization,
merely a tactic that ruthless, unscrupulous leaders like Hitler and Stalin use to
accumulate and secure their own power, as Leo Strauss ([1962] 1997, 216–17;
[1965] 1968, 225) has suggested? Or are these genocidal policies a reflection of,
if not simply a result of, distinctively modern factors and conditions?

In his classic study of Democracy in America, Alexis de Tocqueville ob-
served that the more equal human beings became in their condition—intel-
lectually, politically, and spiritually, as well as economically—the less able
they were to act as individuals on their own. Modern people and conditions
were thus characterized more fundamentally by their equality than by their
freedom. Indeed, if steps were not taken to teach such people how to organ-
ize, by intentionally establishing decentralized political institutions, the peo-
ple would find themselves increasingly in need of a centralized government
to which they would also, of necessity, increasingly become subject. The use
of overwhelming force or “terror” would not be necessary to establish the
“tyranny of the majority” or a new form of “soft despotism.” But, as Roger
Boesche points out, the informal pressure of popular opinion on individuals
to conform, along with their economic self-interest, could and would be
joined to the power of modern technology and of rational, bureaucratic or-
ganization to produce the genocidal policies characteristic of very unsoft
forms of modern tyranny across the globe. These tyrannies are different from
their ancient predecessors, Boesche argues, primarily because they do not act
through or on behalf of a single leader. Classical tyrants understood why they
should prevent their subjects from gathering together in public. It is not their
isolation or the essentially private lives and concerns of modern individuals
that make them subject to an exacerbated form of tyranny. It is the capacity
of modern governments, in response to rather than in opposition to the opin-
ions and interests of the greater part of the population, to use technology and
organization to destroy whole peoples, if not races, that distinguishes modern
tyranny from ancient. Reverting to ancient examples, Barry Strauss thus sug-
gests that the roots of tyranny are to be found in wealth seeking, on the part
of the population as well as the tyrant. Modern observers make a mistake
when they identify freedom primarily with freedom of thought and artistic ex-
pression. They should be looking to Sparta rather than to Athens as a model
of political liberty. Ancient tyrants often employed artists, Strauss points out;
so did the Nazis. Classical republican politics and polities represent the only
way to preserve liberty, both individual and communal.
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Modern tyranny appears to differ from ancient tyranny not merely in the
level and destructiveness of the violence it can muster. It also threatens to in-
vade and control the thoughts and feelings of its subjects in ways earlier
thinkers could not have imagined. Tocqueville’s Democracy in America, once
again, represents a classic statement of this distinctively modern trend. Peo-
ple living under equal conditions are not willing to take much, if anything, on
authority, Tocqueville observed, because they believe that they are basically
equal to all others. Because no one is able to think all things out for him- or
herself, however, most people are forced to take some things, especially the
most important things, on trust. Believing that everyone is equal, democratic
people tend, therefore, to follow the opinion of the greatest number. Later po-
litical leaders saw that the tyranny that majority opinion tended to exercise on
individual beliefs could be fostered or strengthened, however, by various
kinds and techniques of “thought control.” In his seminal work, On Tyranny,
Strauss argued that the greatest threat to the preservation of freedom of
thought was the possible institution of a world-state. Tyrants—whether indi-
vidual or majoritarian—had forced freethinkers and dissenters to go under-
ground before. When the oppression became intolerable, those who opposed
the regime could flee. Modern technology had made the institution of an ef-
fective world-state a real possibility, and if such a state were established, all
hope of escape would be destroyed. According to Strauss, both tyranny and
the means of avoiding it are fundamentally political phenomena.

Simon Tormey, on the other hand, challenges the adequacy of the terms of
discourse employed by most of the other studies of tyranny—classical and
modern—included in this volume. As Vaclav Havel shows at the beginning of
The Power of the Powerless in his famous interpretation of the significance of
the greengrocer’s placing a sign urging “workers of the world [to] unite” in
his window, the exercise of power in the contemporary world is much more
insidious, invisible, and indirect, but nevertheless more all pervasive, than
even Tocqueville saw. The irresponsible and invidious use of power can no
longer be accurately described as “tyrannical,” therefore, either in the “clas-
sical” sense of the use of force, unrestrained by law, in the interest of the ruler
rather than of the ruled, or in the modern “liberal” sense of rule without basis
in popular consent. The difference or line between the “sovereign” ruler and
the “sovereign” people who consent to be ruled is no longer clear.

Tracy Strong goes even further in challenging the near universally ex-
pressed antipathy to tyranny—in this book and elsewhere—by suggesting
that a certain kind of internal tyranny may constitute the only possible rem-
edy for the effects of the diffused exercise of power that both Tocqueville and
Foucault analyzed. Confronted with the fragmentation and apparent multi-
plicity, but factual sameness, of modern life, Strong reminds us that Friedrich
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Nietzsche argued that individuals would emerge and disagree with each other
only if they acquired and exercised a kind of internal, spiritual discipline he
called “tyrannical.” Such tyrannical discipline was required particularly on
the part of artists and philosophers if they were to be able to oppose the re-
ductive standardization and consequent homogenization that results from the
development and spread of rationalism or science. The only way to avoid the
“tyranny of the majority” was, in other words, to exercise a kind of tyranni-
cal power over oneself and one’s own thought. According to Nietzsche and
Strong, both tyranny and the means of avoiding it, in ancient times as well as
modern, were essentially intellectual.

As the essays in this collection make clear, tyranny is a persistent but com-
plex human phenomenon. It is emphatically a part of the contemporary world,
not just of our history. We need to try to understand it in all its manifold
forms, lest we, like the dreamers of the last century, fail to recognize the
tyrant when he comes in the “sheep’s clothing” of a popular benefactor.
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The urgent issue with tyranny is to recognize it, and then to prevent, resist, or
overthrow it. At first glance it seems enough to say that a regime that slaugh-
ters its citizens, enslaves them, vulgarizes their characters, and impoverishes
or prevents free thought is tyrannical. Such actions should be easy to notice.
Even if we are unsure that a ruler’s harmful acts are so frequent and great that
we should deem him a tyrant, being close is reason enough to decry his gov-
ernment and to change it.

Why, then, should we discuss a topic as academic as ancient and modern
tyranny? What could we learn that common sense does not teach us already
or clearly enough? Is the subject not merely an invitation to wheel spinning
and wool gathering, the kind of thing scholars do merely because it is the kind
of thing they do? Worse, does it not detract from the simplicity and immedi-
acy of noticing tyranny and responding to it by making needlessly subtle and
complicated a matter that is cold, hard, and direct? One might even say that
academic chatter about life-and-death matters that call for action is perverse.

Yet, the characteristics that define tyranny and that should strike us clearly
in their evil are apparently not so obvious. How else can we explain the tepid
and often welcoming response of Europe to the Nazis, the acquiescence to or
enthusiastic engagement with them by so many Germans, and the routine
blindness to and excuses for the Soviet Union by the West? Of course, we are
less likely to be mistaken today than we were in the past, having recently been
so foolish. Yet, generations quickly come and go, and with them intelligent
memory. The clear paths of political judgment blazed by a few become over-
grown with neglect. The bloody soil from which intellectual understanding
rises is worked so often that it soon supports only weak and colorless natures.

So, we are in danger of forgetting, even today. Indeed, we now are subject
to the political irresponsibility, the wishful daydreaming, of vast numbers of
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citizens and politicians who deal with Islamic extremists. Moreover, as
tyranny pulls back from its most visible measures and extreme goals, from
outright slaughter to subtle infantilizing, it is more difficult to notice or chal-
lenge. One recoils from the jackboot on one’s neck, but the subtle caress of
Tocqueville’s soft despotism is gentle and enticing.

We therefore, perhaps surprisingly, need to be reminded about the elements
that make tyranny bad, and their unity. Why, however, can this recollecting
not occur sufficiently in the ordinary course of political affairs? Perhaps the
fog of wishful thinking, foolish inattention, and venality that leads us to ig-
nore, or even welcome, tyranny can be dissolved politically, as we deal with
immediate concerns. Surely, the clear terms of description and evaluation of
tyranny—slaughter, vice, and thought control—need only to be brought to the
fore in practical discussion and debate. This task does not need, indeed will
only be harmed, by obfuscating academic help.

This point is obviously correct in some respects. Otherwise, we would be
claiming that citizens and politicians have few resources of their own for
noticing and (perhaps) combating tyranny. Nonetheless, their resources are
insufficient, which is why an academic approach properly understood can
usefully supplement them.

One problem that practical intelligence cannot deal with by itself is the link
between contemporary tyranny and the intellect, visible in Marxism and in
the support that Hitler’s racial theories gave to his opinions and practices. We
also can notice this link in today’s connection between tyranny and some
strains of Islam. Unless one considers and counters, through reason, argu-
ments that claim to be validated by reason, and unless the truly reasonable el-
ements in religion can be defended and made evident, the mind may well be
mastered by devilish or alluring sophistry. Healthy politics needs intellectual
help even beyond what it receives from the better biographers and historians.

Not only does tyranny today have intellectual roots that we must uncover
and combat intellectually, but there also exist natural tendencies to tyranny
that good regimes hide but that we must consider so we can handle them
properly. In fact, within each area whose ill use is a mark of tyranny, a ten-
dency exists to exercise one’s own tyranny, or at least to blink at tyrannical
action. Tyranny violates personal security, but wishing full security or the
complete control of fear for oneself is only a step away from seeking security
at all costs, hence murdering or enslaving others or diminishing the virtue,
risk, freedom, and challenging thought that make life uncertain. “Freedom” is
violated by tyrants, but full freedom is easy to misunderstand as unbridled li-
cense, the satisfaction of all one’s desires, and hence the misuse of others as
one wishes, the destruction of moral restraint, and the inability to take the
time to think.1 Even virtue, the excellence of character that tyrants seek to di-
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minish or corrupt, tends to seek honor, fame, and the (political) position it de-
serves in order to display its talents or the purity of its justice. Consequently,
men of excellence can dismiss the just claims of others in ways that to these
others might appear little different from tyranny. Needless to say, it also is dif-
ficult (for oneself or others) to distinguish one’s supposed virtue from vice,
pride from arrogance, or glory from vainglory. Even unchecked thought may
move in a tyrannical direction, clearly when it is knowing or unknowing
sophistry and claims a perfection or station it does not have, but even when it
is less false. For, what room remains for the rest of us to rule ourselves when
priests, physicians, scientists, or philosophers who claim to know better, who
may in fact know better, exercise the complete authority that knowing better
seems to deserve?

These natural tendencies to excess belong to or have at various times fos-
tered the very brutality, rigidity, arbitrariness, vice, and intellectual enslave-
ment that make up tyranny. Unless we understand such matters, we will be at
our own and others’ mercy. So, although sound politics or sound common
sense goes far in protecting us from tyranny, it does not always go far enough.

I suggest that we arm ourselves intellectually by beginning with Aristotle.
But why start with Aristotle rather than with someone else, or why not start
more directly? Aristotle’s political science is among the first, so by grasping
it we will find it easier to understand what is new about contemporary tyranny
and what tyranny is in general. It also is very intelligent and is more likely to
illuminate than “original” efforts that are unwittingly derivative and inferior.
Aristotle’s discussion, moreover, is visibly closer to the concerns and terms
of political life than are Xenophon’s or Plato’s, other classic analyses with
which we might begin.2 It therefore helps support the healthy perspective of
citizens and statesmen, a perspective that is necessary although, as we are
claiming, not quite sufficient to prevent, resist, or overthrow tyranny. I there-
fore begin with Aristotle and then turn to the modern world, discussing some
but not all of the questions I have raised.

ARISTOTLE I

How does Aristotle understand tyranny? Tyranny is monarchy, the rule of one
for his own advantage or aggrandizement rather than for the common good.
The extreme tyrant rules according to his choice, that is, not by law, and has
full, forceful, and ultimately imperial power over as many people as possible.
Tyranny is completely dominant lawless rule over an empire of the unwilling
for the ruler’s advantage or aggrandizement alone. Hence, it is unjust (Aris-
totle 1984, II 6; III 7, 8, 13, 14; IV 2, 4, 10; VII 3, 4, 7).3
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Extreme versions of the dynastic rule of a few or of the rule of the many
solely for their own advantage are comparable to tyranny and often become
it (Aristotle 1984, V 10). Tyranny is never justified, although full kingship,
which is rule of one for the common good, is just when the gap in virtue be-
tween the king and all others is sufficiently great. A complete kingship would
mean that the king’s choice would substitute for law, for law follows reason
and reaches justice only when it is properly made and applied without pas-
sion. Law’s worth is measured by justice and the reasonable common good,
and law may not always live up to this standard. Active politics must deal
with circumstances that no general law can cover adequately.

Such a chasm between kings and others might exist between the political
founder who initiates arts and other goods and his unformed people. It also ex-
ists between gods or heroes and men (Aristotle 1984, I 12; III 10, 11, 13, 14, 15;
VII 14). It is, however, hard to think of ordinary circumstances in which the gap
in virtue would be great enough to justify such a kingship. Aristotle suggests that
the soul’s rule over the body and reason’s over the rest of the soul is of this sort
(Aristotle 1984, I 5, 10; V 10). Perhaps the philosopher or political scientist
might deserve (although he would not desire) such rule, which, if just, places the
ruler at least partially beyond his community (Aristotle 1984, VII 2, 3, 13, 15).
In any event, most kingships are not complete but are limited to particular pur-
poses, such as leading foreign expeditions (Aristotle 1984, III 13, 14, 15).

If tyranny is rule of one for his advantage alone, the tyrant is dealing with
other citizens as slaves. Tyranny is unjust mastery, treating others as if they
are not or could not be free. Proper mastery, however, is to the slave’s ad-
vantage as well as the master’s or, at any rate, is justified only over the natu-
rally slavish. Who is deservedly treated as a slave depends on what qualifies
as natural slavery. Someone who lacks the reason to guide himself would be
a natural slave, but this hardly allows the enslaving of most of those actually
held as slaves (Aristotle 1984, II, 5). If people are so lacking in spirit as to be
easy prey in war, there also is a natural element in their slavery. Slaves do
have virtues, but their virtues of servitude meet human necessities and serve
what is noble without deserving to rule (Aristotle 1984, I 5, 6, 7; II 5; VII 7).

In Aristotle’s account, as in fact, there is clearly something irredeemably
conventional and unfair about slavery: many (if not almost all) conventional
slaves have too much intellect to be naturally slavish, many have virtues that
would be useful in ruling even if they lack sufficient spirit to defend their
freedom successfully, and many (if not almost all) have possibilities that
they cannot actualize because of their poor education.4 Nonetheless, without
slavery there would be no leisure in Greek cities, and hence no ethical no-
bility or philosophy, because each would need to attend at length to his own
necessities.
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This tension between the unfairness of slavery and what Aristotle sees as
its necessity is one of the facts that gives his Politics an anti-utopian or un-
messianic tone. Contributing to this tone are other problems: uncertainty
about whether the rule of law or of the single virtuous individual is best, and
lack of clarity about whether it is more fair to distribute offices to several who
are somewhat virtuous or, rather, to give them all to the one who is most out-
standing. These issues cannot receive an unambiguously just answer politi-
cally. Moreover, Aristotle’s observation that the best regime is so exceptional
and rare, in conjunction with the reduced political role of priests in his dis-
cussion, also gives his Politics an anti-utopian and unmessianic air. This pru-
dent standpoint is a useful antidote to the infectious utopianism of intellectu-
als, and modern tyrants.

Tyranny treats the free as if they are slaves. It is not their mere indepen-
dence, however, but their nobility or virtue, their full liberality, that is the true
political issue. Having and prudently acting on virtuous habits such as
courage and moderation is the heart of happiness as Aristotle sees it, and eth-
ical virtue requires a share in political deliberation and offices. Politics also
must meet necessities, of course, but even just punishment is fully excellent
only when it serves a noble end. Even courage in war ultimately serves the
truly liberal activities of virtuous men at peace, namely, politics and philoso-
phy. The effect of tyranny is to destroy happiness by destroying virtue.

The tyrant ultimately desires to dominate as many as possible, or to achieve
empire. He therefore finds constant war and the spirit to prosecute it to be
necessary. But engaging his spirit or attaining victory do not seem to be his
final goals. What, indeed, is his ultimate purpose? The many who foolishly
admire tyrants apparently believe that empire is a means to unbridled physi-
cal satisfaction, and Aristotle himself suggests that tyrants commit their in-
justices from excess, not necessity. The tyrant is indeed immoderate, although
desire as such seems to be limitless simply (II 7). Perhaps, however, this em-
phasis on satisfaction is primarily the view of the vulgar, and the tyrant him-
self, or some tyrants, love or also love other things, or dominion itself. To un-
derstand the tyrant’s purposes and practices further, we turn next to Aristotle’s
discussion of tyranny in his analysis of revolution in Book V of the Politics.

ARISTOTLE II

Aristotle’s discussion in Book V first characterizes tyranny and what causes
people to revolt against it and then largely assumes the tyrant’s standpoint to
discuss how to preserve it. Here, Aristotle develops two main answers: be-
come more of a tyrant, or less (by acting more like a king).5
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Tyrannies compound the errors of both oligarchies and democracies, but
tyrants usually arise from the people, to counter the few. Having so arisen,
they then convert into tyranny the position that their popular support first
brought about. So, whereas the king’s goal is nobly to protect the people and
the wealthier few from each other, the tyrant’s goal is his private pleasure. He
aggrandizes himself through goods, while the king seeks honor.

To say that tyrannies are the worst of both oligarchies and democracies is to
say that they mistreat both rich and poor. The tyrant needs wealth for defense and
luxuries, and he resettles and otherwise ill-treats the many as his needs require.
He also exiles and kills the few, especially the preeminent, who are rivals.

Revolution against tyrants begins because others seek monarchs’ great
wealth and honor, especially when tyrants breed contempt by living softly or
because people seek revenge against a tyrant who treats them arrogantly. Other
cities, including those formed by regimes that oppose tyrannies simply, also
may threaten a tyranny, and tyrannies also fall because of internal faction.

Of these reasons for revolution, many of which threaten kingships and
other regimes too, Aristotle singles out contempt and anger or hatred. A
tyrant’s life of gratification leads others to hold him or his immediate succes-
sors in contempt and to overthrow him. Anger, following one’s spiritedness
because of, say, arrogant treatment, is hatred accompanied by pain and is
therefore even more conducive to revolt than is calculating hatred per se.

Aristotle then tells us how to preserve tyrannies, a discussion that illumi-
nates their methods and therefore, if often silently, indicates how to attack
them. Tyrannies are preserved through methods attributed to Periander of
Corinth, which are visible among the Persians and the barbarians. The pre-
eminent are lopped off, those with high thoughts are eliminated, and common
meals and clubs are not allowed. The tyrant’s goal is to prevent whatever
might facilitate conspiracy and challenge.

The tyrant must go beyond preventing meetings and eliminating those with
high thoughts, for he would like high thoughts and trust never to emerge or be
contemplated in the first place. He therefore prevents any leisured activity or
discussion with others, “since knowledge tends to create trust of one another”;
he forces citizens always to be publicly visible; he uses spies and eavesdrop-
pers so citizens fear to speak freely; he sets friend against friend and rich
against poor; he impoverishes citizens generally; he forces them to work on
huge projects such as Egypt’s pyramids or the Pisistratids’ “temple of
Olympian Zeus”; he taxes them steeply; and he keeps them constantly at war.
He seeks, in a word, to form people who are habituated to being small-minded
and slavish, primarily by immiserating them and eliminating their leisure.

These methods and this goal of tyranny are supplemented by characteristics
that we also see in extreme democracies—methods that eliminate natural or con-
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ventional hierarchies. Women dominate in the house and report on husbands,
and slaves are treated mildly, as are obsequious flatterers and the base. None of
these threaten or conspire against tyrants, who enjoy being flattered. The re-
spectable, however, those with freer thoughts, do not flatter. Indeed, tyrants hate
those with “a rival dignity and a spirit of freedom,” for these detract from the
mastery and preeminence that the tyrant believes should be his alone.

Aristotle sums up these practices that help preserve tyrannies, even de-
praved ones, as follows: keep the ruled small souled; with modest thoughts
(and therefore incapable of conspiracy); distrustful, because respectable men
do not denounce each other; and incapable of acting.

The other way to preserve tyranny is to be less tyrannical and more kingly
as long as one’s power is preserved, that is, as long as the tyrant continues to
rule the unwilling as well as the willing. The more kingly tyrant accounts for
expenditures and does not “give lavishly to prostitutes, foreigners, and arti-
sans.” He seeks a military reputation so others feel awe, not fear or contempt.
He refrains from the arrogance and excessive bodily gratification in which
other tyrants indulge and for which they want to be noticed so others will
think them happy and blessed. He appears to be moderate. He shows himself
to be “seriously [not foolishly] attentive to the things pertaining to the gods,”
for others are less afraid that a god-fearing man will treat them contrary to law
and more afraid to conspire against those with gods as allies. He specially
honors the good but lets others punish the bad, and he allows no single per-
son to become great, while removing people from power “gradually.” He
does not dishonor the ambitious and refrains from arrogance, especially in-
volving physical abuse and sex; his punishments seem paternal and deserved,
and his loves erotic rather than the flaunting of abusive license. He compen-
sates perceived dishonor and is especially aware of those whose spiritedness
might lead them to give up their own lives to assassinate him. He tries to be
perceived as treating both rich and poor justly and attaches himself to the
more powerful class in his city.

Aristotle suggests that rule as a moderate kingly manager brings the tyrant
several rewards: virtue or at least half virtue, longer-lasting control than other
tyrants, domination that the noble do not hate or fear, and rule that is enviable
because it is over the better, who have not been humbled. Although almost
all tyrannies are short-lived, the longest lasting is indeed a modest one, the
hundred-year tyranny of Orthagoras and his sons. We are chagrined to learn,
however, that the warlike Periander, said to have established the unsavory
ways of tyranny we noted, remained in power for over forty years.

What can we glean from this discussion? First, the goal of tyranny seems to
be unbridled gratification, and it is gratification that takes pleasure in arrogance,
not only in physical satisfaction. More, the tyrant wants his gratification to be
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visible because he also wishes to appear to be preeminently happy and blessed.
Indeed, although Aristotle seeks to lead tyrants to being concerned with repu-
tation among the notables, flattery by the base seems sufficient for them. From
tyrants’ taste for visible gratification, their wish to be flattered, their usual impi-
ety, their projects of ostentatious worship, their similarities to Persian and
Egyptian kings, their warlike imperialism, and their desire to be the only ones
who are free and dominant, we might also conclude that eminence itself, even
godlike eminence, is the tyrant’s goal. Aristotle does not suggest this, however,
at least directly, and he treats the tyrant’s warlike imperialism and his making
everyone else small-minded more as means against conspiracy than as ends in
themselves. Perhaps we may say that tyrants do indeed wish to be, and be rec-
ognized as, gods or godlike in their happiness and eminence, but that, along
with the vulgar, they mistakenly equate happiness with a life of unbridled sat-
isfaction and arrogance. Aristotle tries to moderate tyrants by opening their de-
sire for lengthy rule to the practices of better rule, and their wish for eminence
to looking enviable in the eyes of the notable, not the flatterers. He does not,
however, seek to persuade them to a life of thought or try to restrict them to rule
over the willing only. If slavery is necessary, so is mastery over some.

The second thing we glean from this discussion is a more substantive sense
than earlier of the meaning of tyranny’s lawlessness, force, rule over the un-
willing, and orientation to private advantage. This substance is evident in the
methods and practices Aristotle discusses here: use of spies and informants,
high taxes, forced labor, massive projects, abrogation of free meetings and dis-
cussion, and ostentatious satisfaction. Indeed, tyranny’s harm would be visible
in the effects of such actions even were they lawful: the harm is the forming
of small-souled, distrustful men, incapable of virtue and of free discussion.

Third, we take from this discussion the characteristics and methods that re-
sist tyranny and overcome it: men of virtue; freedom of thought and discus-
sion (e.g., works such as Aristotle’s); trust; unity in a well-ordered family;
outside (foreign) help; and the conversion of tyrants or would-be tyrants to
men who have or simulate genuine if limited virtue or piety.

MODERN TYRANNY AND THE INTELLECT

When we turn to modern tyranny, we see first that many tyrants—Idi Amin, for
example—apparently display nothing that Aristotle has not uncovered already.
It does seem, however, that even such tyrants engage in a level of random or in-
tended violence beyond anything that Aristotle discusses. Moreover, some tyran-
nies (in the Balkans or Africa, for example) have an ethnic focus, with violence
and impoverishment directed especially to particular ethnic or tribal groups.6
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The characteristic modern tyrannies of the Nazis and the Communists in
the USSR and China seem at first to differ from ancient tyrannies because
they, too, intensify violence and orient violence to particular groups.7 Stalin
killed many of his comrades, he and his cohorts killed massive numbers of in-
dependent or relatively wealthy peasants, and after his death the Kremlin’s
leaders continued to imprison large numbers of intellectual, political, and
artistic “dissidents.” Hitler murdered millions of Jews in Germany and the
rest of Europe, hundreds of thousands of the mentally ill and infirm in Ger-
many and elsewhere, and (similarly to Stalin, through ill treatment and direct
killing) massive numbers of prisoners of war.

Do these devastations differ from ancient tyranny only in degree, or is there
something different enough about them to change our understanding of
tyranny qualitatively? One apparently new factor involves the cause, reason,
or justification for the destruction. For, in addition to the tyrant’s wish to at-
tain empire and dominion in order to indulge in unchecked or unbridled grat-
ification, at least some Nazis and Communists were motivated by, and almost
all justified themselves in terms of, a set of intellectual explanations.

The Communists argued that history led inevitably to a classless society.
Common ownership of the means of production, the end of social distinc-
tions, the withering away of the state, the disappearance of bourgeois rights,
and a life largely of ease and abundance were not mere wishes, dreams,
hopes, or prayers, they believed, but were necessary and knowable results of
the way things were. They distinguished their “scientific” socialism from
other socialism, and the occasional outcropping of small and short-lived
utopian communities from the worldwide permanent spread of Communism.
Communism is “Marxism” because Marx’s thought, or the truth of matters as
Marx saw it, supposedly distinguished it from its competitors.

Hitler and the Nazis believed they knew beyond doubt that a racial hierar-
chy existed; that the Aryans were at the top; and that the Jews, although un-
accountably dangerous, were at the bottom, with Poles, Russians, and other
Slavs only one step up and suited for helotry at best. Among other qualities,
this hierarchy was thought to distinguish the more noble and brave from other
races. Jewish capitalists and Marxists, moreover, were said to be common en-
emies of the German people, whose national socialism, when properly led,
would create an empire to last one thousand years.

These beliefs were based on a mélange that combined Nietzsche’s thought
and various views of racism and eugenics, with nihilistic destruction of sup-
posed enemies always a more evident result of Nazism than the positive
meaning of racial superiority itself. Nonetheless, these views were thought to
be true; were discussed as science, not myth; and attracted or were supple-
mented by various intellectuals.
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The tactics that Lenin, Stalin, Mao, and Hitler used to bring about and
spread their control varied, and one may doubt how many Communists and
Nazis were, as time went on, motivated by the desire to institutionalize the
regime they claimed to prefer rather by the desire simply to hold and expand
their power. Nonetheless, at a minimum, the intellectual justification helped
them select classes of enemies beyond their ordinary political foes; it set the
public rhetoric and justification of the regimes; it oriented the Soviet Union
(and when the Nazis thought it necessary, Germany) to state control of mod-
ern economies; and, especially with the Marxists, it formed the basis of al-
liances and allegiances across the world.

Let us examine these areas more carefully to see whether the intellectual or
scientific element justifying these regimes is as novel as it seems. The USSR was
aided and supported by large numbers of Communists and fellow travelers in
other countries. Vicious debates about the status and interests of the Soviet
Union in particular versus world communism in general were largely resolved
in favor of support of the USSR by other communists before, during, and after
World War II. Many, of course, ended their support once the truths about Stalin’s
purges and murders in the 1920s and 1930s emerged; once the meaning of his
pact with his supposed arch enemy, the Nazis, was absorbed; and once his con-
trol of East Europe after World War II was grasped. What had attracted these
supporters and others was less (or not only) communism’s scientific inevitabil-
ity but the supposed justice of its way of life and its falsely advertised economic
success. Its justice was thought to be the justice of equality, peaceful coopera-
tion, and unbridled freedom. Marx and Engels famously described the commu-
nist society of the future as one in which “nobody has one exclusive sphere of
activity, but each can become accomplished in any branch he wishes, [and] so-
ciety regulates the general production and thus makes it possible for me to do
one thing today and another tomorrow, to hunt in the morning, fish in the after-
noon, rear cattle in the evening, criticize after dinner, just as I have a mind, with-
out ever becoming a hunter, fisherman, shepherd or critic.” “From each accord-
ing to his abilities, to each according to his needs” was the dominant slogan.8

The conflicts between free individual choice in using one’s abilities and social
demands upon them; the questionable dominance of self or even publicly de-
fined need rather than of excellence; and the natural and conventional limits to
human pleasure (not all can fish in the best ponds exactly when they want, hunt
where animal lovers have taken a stand, or be intelligently “critical” on a casual
schedule) were ignored, wished away, or never seen.

Some element of dragging down the unequal was surely also at work in this
understanding of justice, even if for many it was well disguised. Moreover,
the attack on inequality per se, without benefit of its intellectual justification,
structured much internal and external rhetoric by the Marxists about fascists,
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capitalists, and industrialists, and it directed or helped direct the Soviet
tyrants to the groups whom they dispossessed or killed.

From this discussion, we conclude that Marxism’s scientific or intellectual
justification brought out and exacerbated the egalitarian extremism that can
inherently distort the democratic justice of equal to equals. Such extremism
is, as Aristotle discussed, one path to or version of tyranny simply. The Marx-
ist intellectual argument, with its scientific claims, covered over the harmful
leveling nature of its goals and the destruction that even a “sincere” effort to
bring about what is utopian or impossible must cause. It therefore clouded the
understanding even of those who would have recoiled at being thought
tyrants, and it justified extreme injustice as proper and inevitable, thereby aid-
ing the tyranny of people who eventually (and in some cases from the start)
needed little such justification. The novel element in tyranny that Commu-
nism’s intellectual justification displayed was not some new discovery about
justice, the common good, or political excellence, but rather it was the way
the theoretical or scientific intellect abetted a tyranny that was based on or
employed extreme egalitarianism and leveling, which Aristotle already had
discussed, by appearing to justify it and by rallying support for it.9

We see something similar with the Nazis. Their attack on Jews went beyond
even today’s tyrannical attempts to “cleanse” ethnic rivals from one’s own ter-
ritory, because it sought ultimately to eliminate Jews everywhere, not merely
to dispossess or control them. Such brutality is an extreme of inequality or oli-
garchic tyranny, fueled by racial and volkisch theories and fears that distort the
natural understanding of human differences by identifying the supposedly no-
ble and base with ethnic splits. Those views so corrupted a proper under-
standing of the moral virtues that naturally distinguish the better among us
from the worse that the Nazis mistook courage for reckless, unmeasured vio-
lence, and the supposedly ignoble were seen as so inhuman that any treatment
of them became acceptable, with no limits of justice or necessity applying.
This ungodly racial excess shaped whatever other factors formed Nazi leaders
and directed the legal, political, and military content of their actions. Here, too,
therefore, intellectual or theoretical distortion and excess abetted, indeed
helped to bring about, tyranny and made it completely immoderate.

The intellectual justification of tyranny, that is, the claim to scientific or
philosophic truth and not only to political justice, also has the effect of stulti-
fying or controlling the intellect itself. What room can exist for free thought
if a regime claims to be based on unchallengeable scientific truth that covers
every area of importance?

To examine further the degree to which this theoretical element or other
factors make modern tyranny qualitatively different from ancient tyranny, we
will turn next to Communism’s and Nazism’s so-called totalitarianism.
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MODERN TYRANNY AND TOTALITARIANISM

Nazism and Communism often are called “totalitarian” to differentiate them
from other tyrannies. One element of totalitarianism is what we have just dis-
cussed, its theoretical or (as we sometimes say, following the Marxists) its
ideological basis. Its second major element is totality itself, the total control
by the regime of all elements of human life.

This totality is visible in the Nazis’ coordination of all spheres of activity
so that youth activities and education, the private economy and professions,
and religion and intellectual life were controlled to the degree the regime re-
quired. Academic administrators became party members. Youth groups were
Nazi youth groups. Churches had or sought only limited independence.
Lawyers and physicians were severely restricted in their judgments; judges
were selected who desired little freedom to begin with. Law was abrogated as
deemed necessary, or changed at will. Various security and police forces acted
more as threats than as protectors, jailing, sending to concentration camps,
and killing unimpeded by restraint. Communication was controlled. Trans-
portation and industry were commandeered for the war. Private property of
Jews and others was stolen and given to favorites.

Similar coordination existed in the Soviet Union. One can in both cases
overstate or over-imagine this coordination, of course, and believe one will
see complete cooperation among officials and with citizens, all marching to
tunes precisely played from on high. To notice conflicts in ambitions and
judgments can then mislead one into thinking that there was something like
genuine independence or even pluralism in Nazi Germany or the USSR.

This academic reaction to the overstatement of monolithic direction, how-
ever, is more mistaken than the overstatement itself. For, the essential nature
and horror of tyranny is much better grasped by remembering the always
threatened and usually exercised control of privacy, the professions, law, re-
ligion, and education than by emphasizing geographic or bureaucratic differ-
ences among the controllers.

In what way, however, does this total control differ from ancient tyranny?
Aristotle’s discussion of Periander’s methods seems to presage this degree of
domination. Not all ancient tyrannies, but precisely the worst, imitate in ad-
vance the totality of totalitarianism.

Differences appear when we concentrate on the kind and degree of coop-
eration modern tyrannies enjoy from their citizens. Modern tyranny is not
merely the dominance by a handful but their dominance with the cooperation,
perhaps the willing cooperation, of millions of others. The Nazis in particular
were actively or passively supported by huge numbers of Germans for many
years. This cooperation is perhaps similar to ancient tyrants’ support from
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flatterers and slaves, from the obsequious and those with the least to lose.
Nonetheless, modern tyranny appears to require the active engagement of
many, not merely acquiescence from a limited number. Moreover, modern
tyranny requires cooperation from the educated and able, not only from the
run of the mill.

Do fear, benefit, and some belief in the special place of the German people
(or socialist egalitarianism) explain sufficiently the cooperation and acquies-
cence of many of the gifted and so many others in tyrannical brutality and
control? Or must we add other, novel causes?

One explanation for the novel degree of ongoing, active engagement by
large numbers of citizens in modern tyrannies concerns the emergence of iso-
lated individuals, sundered from ordinary connections to church, neighbor-
hood, family, and professions. Such individuals, whom one finds, say, in the
original groups around Hitler (who can himself be described in this manner),
are visible versions of a way of life or attitude that some think defines con-
temporary man generally. Each of us is an interchangeable member of a mass,
or a cog in a machine, who experiences himself as rootless at the core even if
his own life is richer and more complex than the everyday life of the actual
urban mass. Totalitarianism wins the cooperation of such people, it is said,
because its justification gives them meaning as members of a superior people
or as the cutting edge of the socialist revolution, and it reinforces this mean-
ing with quasi-religious rituals and spectacles bathed in sentimentality and
frenzy. At the same time, such individuals’ rootlessness suits them well for or-
ganizational arrangement and rearrangement in the regime’s enterprises.10

One feature (and danger) of this explanation is to lose or downplay the dif-
ference between modern liberal democracy and modern totalitarianism.11 To-
talitarianism is seen to be the evil twin of liberal democracy, or hardly worse
than its twin. It is said that without liberal democracy’s grounding in individ-
ual natural rights, its limitation of government to representing interests rather
than forming character, its separation of powers and therefore its ineffective
government, its preference for satisfaction over “nobility,” its liberation of
technology to enhance satisfaction, its toleration and therefore its privatization
and desacralization of religion, and its entry into professions and contracts so
freely and voluntarily that occupations and ownership are freed from all but
market obligations—it is said that without all this, we would not have created
the isolated individual, easy to organize and ripe or even desperate for mean-
ing and totality. Modern totalitarianism, it follows, would therefore not exist.

From a practical standpoint, however, there is all the difference in the
world between liberal democracy and totalitarianism. Indeed, it is precisely
the Nazis’ and Communists’ murderous attack on individual security; their
abrogation of freedoms of speech, press, religion, occupation, and economy;
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and their destruction of the legal independence protected by separation of
powers that compel us to understand them as tyrants. Modern freedom taken
to an alienated extreme may indeed make us vulnerable to tyranny, soft as
well as hard. Although totalitarianism may use this vulnerability, however, it
is not in the end formed or enabled by a particular kind of freedom liberated
by the modern liberalism of, say, John Locke and the American founders.
Rather, we should say that despite totalitarianism’s talk of nobility or active
happiness, it employs and develops in many of its citizens the smallness of
soul that Aristotle discusses, especially in the guise of an extreme concern
with security and a certainty that masquerades as equal freedom.12

The antidote or preventive for this smallness of soul, this cowardly igno-
bility, is not to eliminate modern freedom but, rather, to ennoble or educate it,
and to develop its own resources for excellence. (After all, Soviet and Nazi
tyranny were in the end overcome by responsible liberal democrats.) During
his dissident years in Czechoslovakia, Vaclav Havel wrote that if each citizen
held himself responsible for exercising his own freedom honestly in his own
sphere, totalitarian lies would be exposed, the chains of totalitarian collabo-
ration would be loosened, and the totalitarian regime would topple.13

A responsible exercise of freedom that looks to freedom’s excellent, ele-
vated, or virtuous use and that roots itself in equal natural rights whose
ground is correctly understood is, together with the other elements we men-
tioned when discussing Aristotle, the best measure against tyranny. This is
true, too, for controlling priestly tyrannies, old and new. Central here (as,
also, in combating totalitarianism and the possibly permanent harm of un-
trammeled modern technology) is for reason to keep itself responsibly inde-
pendent from political and religious control.14 For, tyranny justified on “rea-
sonable” or “higher” grounds, that is, tyrants hiding behind an intellectual
mission taught to or spread among many followers, is its most threatening
and perhaps its only significantly new element.15 As a group, the measures I
have mentioned will, through a political common sense that is aided by the
intellect so we do not fall prey to the seductive extremes or false images of
security, freedom, virtue, and thought, enable us to recognize and resist
tyrannical action.

NOTES

1. Our most common or obvious example here is our loosely calling any law or
parent tyrannical that does not allow us to do exactly what we want when, where, and
with whom we desire. “Liberty” is in these cases being understood in an extreme, un-
limited manner that, on reflection, requires complete control over others, whenever
one chooses to exercise it—that is, one’s own tyranny.

22 Mark Blitz



2. One would consider especially Plato’s Republic and Xenophon’s Hiero.
3. References are to book and chapter from Aristotle’s Politics. I have used the

translation by Carnes Lord (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984). See also the
chapters on Aristotle in Harvey Mansfield Jr., Taming the Prince (New York: The Free
Press, 1987), and Nathan Tarcov, “Tyranny from Plato to Locke,” in this volume.

4. Aristotle mentions that helots and slaves are capable of high-minded thoughts,
although they perhaps lack the daring to act on them.

5. All quotations in this section will be from the 10th and 11th chapters of Book
V of the Politics.

6. Such ethnic and tribal divisions are also often religious divisions. Cf. Roger
Boesche, “An Omission from Ancient and Early Modern Theories of Tyranny: Geno-
cidal Tyrannies” in this volume.

7. I have drawn in the remarks below from many books, including, on the Nazis,
Michael Burleigh, The Third Reich (Hill and Wang, 2000), and Ian Kershaw, Hitler,
2 vols. (W. W. Norton, 2000); on the Soviets, Robert Conquest, The Great Terror
(Macmillan, 1968), Merle Fainsod, How Russia Is Ruled (Harvard University Press,
1953), and Alexander Solzhenitsyn, The Gulag Archipelago (Harper & Row, 1974ff);
and on totalitarianism generally, Carl Friedrich and Zbigniew Brzezinski, Totalitarian
Dictatorship and Autocracy (Praeger, 1956). One also should consider Winston
Churchill’s writings on the Nazis and Communists, in particular The Gathering Storm
(Houghton Mifflin, 1948).

8. The first quotation is from Marx and Engels, The German Ideology (1846).
The second is from Marx, Critique of the Gotha Program (1875).

9. This aid is perhaps already visible in justifications of the French Revolution.
Consider Hegel’s Philosophy of Right.

10. This view is expressed in various forms. It underlies work on “mass” men or
“crowds” as well as some views of totalitarianism. In addition to some of the works
footnoted earlier, see, for example, Jose Ortega y Gasset, The Revolt of the Masses
(W. W. Norton, 1957, first published in 1930); Hannah Arendt, The Origin of Totali-
tarianism (Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1951); Martin Heidegger, Being and Time,
trans. John Macquarrie and John Robinson from Sein Und Zeit (Harper & Row, 1962,
first published in 1927); and Martin Heidegger, Introduction to Metaphysics, trans.
Gregory Fried and Richard Polt from Einfuhrung in die Metaphysik, based on lectures
delivered in 1935 (Yale University Press, 2000, first published in 1953). Consider also
Waller Newell, “Is There an Ontology of Tyranny?” in this volume.

11. Heidegger’s works display a version of this difficulty.
12. One might argue that one sees this fear especially during the onset or decay of

liberalism.
13. See Vaclav Havel, Open Letters, ed. Paul Wilson (New York: Vintage, 1992).
14. The place of technology in contemporary tyranny is an important issue. The

burden of my discussion here is that while technology may abet and expand contem-
porary tyranny, the essence of modern technology is not technological per se. Rather,
its heart is the question of justice. Nor is the essence of modern technology tyranni-
cal, for liberal democracy is a proper home of technology, and liberal democracy is
not tyranny.
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15. For the question of the ancient understanding of the connection between phi-
losophy and tyranny, consider, in addition to the references and discussions in the pa-
pers by Nathan Tarcov and Ronald Beiner in this volume, Plato, Hipparchus,
228b1–229d7.
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In his chapter, Mark Lilla argues that the Bush Doctrine conceals the true na-
ture of modern tyranny. I continue this line of criticism by questioning the
link between domestic tyranny and global turmoil. According to President
George W. Bush, the states identified as the “Axis of Evil” are not merely a
danger to their own people but also threaten “the peace of the world.” In the
2002 State of the Union Address, Bush warned:

States like these, and their terrorist allies, constitute an axis of evil, arming to
threaten the peace of the world. By seeking weapons of mass destruction, these
regimes pose a grave and growing danger. They could provide these arms to ter-
rorists, giving them the means to match their hatred. They could attack our al-
lies or attempt to blackmail the United States. In any of these cases, the price of
indifference would be catastrophic. . . . The United States of America will not
permit the world’s most dangerous regimes to threaten us with the world’s most
destructive weapons (January 29, 2002).

Certainly, “weapons of mass destruction” in the hands of an evil, rogue
regime are a legitimate reason for alarm. Even more disturbing is the possibil-
ity that these weapons will be handed over to international terrorists. But, as
we now know from the case of Iraq, the existence of these weapons and link-
ages to terrorism are not mandatory requirements for membership in the Axis
of Evil.1 Rather, it is the nature of these states as tyrannies, domestically un-
democratic and unfree, that makes them an international threat. The American-
led overthrow of Saddam Hussein was not merely to liberate the Iraqi people
from an “outlaw dictator” but to save the world from a “grave and gathering
threat.” As Bush says in a later speech, “Today, because America has acted,
and because America has led, the forces of terror and tyranny have suffered de-
feat after defeat, and America and the world are safer” (July 12, 2004).

Chapter 3

Tyranny Bound
David Edward Tabachnick



Yet, it is not entirely obvious or clear why tyranny now represents a threat to
the peace of the world. Historically, tyrannies have threatened local or regional
stability, but not disproportionately when compared to other kinds of regimes.
The Peloponnesian War, for example, was fought between a timocratic Sparta
and a democratic Athens; the Roman Republic defeated the Carthaginian Em-
pire in the Punic Wars; and World War I was fought among monarchs, czars,
hereditary emperors, and democracies. And, while World War II is often de-
scribed as a war against tyranny, Germany and Italy are better described as to-
talitarian states and Japan as a historical empire. So, while the Gulf War of 1991
and the stalemate on the Korean Peninsula do illustrate the expansionist ten-
dencies of at least two of the members of the Axis of Evil, they do not prove
that these states are inherently more dangerous than any other. In fact, a tyranny
is more likely to be tolerated, contained, ignored, or even supported than to be
treated as a danger to global stability. The United States, for example, has had
relatively recent and friendly dealings with a whole host of tyrants: Batista in
Cuba; Duvalier in Haiti; Marcos in the Philippines; Pinochet in Chile; and, most
recently, Musharraf in Pakistan.2 All of this suggests that tyrannies do not rep-
resent a special or exceptional threat to international peace.

There are of course examples we could point to. Although not quite a tyrant
by classical definition, the Roman emperor Caligula extended his paranoid
and volatile domestic leadership to disastrous military campaigns. General
Suharto of Indonesia replicated a similar brutality in both a civilian crack-
down and in the invasion of East Timor in the mid-1970s. But, it is hard to at-
tribute this international behavior to a particular form of domestic order. We
could as easily mine the colonial history of the British, the Dutch, or the
Spanish and find comparable acts and events. The ancient world is equally
filled with examples of aggressive expansion, imperialism, and genocide. In
any case, international ruthlessness is not exclusive to tyrants or tyrannies.

As many of the contributors to this volume point out, political philosophy
does single out tyranny as a particularly awful form of domestic political or-
der. Plato, Aristotle, and Xenophon correlate the vicious character of the
tyrant and the character of the tyrannical regime—the unhappy tyrant brings
forth an unhappy city. However, the same connection is not made between the
character of the domestic regime and its behavior in the international sphere.
We cannot, it seems, predict the behavior of states on the global stage in the
same way Plato and Aristotle predict the internal cycle of domestic regimes.
Nor can we categorize the international character of a state in the same way
that Plato and Aristotle classify its internal character. Whereas there is a rec-
ognized connection between the virtue and viciousness of the policies and
practices of the political leadership of the polis and the character of the citi-
zenry (i.e., the city and man), the connection between the domestic and inter-
national affairs of a state (i.e., the city and the world) is not as obvious.
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Traditionally, the field of international relations tells us it is impossible to
make this sort of connection because every state is thought to act in the exact
same way internationally, whether democracies, kingdoms, or tyrannies.3 All
states, regardless of how they handle their internal affairs, act and are treated
as equals on the international stage. While a state may be a democracy at
home, it may act as a tyrant abroad. While brutal, immoral, and erratic to his
own people, a tyrant may still be an accepted member of the international
community. The anarchical state system requires that we disconnect the do-
mestic from the international.4 In turn, it is not easy to predict how a domes-
tic regime will act globally.

Therefore, it seems that neither political philosophy nor international rela-
tions can help us understand the connection between domestic and interna-
tional tyranny. Yet, obviously, tyrannies are more than just a domestic or psy-
chological phenomenon—they affect other states. It is just not clear why a
state functioning domestically on avarice, fear, and the indiscriminate im-
pulses of its leader(s) will not predictably act in a similar way internationally.

The one thinker embraced by both political philosophers and international
theorists may provide some insight.5 While adopted by the “realists,” Thucy-
dides nowhere treats “international relations” as a separate area of study, fun-
damentally distinct from domestic politics. Instead, he describes a dynamic
relationship between the foreign affairs and the internal order of a state.6 For
example, in his account of the civil war at Corcyra in Book III of The History
of the Peloponnesian War, Thucydides observes that the disruption of inter-
national war had brought every state in the Hellenic world to the brink of rev-
olution: “It became a natural thing for anyone who wanted a change of gov-
ernment to call in help from the outside” (5.82). The ancient city-states of the
Hellenes were not at all bound to the modern logic of sovereignty that sug-
gests that states are like billiard balls, impervious to international events. In a
similar reference to the dynamic relationship between the international and
the domestic, Thucydides suggests that war had caused Athens to move away
from democracy toward tyranny. In Book II, we learn that the domestic chaos
created by the plague and the war required that the respected General Pericles
be given emergency powers: “It was he [Pericles] who led them, rather than
they [the people] who led him. . . . So, in what was nominally a democracy,
power was really in the hands of the first citizen” (2.65). Here, rather than re-
flecting a natural and internal cycle of regimes, domestic order in Athens
moves from democracy toward tyranny due to both domestic and interna-
tional events.

Thucydides further suggests that things also move in the other direction:
the domestic influencing the international. In Book I, Thucydides describes
tyranny as unable to achieve anything great internationally because of the na-
ture of the regime. Where a monarch or emperor should be able conquer other
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civilizations and territories and build large empires, the tyrant is limited to a
small sphere of control. Thucydides writes,

And in the Hellenic states that were governed by tyrants, the tyrant’s first thought
was always for himself, for his own personal safety, and for the greatness of his
own family. Consequently security was the chief political principle in these gov-
ernments, and no great action ever came out of them—nothing, in fact, that went
beyond their immediate local interests, except for the tyrants in Sicily, who rose
to great power. So for a long time the state of affairs everywhere in Hellas was
such that nothing very remarkable could be done by any combination of powers
and that even the individual cities were lacking in enterprise. (1.17)

If this can be taken as a general theory of the international behavior of
tyranny, we might conclude that Thucydides’ tyrant, like Plato’s and Aristo-
tle’s, is limited by his appetites, unable to think beyond his own stomach to-
ward national interests, higher purposes, or greater power. Rather than focus-
ing on new acquisitions, the tyrant seeks to keep safe his existing wealth and
territory. As described here, the tyrant is merely a “local” actor. While able to
achieve small military successes, Thucydides notes that for the tyrants, “There
was no warfare on land that resulted in the acquisition of an empire. What wars
there were were simply frontier skirmishes. . . . Wars were simply local affairs
between neighbours” (1.15). The power of the tyrant is limited to raising rev-
enue: they pillage and tax the surrounding islands but are unable to either con-
solidate this power into any higher form or create alliances to increase their
sphere beyond the local. Bereft of any inspiration for large-scale domination
or an ideological vision of global transformation, the tyrant is obliged to focus
all of his attentions on maintaining what he already has. Arguably, any effort
at expansion will lead not only to failure abroad but also to domestic collapse.

Thucydides’ account may remind us of the long line of “petty dictators”
that have risen quickly to power, have instituted vicious domestic oppression,
have built grand palaces for their families, and have led unsuccessful military
campaigns only to be toppled, assassinated, chased away, or arrested: they are
local but not global threats. Slobodan Milos̆ević ruled for eleven years, Idi
Amin ruled for only eight years, and Pol Pot ruled a mere four years. Even
Kim Il Sung and Hafez Assad, who were able to pass the reins of power to
their sons, cannot expect to match the power and longevity of the dynasties
of the Far East and the centuries-old democracies of the West. But, regardless
of their time in power, none of these petty dictators compromised or compro-
mise the safety of the world. What is more, Thucydides is not simply saying
that tyrants were unable to achieve anything great but also that the citizens
and cities under the tyrannies were held down or bound (katechô). Not only
were individuals and cities bound by tyranny, but also the whole of Greece.
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Put this way, tyranny served as a barrier to the later expansion, imperialism,
and “world” war that would come to characterize the Hellenes a century later.

Still, there are problems with drawing a general theory of international
tyranny from the above passage. In general, the pre-Platonic view of tyranny
is ambivalent, implying neither reproach nor praise but simply describing the
method of attainment and form of a certain kind of political leadership,7 and,
upon closer inspection, Thucydides’ account of the tyrant more or less mir-
rors this ambivalence, describing some tyrants as cruel and repressive and
commending others for their evenhandedness and honesty.8 More problem-
atic is his reference to the “great power” of Sicily that clearly indicates that
not all tyrants are bound to local interests. Then again, the point is that Sicily
is the exception. While it was able to achieve some international success, by
and large, tyrants are bound to the local. The reason for this does not so much
lie in the psychology, personality, or character of the tyrant but in his subjects.
Because they lack a desire for glory and honor, they are not compelled to fight
for the regime.9

Herodotus makes the same point. He argues that once the yoke of tyranny
is thrown off, the emancipated citizenry can achieve greatness. In Book V of
his Histories, Herodotus writes,

And it is plain enough, not from this instance only, but from many everywhere,
that freedom is an excellent thing since even the Athenians, who, while they
continued under the rule of tyrants, were not a whit more valiant than any of
their neighbours, no sooner shook off the yoke than they became decidedly the
first of all. These things show that, while undergoing oppression, they let them-
selves be beaten, since then they worked for a master; but so soon as they got
their freedom, each man was eager to do the best he could for himself. So fared
it now with the Athenians. (5.78)

Again, Herodotus argues that the tyrants held down or bound (katechô) the
Athenians from greatness—the tyrant actually limits the ability of a state to
expand. The citizenry under the tyrants, he says, are cowardly, lacking any
sense of loyalty to the state or desire for honor or glory in battle. Even if the
tyrant had aspirations for international conquest, he will never have a galva-
nized population, army, or culture to back his efforts. Arguably, a soldier mo-
tivated to fight out of fear of domestic oppression will abandon his post when
faced with death from his enemy. Clearly, the Athenians under these tyrants
are a far cry from the unified, heroic soldiers that helped build the great em-
pire described by Pericles in his famous funeral oration.

At this point, we can also understand Aristotle’s account of the domestic
character of tyranny in the larger context of international tyranny. According to
Aristotle, tyranny aims to keep its subjects small (mikra), to have them always
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distrust one another, and to discourage friendship, public gatherings, and all po-
litical action (Aristotle 1995, 1314a). The tyrant also makes his subjects poor
so that they are kept busy with their daily affairs, not having leisure to plot
against him (Aristotle 1995, 1313b). Tyranny favors fear rather than loyalty,
private subsistence rather than public glory, and insular suspicion rather than in-
ternational conquest. Aristotle thinks tyranny is deviant, but not because the
people under it are necessarily oppressed. He even has praise for specific
tyrants, describing the tyranny at Sicyon as treating its subjects moderately and
the tyrant Cleisthenes as looking after the interests of the people (Aristotle
1995, 1315b; see also 1285a–b, 1295a). For Aristotle, tyranny is deviant be-
cause it does not allow for a sense of civic responsibility, open expression, plu-
rality of opinion, and public action. Not only does this keep the individual from
achieving greatness, but so too does it limit the greatness of the regime. This
same suppression of the public realm was in clear display in Saddam Hussein’s
Iraq and still persists in Kim Jong-Il’s North Korea.

Even warfare under tyranny is of a deviant sort. Aristotle explains that “the
tyrant is a stirrer-up of war, with the deliberate purpose of keeping the people
busy and also of making them constantly in need of a leader” (1313b). War is
engaged to fulfill a private agenda—to maintain what the tyrant already has—
rather than to satisfy aspiration for conquest. Again, the tyrant is far more
concerned with maintaining his control over the domestic population than
with expanding his power to new peoples and territories. In fact, not only is
the tyrant less than concerned with expansion, but, according to Aristotle,
even if he was so concerned, the citizens of a tyranny lack spirit and are ill
equipped for international conquest.

Taking our cue from these ancient thinkers, we can conclude that Bush is
wrong: tyrants and tyrannies may be a local threat to domestic populations
and a regional threat to neighboring states, but they are not global threats and
do not compromise the safety of the world. The unpredictability or rogue
character of international tyranny is really due to the skewed intentions of the
tyrant to maintain his grip on his population rather than a real or concerted ef-
fort to rule the world. And, until recently, this has been reflected in American
foreign policy: tolerating, containing, and even working with and supporting
tyrants including Saddam Hussein.

NOTES

1. The member states of the Axis of Evil are Iraq, Iran, and North Korea. Many
other oppressive, rogue, locally aggressive states are left out of this Axis of Evil:
Syria, Zimbabwe, Burma, Egypt, Pakistan, India, China, and Israel, the last four hav-
ing nuclear capability.
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2. See Daniel Pipes, Friendly Tyrants: An American Dilemma, ed. Adam Garfinkle
(New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1991).

3. Because there is no overarching global government, legislator, or judge, sover-
eign states recognize no superior political authority and are the sole arbitrators of the
rightness, justness, and legality of their own actions. See, for example, Martin Wight,
Power Politics (Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1978), especially p. 105.

4. According to Michael T. Clark, “IR presupposes for its justification as a distinct
subdiscipline of political science a discrete domain of social phenomena (most stren-
uously, Waltz 1979). The aim of IR is to identify, assess, and explain the relatively in-
dependent causal forces emanating from the international system itself” (493).

5. Thucydides is common ground for both international relations theorists and po-
litical philosophers. He is often cited as the first “realist” thinker. See Laurie M. John-
son Bagby “The Use and Abuse of Thucydides in International Relations,” Interna-
tional Organization 48, no. 1 (Winter, 1994): 131–53, as well as Nancy Kokaz
“Between Anarchy and Tyranny: Excellence and the Pursuit of Power and Peace in
Ancient Greece,” Review of International Studies 27 (2001): 91–118.

Political philosophy has also adopted Thucydides to help explain the nature of im-
perialism, war, and aggression. For example, The Necessities of War by Peter R.
Pouncey, The Ambition to Rule by Steven Forde, Greek Imperialism by William Fer-
guson, Thucydides and Athenian Imperialism by Jâcqueline de Romilly.

6. For an excellent account of this relationship, see W. Daniel Garst “Thucydides
and the Domestic Sources of International Politics” in Thucydides Theory of Interna-
tional Relations.

7. Where monarchs gained power through inheritance, the tyrant gained power
through some kind of violent movement. The general characteristics of the tyrant
were that he was bound by no external law, authority, or ethics.

8. For example, the “digression” on the Pisistratid tyranny, which ruled Athens a
century before the start of the Peloponnesian War, challenges contemporary concep-
tions of tyranny. Thucydides writes of these tyrants:

Indeed, generally their government was not grievous to the multitude, or in any way odi-
ous in practice; and these tyrants cultivated wisdom and virtue as much as any, and with-
out exacting from the Athenians more than a twentieth of their income, splendidly adorned
their city, and carried on their wars, and provided sacrifices for the temples. For the rest,
the city was left in full enjoyment of its existing laws, except that care was always taken
to have the offices in the hands of some one of the family. (6.54)

As Michael Palmer points out, Thucydides goes out of his way to correct the
common misperception among the Athenians that this hereditary tyranny de-
scended into a very bad regime. Rather than the result of some necessary and nat-
ural cycle of decline, the Pisistratid tyranny collapsed due to the private jealousy
of a scorned lover (Palmer 1982, 106–109). Palmer goes on to detail the link be-
tween tyranny and piety in Thucydides citing the stories of Polycrates (1.13), Cy-
clon (1.126), Themistocles (1.135–1.138), and Alcibiades. For another account of
Thucydides’ correction, see Leo Strauss, “Thucydides’ Peloponnesian War,” in The
City and Man, 195–97.
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Finally, as mentioned earlier, Pericles is given the opportunity to exercise absolute
power over Athens. Nonetheless, he is still described as intelligent and known for in-
tegrity, ruling with foresight and respect for the liberty of the people.

9. See 8.66.
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From the ancient Greeks to just past the edge of the modern world or,
roughly, from Plato to Marx, a significant number of political theorists sought
to analyze the tyrannies of their own times: Plato and Aristotle the various
Greek tyrants, Tacitus the Roman emperors, Machiavelli the Italian princes,
Montesquieu les despotismes of European and especially French monarchs,
Tocqueville a possible suffocating democratic despotism, and Marx the des-
potism of capital and the workplace. Of course, these thinkers did not always
agree in their analyses of tyrannies, but there was, I will argue, a more-or-less
coherent consensus about what characteristics one would expect to find in the
regime of a tyrant. And these characteristics still describe and help us to un-
derstand tyrannies of the twentieth and the twenty-first centuries, so that, for
the most part, Aristotle and Machiavelli reborn would not be surprised by
how Mussolini, Ceauşescu, Marcos, Saddam Hussein, Idi Amin, or Pinochet
dominated their subjects. Without question, these earlier thinkers can help us
analyze and understand modern forms of tyranny. Nevertheless, a small num-
ber of new features emerged in some tyrannies of the twentieth century, fea-
tures that allowed a new species of tyranny to emerge, what I call genocidal
tyranny. All tyrannies are violent, but not all set out in a systematic way to kill
a substantial portion of their population. This was something new in the twen-
tieth century, and it was omitted from the earlier brilliant, but now crucially
limited, accounts of tyranny.1 After I first sketch the key characteristics found
in ancient and early modern political theorists, I will show how new devel-
opments brought a new and more murderous kind of tyranny, by looking at
the case studies of the Armenian genocide and the genocides committed by
the Khmer Rouge.

Chapter 4

An Omission from Ancient and Early
Modern Theories of Tyranny:

Genocidal Tyrannies
Roger Boesche



CHARACTERISTICS OF ANCIENT 
AND EARLY MODERN TYRANNIES

One Tyranny, One Tyrant

Aristotle offered the classical Greek definition of a tyranny, that is, rule by
one person who thinks not of the general good but of his or her self-interest.
“This tyranny is just that arbitrary power of an individual which is responsi-
ble to no one, and governs all alike, whether equals or better, with a view to
its own advantage, not to that of its subjects, and therefore against their will”
(Aristotle 1941b, 1295a19–1295a22). Despite obvious exceptions to this de-
piction, for example the period of Thirty Tyrants in Athens, Plato also would
have agreed with Aristotle’s definition of tyranny as rule by a single and self-
interested tyrant. In describing the absolute rule (dominatio) of Tiberius,
Nero, and other emperors, Tacitus also described such tyranny as rule by one
person, even though we can now see clearly a structure of power, including
both a dominant class and a central role for the military. Montesquieu feared
the power of Louis XIV and XV and sought to check monarchical power
threatening to become absolute. Despite the fact that he most famously fo-
cused on rule by a prince, Machiavelli came closest to breaking from the
Greek definition of tyranny, because, especially in his History of Florence, he
analyzed the roles of classes, parties that generally represented class interests,
and factions that fought for the narrow interests of one man or one family. In
arguing that “a prince alone, lacking a nobility, cannot support the weight of
a princedom” (Machiavelli 1965a, 107), Machiavelli initiated but did not fol-
low through with a more complete class analysis. Thus, with some merely mi-
nor exceptions, the ancient and early modern view assumed that for each
tyranny there was one ruling tyrant, a view not challenged seriously until Toc-
queville, who depicted a faceless despotism with no identifiable despot, and
Marx, who focused on classes.

Isolated in Private, or the Disappearance of Public Space

Aristotle articulated originally and most forcefully that tyrants must prohibit
subjects from gathering in public space where they might deliberate and organ-
ize, and instead confine them to private space. Tyrants should “sow quarrels
among the citizens,” separating citizens and breaking apart friendships, and
they “must not allow common meals, clubs, education,” or any other public
“meetings” during which people might communicate, trust one another, and or-
ganize (Aristotle 1941b, 1313b17–18, 1313b1–3). Force and violence were the
means to eliminate public space. Similarly, Tacitus wrote that fear of the army
forced people out of public space and into their private homes. Rome resem-
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bled a captured city on the next day. The great houses were shuttered, the streets
almost empty, and the populace in mourning” (Tacitus 1975, 1.36). Recogniz-
ing that republics require public political deliberation and even public “quar-
rels,” “agitations,” and “disturbances occasioned in the public places,” (Machi-
avelli 1950, 119–20), Machiavelli understood that a tyrant must keep people
“dispersed” and “the state disunited” (Machiavelli 1950, 105, 283).

The most obvious way to close down public space is by prohibiting meet-
ings with threats of violence that obviously induce fear. For Montesquieu,
fear was the principle or motivating force of despotism (Montesquieu 1949,
3.9). By describing the frightful role played by spies and informers—the
hated delatores—Tacitus noted that fear of violence confined people to pri-
vate space but also destroyed any genuine conversation, because no one knew
if he or she could trust either friend or family. Romans “have indeed set up a
record of subservience . . . robbed as we are by informers even of the right to
exchange ideas in conversation” (Tacitus 1970, chap. 2). Fear and mutual sus-
picion created a psychological isolation, a fearful loneliness.

When subjects know that they are being—or even might be—watched by
spies, they avoid sincere conversations, they say what they believe tyrannical
power wants to hear, and they even must carefully arrange their facial ex-
pressions. While Nero pranced on stage, spies watched the audience. “There
were many spies unconcealedly (and more still secretly),” observed Tacitus,
“noting who was there—and noting whether their expressions were pleased
or dissatisfied” (Tacitus 1977, 16.5). Under tyranny, each plays a role, dis-
simulates, and pretends in order to survive. This helps us understand both
how people in Mao’s China confessed to some error that they thought the au-
thorities wanted to hear, and also the exaggerated grieving in North Korea af-
ter Kim Il Sung’s death. Said Tacitus of imperial Rome, “Men had constantly
to attune their attitudes and expressions to the latest rumor” (Tacitus 1975,
1.85). To survive tyranny, one must often become a role-playing hypocrite.

To return to the phenomenon under tyranny of being confined to private life,
Tocqueville somewhat later noted the rich and rewarding life of public partici-
pation in American democracy, but he deduced that the acquisitive ethic of the
new commercial classes might well undermine the public world as individuals
shirked their public and political obligations to pursue their private and eco-
nomic affairs. “A man absorbed by the cares of making money has always been
a timid or indifferent citizen” (Drescher 1968, 195). Tocqueville observed a ten-
sion between democracy and commerce, between democracy that encourages
one to be a citizen acting for the general good, and commerce that urges one to
look after one’s private self-interest by accumulating wealth and property. “The
time will come when men are carried away and lose all self-restraint at the sight
of the new possessions they are about to obtain. . . . It is not necessary to do
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violence to such a people in order to strip them of the rights they enjoy; they
themselves willingly loosen their hold” (Tocqueville 1945, 2.149). A modern
tyranny would not need violence and fear to force people out of public space be-
cause, over time, the commercial ethic would undermine public and democratic
deliberations, which would quietly and logically decline and disappear.

Monopoly on the Means of Violence

Violence was seen as the cornerstone of ancient and early modern theories of
tyranny because violence could eliminate or intimidate any possible opposi-
tion. Said Aristotle of any men capable of leading an opposition, “The tyrant
should lop off those who are too high; he must put to death men of spirit”
(Aristotle 1941b, 1313a40–1313b1). Whereas control of the army is of para-
mount importance, tyrants must be able to wield extralegal violence with their
own private paramilitary forces. The tyrant Pisistratus tricked Athenian citi-
zens into disarming, formed his own private bodyguard, and with this body-
guard “rose against the people and seized the Acropolis” (Aristotle 1984,
chap. 2). Even before Augustus died, Tiberius was supreme commander of the
army and had a private army loyal only to him escorting him through the
streets of Rome (Tacitus 1977, 1.7). Machiavelli noted that Lorenzo the Mag-
nificent was always “accompanied by many armed men (Machiavelli 1965b,
8.9.1393), and Machiavelli urged princes who wished to stay in power to
study military affairs. “A prince therefore should have no other aim or
thought, nor take up any other thing for his study, but war and its organiza-
tion and discipline” (Machiavelli, 14.53). The twin foundations of any suc-
cessful state are “good laws and good armies” (Machiavelli 1950, 12.44).
Nevertheless, if any tyrant continues to use violence, killing, and cruelty, then
that tyrant is mismanaging the state, because Aristotle, Tacitus, and Machi-
avelli all thought that one should need some minimal number of examples of
cruelty to provide order, some sort of economy of violence. Endless killing is
a symptom warning that the tyranny is unstable. Said Machiavelli, “Well-
committed [cruelties] may be called those . . . which are perpetuated once for
the need of securing one’s self, and which afterwards are not persisted in, but
are exchanged for measures as useful to the subjects as possible” (Machi-
avelli Prince, 8.34). Moreover, “the more cruelty [a man] employs the feebler
will his authority become” (Machiavelli 1950, 162).

The Appearance of a Republic, the Reality of Tyranny

Many ancient and early modern political thinkers recognized that those who
practice tyranny find it useful to keep up appearances of some sort of popu-
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lar government. In his Discourses, Machiavelli argued that the people are all
too willing to be deceived by appearances. “He who desires or attempts to re-
form the government of a state . . . must at least retain the semblance of the
old forms; so that it may seem to the people that there has been no change in
the institutions, even though in fact they are entirely different from the old
ones. For the great majority of mankind are satisfied with appearances, as
though they were realities” (Machiavelli 1950, 182). Although this advice
will work only if one is willing to bring about a tyranny gradually, all tyran-
nies rely on some deception, which is why Machiavelli advised princes that
they cannot always be merciful, humane, and religious, but they must appear
to be so (Machiavelli 1950, 18.65).

Tacitus described this well in his analysis of Tiberius. Emerging from years
of civil war, the Roman populace no longer seemed to want genuine republi-
can government, and Augustus obligingly brought them peace, authoritarian
rule, and the appearances of republican freedom. “Then [Augustus] gradually
pushed ahead and absorbed the functions of the senate, the officials, and even
the law. Opposition did not exist. War or judicial murder had disposed of all
men of spirit” (Tacitus 1977, 1.2). His successor Tiberius similarly left the
senate only “the pretenses of freedom” and therefore but “a shadow of its an-
cient power” (Tacitus 1977, 1.77, 3.60). In appearance, Rome was a republic;
in reality, a tyranny. While the senate deliberated, but only about trivial mat-
ters such as festival dates on the calendar, and while the law courts carried on
but not if a judicial decision went against the emperor, Rome maintained the
illusion of popular government. “The impressiveness of the Republican fa-
cade only meant that the slave-state . . . would be all the more loathsome”
(Tacitus 1977, 1.81).

Actually, Augustus himself eliminated most popular deliberations, but he
left the judiciary and the law courts somewhat independent so that while Au-
gustus was alive, Rome’s impressive legal codes could protect individuals.
By contrast, Tiberius captured the courts. Virtually every analyst of tyranny
after Tacitus—especially, for examples, Montesquieu and Tocqueville—un-
derstood that no tyranny can be complete if one allows judicial independence.
Tiberius sat in on important legal cases to intimidate judges, and he extended
the Roman law against treason to the words an individual wrote or spoke, no
longer confining it, as before, only to actions. Personally disgusted that great
Roman citizens and senators seemed too eager to deliver their freedom to
him, Tiberius allegedly said after leaving an obsequious senate, “Men fit to
be slaves!” (Tacitus 1977, 3.65). Citing Tacitus and admiring the legal tradi-
tion with some of its roots in Rome, Montesquieu argued that the executive,
legislative, and judicial branches must all be separate, and that if one power
controlled them all, that would be a certain sign of despotism. In particular,
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he loved the judiciary. “It is not enough to have intermediate powers in a
monarchy; there must be a depositary of the laws. This depositary can only
be the judges of the supreme courts of justice” (Montesquieu 1949, 2.4).

Fears of Centralization

Like his predecessor Bodin, Montesquieu feared a centralized government
with no check on its powers by intermediate bodies, groups, and associations.
Dearest to Montesquieu’s heart, of course, was an independent judiciary that
could protect individual rights from government arbitrariness. Nearly as im-
portant, Montesquieu defended the rights of classes, extended families,
provinces, guilds, parishes, and localities against the all-too-frequent exten-
sions of monarchical power. “Abolish the privileges of the lords, the clergy
and the cities in a monarchy, and you will soon have a popular state, or else
a despotic government” (Montesquieu 1994, 2.4). Tocqueville merely ex-
tended the argument. Because the acquisitive ethic of the new commercial
democracies acts as a centripetal force fastening people to their private lives,
intermediate bodies—especially classes and provinces and extended fami-
lies—tend to disappear. In their place steps a centralized administration. “Af-
ter the destruction of classes, corporations, and castes, [the state] appeared as
the necessary and natural heir to all the secondary powers. The idea of cen-
tralization and that of the sovereignty of the people were born on the same
day” (Boesche 1996, 222). Why did Tocqueville think that democratic states
would inevitably centralize? First, after public life begins to disappear and
citizens retire to their private homes, and after local groups and intermediate
institutions start to dissolve, individuals seeking help will turn to the central
government, which can only become more powerful as groups and institu-
tions decline. Second, every time a new war comes along, more power ex-
tends to the central government and powerful wartime corporations. And fi-
nally, in mediating between labor and industry and in attempting to lessen the
deprivation occurring during the business cycle, the central government will
need more power. “Thus, the manufacturing classes require more regulation,
superintendence, and restraint than the other classes of society, and it is nat-
ural that the powers of government should increase in the same proportion as
those classes” (Tocqueville 1945, 2.327). Against all these powerful trends,
all tending toward increasing the powers of the central government, Toc-
queville suggested that associations might offer a new sort of intermediate
body between the individual and the state, new intermediate powers so much
beloved by his mentor Montesquieu, that might restrain a nearly all-powerful
centralized government. Against this ever-encroaching and eventually
despotic state, Tocqueville put his hopes in associations that in the end seem
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rather weak when juxtaposed to big business and the powerful state. “It would
seem as if despotism lurked within [the manufacturing classes] and naturally
grew with their growth” (Tocqueville 1945, 2:328–29).

Distortion of Language, Control of Discourse

Tacitus repeatedly observed, often on the very first page of his works, that
emperors in part controlled the populace by the distortion of language. In the
beginning of his Annals, he noted that some spoke freely under Augustus,
“but then the rising tide of flattery [adulatio] exercised a deterrent effect. The
reigns of Tiberius, [Caligula], Claudius, and Nero were described during their
lifetimes in fictitious terms, for fear of the consequences” (Tacitus 1977, 1.1).
Some distortion of language came from fear; one said what the authorities
wanted to hear. But long before Orwell’s brilliant essay “Politics and the Eng-
lish Language,” Tacitus noted that the emperors and their spokesmen con-
cealed their evil deeds behind fine-sounding words. His most famous sen-
tence, one about the Roman imperial conquest of the Britons, alerts us to the
falsity of language. “To robbery, butchery, and rapine, they give the lying
name of ‘government’; they create a desolation and call it peace” (Tacitus
Agricola, 30). In describing the civil war of 69 C.E., Otho accused Galba of
distorting language. “By a misuse of language, he describes cruelty as sever-
ity, greed as economy, and the execution and insults you have suffered as a
lesson in discipline” (Tacitus 1975, 1.37). Noting that the Germans had fre-
quently invaded the Gauls because of greed and lust, Tacitus also observed
that nations always justify their invasions with brave words of liberty and in-
dependence. “But ‘liberty’ and other fine phrases serve as pretexts. Indeed, no
one has ever aimed at enslaving others and making himself their master with-
out using this very same language” (Tacitus 1976, 4.73). Although Marx rec-
ognized it much later, he also recognized that words such as freedom, equality,
and justice were defined to defend class interests, and one could oppress a peo-
ple with force less easily than with “intellectual bondage” (Engels and Marx
1969, 70). Both Tacitus and Marx wondered if language was ever neutral.

Aristotle had made a point more subtle but equally important about politi-
cal discourse. He began by arguing that a citizen who had practical wisdom
was one who knew the proper ends or goals of life, indeed, knew the good
life, that is, “what is good for men in general” (Aristotle 1941a, 1140b7–11).
Such knowledge came from deliberation among citizens in public space.
However, tyrants close down public life and thus the deliberation needed for
practical wisdom, and so in a sense, practical questions cannot be asked un-
der a tyranny. One might ask technical questions about how to make money,
increase pleasure, or build a road, but practical discourse, or that discourse or
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language that debates what constitutes a good life, disappears. Cicero
recorded a fragment of Aristotle that we no longer have, a statement to the ef-
fect that it was only when the tyrants of Sicily had been removed that citizens
could develop the art of eloquence (Boesche 1996, 70).

Classes

Of course ancient and early modern thinkers knew and wrote about classes.
Class concepts are imbedded in the analyses of Plato and Aristotle, whether we
are looking at Plato’s just polis as one that harmonizes and balances classes or
whether we watch Aristotle’s worry that without a sizeable middle class, the
rich and poor will fight endlessly. Observing that the turmoil resulting from
class conflict in the early Roman republic was healthy for good laws and pub-
lic liberty, Machiavelli asserted that all political orders will have tension be-
tween the few and the many, the rich and the poor, patricians versus plebeians.
It is in his History of Florence, so much admired both by Tocqueville and Marx,
that Machiavelli used so brilliantly the analytical concepts of class, party, and
faction. Nevertheless, despite the fact that earlier thinkers did use class analy-
ses, they were almost always unsophisticated. Consider the emperors whom
Tacitus described. How did they rule? Aside from controlling the military, what
classes or factions or interest groups supported or opposed them? Or finish
reading Machiavelli’s Prince, and try and describe the structure of his power?
Did he have a cabinet? Was someone in charge of commerce? Did he rely on
certain classes or economic interests? We have no idea. It seems as if he stands
alone like a musical conductor directing a tyrannical symphony.

Marx changed all that dramatically. In analyzing the governments in his time,
he saw the French monarchy under Louis Philippe in 1830 as a “bourgeois
monarchy,” and he claimed that the Second Republic of 1848 “revealed that here
bourgeois republic signifies the unlimited despotism of one class over other
classes” (Marx 1963, 23–24). Because we take arguments for and against this
kind of class analysis for granted—which just goes to show how much Marx has
influenced social science—we are apt to miss what an astonishing break he was
making with the past. No longer was he sorting governments, as had thinkers
from Plato to Montesquieu, into whether rule was by the one, the few, or the
many, because all of these forms of government—monarchies, aristocracies,
democracies—were in reality open or hidden class rule, indeed class tyranny.

Perhaps his most famous proclamation, that the nineteenth century had
simplified class struggle into the bourgeoisie versus the proletariat, is his
most unfortunate and most easily refuted. “Society as a whole is more and
more splitting up into two great hostile camps, into two great classes direct-
ing facing each other: Bourgeoisie and Proletariat” (Marx and Engels 1978,
222). Marx and Engels were here simplifying the class struggle for their ex-
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traordinary pamphlet The Communist Manifesto, depicting a startling and ap-
pealing Manichean worldview of good struggling against evil, useful for or-
ganizing but woefully weak for analysis.

Marx knew this. In his own political and historical analyses, he often ex-
amined the roles played by five or even ten classes. (It is worth noting that,
unable to define what a class is, Marx memorably broke off the third and last
volume of Das Kapital just as he began to make a systematic effort to clarify
what we mean by the word class.) Consider just a single passage taken from
his famous study of the political and class struggles leading up to Louis
Napoleon’s coup in 1851. “The bourgeois republic triumphed [after June,
1848]. On its side stood the aristocracy of finance, the industrial bourgeoisie,
the middle class, the petty bourgeoisie, the army, the lumpen proletariat or-
ganized as the Mobile Guard, the intellectual lights, the clergy and the rural
population. On the side of the Paris proletariat stood none but itself” (Marx
1963, 23). This is a sophisticated analysis that is a qualitative leap ahead of
Aristotle, Tacitus, Machiavelli, and Montesquieu. If we count every group
that Marx mentions as a class, then we see him mentioning ten classes in two
sentences. If they are not all classes, then he is analyzing interest groups or
perhaps factions of classes.

It doesn’t matter. Marx’s political and historical investigations led him to
discover that every tyranny has a structure, what Weber will later call a struc-
ture of domination, and Marx was analyzing the interplay between those
classes, factions, and groups that support the tyranny and those that oppose it.
To be accurate, Plato first had the remarkable insight that every society is an
interrelated whole, which was why he could claim that to alter the music is to
change the regime fundamentally. Borrowing from Montesquieu and Hegel,
Marx saw all the key elements of society—politics, economics, law, technol-
ogy, religion, family, habits, customs, literature, art, and so on—as dynami-
cally interrelated. One will hardly find egalitarian families or democratic re-
ligion or progressive political ideas in monarchies and tyrannies. Ambiguous
as his discussion of classes was, Marx changed forever the vocabulary with
which we discuss tyranny. Who after Marx could seriously argue that any
tyrant ruled alone, without allying himself or herself with key classes or fac-
tions of classes or groups such as the military—or twentieth century commu-
nist parties—that sometimes resemble privileged classes?

SOMETHING NEW IN TWENTIETH CENTURY 
GENOCIDE: SYSTEMATIC GENOCIDE

Ralph Lemkin, a Polish Jewish émigré who taught at Yale law school, invented
the word genocide in 1944. By 1948, the United Nations adopted the Genocide
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Convention that defined genocide in part as “acts committed with the intent to
destroy, in whole or in part, a national, racial, or religious group” (Totten and
Parsons 2000, 24). Certainly massacres and mass murders have existed since
recorded history, for example, the destruction of Carthage by Rome or the mas-
sacres of whole cities that refused to surrender by Genghis Khan. Conquered by
the Spanish beginning in 1519, Mexico lost some 11 million people by 1600
from mass killings, overwork, and disease (Gellately and Kiernan 2003, 21). In
1492 there were approximately 5 million Native Americans in what is now the
United States, but by 1900 there were only about 250,000 (Gellately and Kier-
nan 2003, 22). Similarly, the population in the Belgian Congo fell from about
20 million to about 10 million from 1885 to 1920 due to murder, overwork, and
disease (Gellately and Kiernan 2003, 25). How many millions did the slave
trade kill? As a result of these and other human catastrophes on a large scale,
some scholars do not see genocide as new to the twentieth century. They instead
see continuity. Nevertheless, other scholars—and I agree with these—see
something new in the twentieth century when genocide became “more frequent,
more extensive, and more systematic,” (Weitz 2003, 71) in part because of new
technologies and in part because of the bureaucratic efficiency of the modern
state and the military (Hull 2003, 143, 160; Gellately and Kiernan 2003, 9).

Certainly, it seems that the Nazi Holocaust was an event of a new kind both
in the extent (6 million Jews and others) and in the rapidity with which the
murders took place and also in the systematic and efficient way in which it
was carried out, applying the latest administrative techniques and scientific
innovations. And yet the Nazi pattern was simply a more systematic and ex-
tensive extermination that followed in many ways from a pattern established
by the Turkish genocide of Armenians of 1915. Undeniably, the Holocaust
was the most important genocide of the twentieth century. But I want to show
that there are parallels between the Holocaust and the Turkish genocide of Ar-
menians of 1915 as well as the genocides of the Khmer Rouge in 1975–1979.
In addition, I will try to demonstrate that these twentieth genocidal tyrannies
are somewhat new in history.

So what factors were new to the twentieth century that allowed for what I
will call genocidal tyrannies? First, new technologies brought novel ways to
communicate with people, manipulate people, transport people, and kill peo-
ple. Second, a fervent nationalism that dates back to the late eighteenth and
early nineteenth centuries, but which became virulently powerful in the twen-
tieth century. Third, racial or ethnic ideologies that emphasized, sometimes
romanticized, and always justified the actions by those in power, especially
action to increase the extent of land for one’s people and kill en masse sup-
posedly inferior ethnic groups. Finally, efficient action by the state and its bu-
reaucratic administrations, which had become much more powerful by the
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twentieth century. Arguing that racism, ideology, and bureaucracy were all
central in the genocides of the twentieth, Arendt is the pioneer in studying the
causes of genocidal tyrannies (Boesche 1996, 419–454).

Turkish Genocide against the Armenians

It is important to note that the Armenian genocide took place during World
War I, which was making killing on a vast scale more acceptable (Weitz 2003,
71–72.) On the night of April 23–24, 1915, exactly the night that allied troops
landed at Gallipoli, hundreds of Armenian leaders—professionals, business-
men, clergy members, journalists, and so on—were seized from their homes
and massacred, effectively removing much of the Armenian leadership. Ar-
menians serving in the Ottoman army were soon after taken out and killed,
thus eliminating the bulk of Armenian men who might have resisted. Also, in
April of 1915, the Turkish government, the so-called Young Turks, had begun
a program of “relocation”—notice the corruption of language—of nearly
every Armenian in Turkey by railroad cars (sometimes 90 people for a car de-
signed for 6 horses or 35 soldiers) (Balakian 2003, 190) to supposedly new
homes in the deserts of Syria and northern Iraq, which were south of Anatolia
but part of the Ottoman Empire. Although in theory the Armenian population
was to live in these Mesopotamian deserts and then return home after the war
ended, in reality there were no homes waiting in the deserts, and this was a de-
liberate policy of extermination. On the long trips that sometimes went the
length or breadth of Turkey, the trains carrying mostly Armenian women and
children—teenage boys and any men were usually killed early in the deporta-
tions—stopped intermittently and various Turkish killing squads (chetes) com-
posed of ex-convicts and some army officers (Balakian 2003, 182–83)—
sometimes organized by the government and sometimes the result of local
citizen participation in the genocide—raped, tortured, and killed those who
had been in the trains. Tens of thousands of Armenians were also taken from
their homes and made to walk to the deserts in forced-march caravans. Along
the way, there were what Turkish officials called “way stations”—whose con-
ditions were “so fiendish that the most cruel of the Mongols could not have
imagined them” (Dadrian 1995, 242)—where further massacres and outrages
by the killing squads took place. The state set up a group called the Special Or-
ganization—and this was an early example of bureaucratic efficiency or “the
skill with which the Turks used the bureaucracy” (Balakian 2003, 180) and
units of this group were to kill and harass Armenians on the trains, in the car-
avans, and in the way stations (Dadrian 1995, 236, 196). Citizens from local
towns hired thugs and criminals to kill, rape, and humiliate Armenians on
trains and in caravans, so much of the Turkish population was complicit in the
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genocide (Winter 2003, 210). Those Armenians who actually arrived in the
Mesopotamian deserts—and these were mostly just women and children—
died of sand, starvation, and disease, and were still subject to rape and killing
by these death squads (Adalian 2000, 40–48; Dadrian 1995, xvii–xix,
240–43; Melson 1992, 144–45; Winter 2003, 206–12; Hovannisian
1994,123–26; Balakian, 2003: 192). The uprootings and deportations de-
stroyed Armenian communities; said one woman who was nine when de-
ported in 1915 to Syria: “It is a sense of emptiness, of belonging nowhere, of
isolation, desertion” (Keshgegian 2002, 46). Before 1915, there were approx-
imately 2 million Armenians living in Turkey, and estimates as to how many
died in the period from 1915–1922 range from 600,000 to 2 million, with the
United Nations estimating “at least one million” (Hovannisian 1994, 125).
Recent scholars estimate from 1 to 1.5 million Armenian were killed in this
genocide, although we will never know for certain (Balakian 2003,180;
Adalian 2000, 40). This genocidal killing was “legal,” as the authorities
passed legislation for the “relocation” and for the appropriation of Armenian
wealth and property, so that the appearance of legality and constitutionality
was intact (Balakian 2003, 186–89).

The deportations and massacres could not have taken place and been coor-
dinated without the telegraph, and much of the transportation relied on rail-
roads and cattle cars. Propaganda promulgated by newspapers was also im-
portant, so new technologies played a key role (Adalian 2000, 44, Dadrian
1995, 220). In disseminating propaganda, the Young Turks—and this was a
tyranny without one identifiable tyrant—delineated a racist ideology claim-
ing that they wanted to “Turkify” the country and move away from the multi-
ethnic ideal of the Ottoman Empire. It is important to note that all of this took
place in an atmosphere of war, and the elites could say that Armenians were
an enemy within, “agitators,” and threats to the national security of the coun-
try (Dadrian 1995, 259, 197). Said one bit of propaganda, “The Armenians
are in league with the enemy. They will launch an uprising” (Balakian 2003,
181) and another said that the relocation of Armenians was vital to prevent
“the decay of the Turkish race” (Dadrian 1995, 196). One German general
wrote approvingly saying that “the Armenian is just like the Jew, a parasite”
(Dadrian 1995, 259). Racism combined with religion, because Armenians
were Christians in a Muslim Turkey, provided a powerful impetus to killing
(Kiernan 2003, 29).

And all of this was swept up in what one author calls ultranationalism
(Hovannisian 1994, 122) and an urge to “Turkify” the nation (Adalian 2000,
41). The chief ideologue of the Young Turks, Yusuf Akcura, declared that
Turkey needed an empire of “Turkishness” that would build a foundation on
a “brotherhood born of race” (Kiernan 2003, 30). Among other measures,
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Turkification included schools teaching only in Turkish and “the compulsory
use of Turkish as the language of business” (Adanir 2001, 77). Some Young
Turks dreamed of a “Pan-Turanian” or Pan-Turkish empire, and wanted to
call the Ottoman Empire “Turkestan,” allowing the empire to spread wher-
ever there were Turkish people, well into central Asia. Like the Nazis later
who wanted lebensraum, the Turkish nationalists wanted to expand the bor-
ders to obtain more land and a golden empire for all Turks (Kiernan 2003,
33–34; Melson 1992, 163–64).

Class interests supported the state. Even though Armenians were only 10
percent of the population, they “controlled 60% of the import business, 40%
of the exports, and 80% of the domestic trade.” In short, Armenians, Jews,
and Greeks were a great part of the Turkish bourgeoisie (Adanir 2001, 77)
and within Ottoman society, the Armenians had become “better educated,
wealthier, and more urban” (Melson, 1996: 158). So when the state confis-
cated property and wealth of the Armenians, it got richer, and so did the now
growing middle class of Turks. “In effect, the Turks wanted the Armenians
out of the way; they also wanted Armenian wealth and were prepared to kill,
torture and maim to get it” (Winter 2003, 209–10; Dadrian 1995, 222).

Pol Pot and Genocide in Cambodia

Scholars agree that without the Vietnam War there would have been no geno-
cide in Cambodia. While dropping 540,000 tons of bombs on Cambodia and
causing an estimated 150,000 Cambodian deaths, the United States military
provided fertile ground for Pol Pot and the Communist Party of Kampuchea
(CPK) or Khmer Rouge to recruit followers amid the killing and chaos (Kier-
nan 1994, 194; Kiernan 2002, 18–19). The rule by the Khmer Rouge lasted
from April 1975 to January 1979, when the Vietnamese army invaded, routed
the CPK, and put an end to the killing. The Khmer Rouge probably killed just
under 2 million people out of the Cambodian population of 8 million, al-
though some estimates are as low as 750,000 dead and others as high as 3 mil-
lion (Kissi 2003, 307; Clayton 1998, 2; Lapidus 1997, 31).

When the Khmer Rouge took over Phnom Penh in April 1975, they imme-
diately ordered an evacuation of that city and all others in Cambodia, proba-
bly an action unprecedented in history. Long lines of Cambodians walked
west, south, and east for a few days or up to six weeks (Kiernan 2002, 48).
But why? Perhaps the CPK feared retaliatory bombing by the United States,
and perhaps they wanted Cambodians to be closer to the food grown in the
countryside, but more likely, the Khmer Rouge hated cities that promoted im-
moral and bourgeois habits and also they knew it would be easier to control
the population if the cities were emptied. Cities offer public space in which
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to deliberate and organize. By contrast, if everyone is isolated in separate vil-
lages, it is impossible to organize (Kiernan 2002, 52, 62, 64; Kiernan 2001,
90). To prevent any opposition, the Khmer Rouge operated an elaborate sys-
tem or spies and informers, so that an individual was afraid to speak sincerely
to anyone, including friends and family (Kiernan 2002, 172). At any rate, the
Khmer Rouge maintained tight control over individuals who were afraid, ex-
hausted, hungry, and constantly watched. “While proclaiming a communal
ideal, the CPK atomized its citizens to assure maximum social control. It suc-
ceeded” (Kiernan 2002, 167). Pol Pot controlled the CPK with his friends,
family, and in-laws (Kiernan 2002, 186), but the party and state controlled the
people. “Despite its underdeveloped economy, the regime probably exerted
more power over its citizens than any state in world history. It controlled and
directed their public and private lives more closely than government had ever
done” (Kiernan 2002, 464).

An extraordinary ideology—a mixture of Leninism, Maoism, agrarianism,
and Khmer nationalism—led to emptying the cities and trying to set up co-
operative farming in the countryside. In May 1975, the CPK met and estab-
lished the basic principles that they would act on over the next years. These
included evacuating the cities, abolishing all markets, eliminating money, de-
frocking Buddhist monks and making them work, executing members of the
previous regime headed by Lon Nol and supported by the United States, es-
tablishing cooperatives and communal eating, expelling all ethnic Viet-
namese, and dispatching troops to protect the borders (Kiernan 2002, 55). The
communist element of this ideology is clear. A Khmer Rouge radio broadcast
said the following in 1975: The “new Cambodian society is a community in
which man is no longer exploited by man. It is a community without op-
pressed or oppressors. It is an equal society where there are no rich or poor
and all are equal and harmoniously united in the common effort to increase
production, defend, and build their beloved fatherland” (Clayton 1998, 4).
Ironically, by emptying the cities, by focusing only on agricultures, and by
producing no factory goods for export (Abuza 1993, 1017), this supposedly
Marxist-Leninist society left no workers, no proletariat. They did, however,
talk about factories and industries for the future.

In attempting to follow their own unique brand of communism, the Khmer
Rouge abolished markets and money. Said one Khmer Rouge leader, “If there
are markets and money, there was property” (Kiernan 2002, 57). And they
wanted to do away with a society in which the rich had property and the poor
did not. This Khmer communism also led to attempts to form cooperatives.
At first, cooperative farming took place among fifteen to thirty families, but
soon each village was to be a cooperative unto itself with collectivized agri-
culture (Kiernan 2002, 58–59). These kind of ideological schemes could only
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be communicated and then carried it out if the CPK had a centralized control
over the country, which they did with some 50,000 party members, the only
people living in Phnom Penh (Kiernan 1994, 205; Clayton 1998, 7)! Once
more, the technology of radio communication was vital.

The Khmer Rouge’s first victims were those who worked for and fought
for Lon Nol, the previous government’s officials, soldiers, and supporters
(Kiernan 2002, 173). Pol Pot’s communist party also divided the country into
“new” people and “base” people. Whereas “new” people were city dwellers
who had been contaminated by international influences and bourgeois ideas,
habits, and desires, “base” people were the pure peasants who did not have
corrupt ideas (Kiernan 2001, 87). There was a bit of distorted communism
here, because urban workers were also “new” people as were people in the
middle class such as teachers, intellectuals, doctors, those who knew a second
language, those with property, and so on. These latter were slaughtered indis-
criminately (Clayton 1998, 7–8). There was also a hint of distorted Maoism
in the fact that the peasantry remained “pure,” and therefore city dwellers
could learn from the peasants. However, the peasants were hardly in charge,
and they were probably more praised for lacking any polluting influence and
therefore being easily indoctrinated in political meetings and criticism and
self-criticism meetings (Clayton 1998, 12, 14). In other words, the peasants
were not necessarily good, but just ignorant and therefore ready to receive
and absorb as if they were sponges soaking up CPK ideology.

Underneath all this unique Khmer communism was actually a powerful
Khmer nationalism and racism. While a student in Paris, Pol Pot called him-
self the “the original Khmer” (Kiernan 2001, 85) not the original communist
man. (Note that he and other high officials of the CPK were foreign educated
intellectuals killing all other intellectuals, including journalists, teachers,
professors, and doctors.) Says Ben Kiernan, “The motor of the Pol Pot pro-
gram was probably Khmer racist chauvinism” (Kiernan 2001, 87). Pol Pot
and the Khmer Rouge were fascinated with the great Khmer kingdoms of
earlier centuries (Chirot 1994, 214). And indeed, aside from killing city
dwellers—the so-called “new” people—the Khmer Rouge killed people be-
cause of their ethnicity. “The Cambodian case is notable for its combination
of totalitarian political ambition and a racialist project of ethnic purification”
(Kiernan 2001, 87). Toward the end of the reign of the Khmer Rouge, they
called for the “defense of Cambodian territory and the Cambodian race”
(Kiernan 2001, 90).

2

The Vietnamese suffered first. When Lon Nol came to power in 1970, there
were some 400,000 ethnic Vietnamese in Cambodia. Lon Nol expelled some
200,000, the Khmer Rouge expelled another 100,000, and the remaining were
murdered (Kiernan 1994, 198). Cambodians living near the eastern border
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with Vietnam suffered terribly; some were “relocated” to the northwest of the
country and forced to wear blue scarves, much as Jews under Hitler wore yel-
low stars. They were eventually murdered without exception (Kiernan 1994,
201). The CPK also focused much energy on destroying the ethnic Cham
population who were Muslims, and through their religious organizations, the
Chams were more capable of resistance. They tried to destroy these Cham
communities by breaking up villages, by killing leaders, by making them eat
pork and raise pigs, and ultimately killing them. Some 100,000 of the total
250,000 persons of the Cham population perished (Kissi 2003, 314; Kiernan
1994, 199). Buddhists were also attacked directly. From eight monasteries
with 2680 Buddhist monks, only 70 survived (Kiernan 1994, 197). Buddhism
was eradicated from Cambodia in roughly the first year of rule by the Khmer
Rouge (Kiernan 1994, 198), which does not mean that every single Buddhist
was killed, but that monks and monasteries all disappeared. Finally, ethnic
Chinese were attacked both for their ethnicity and also because so many had
been city dwellers with property or professions. About one half of the
430,000 ethnic Chinese died under CPK rule, although a high proportion died
of “hunger and diseases like malaria” (Kiernan 2002, 295). It is very difficult
to know how many people were murdered deliberately and how many died of
disease or starvation, because some 15 percent of the “base” or Khmer peas-
ant population died (Kiernan 1994, 201). The killing seemed to be accelerat-
ing toward the end as Pol Pot’s speeches talked more and more about killing
“enemies,” “traitors,” and “ugly microbes” (Kissi 2003, 314).

CONCLUSION

History has certainly had tyrants who have committed mass murders and the
destruction of cities, but these examples of systematic Turkish genocide
against its Armenian population and also the systematic murders of the
Khmer Rouge against both supposed class enemies and ethnic enemies
would, I believe, astonish Aristotle, Tacitus, and Machiavelli. In each case,
these twentieth-century genocidal tyrannies made good use of new technolo-
gies, an organized and efficient bureaucratic state or communist party, a fer-
vent nationalism, and a justifying racial ideology.

NOTES

1. I find myself disagreeing with Leo Strauss who claimed that modern thinkers
seeking to understand the tyrannies of Hitler and Stalin were “relieved when they re-
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discovered the pages in which Plato and other classical thinkers seemed to have in-
terpreted for them the horrors of the twentieth century.” See the second paragraph of
Nathan Tarcov’s essay in this book.

2. In Waller R. Newell’s essay in this book, he correctly notes that tyrannical
regimes motivated by ideology—in this case an ideology of communism, national-
ism, and racism—often ignore basic economic self-interest and greed.
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Prior to the revolutions of 1848, the Hegelian school in Germany develops a
powerful analysis of modernity and of its political tendencies toward free-
dom, but also toward new forms of domination and misrule. Among these
thinkers, Bruno Bauer proposes a specific concept of freedom as conscious,
formative activity, both on the self and on the external world. The origin of
this idea is Hegel’s concept of the free and infinite personality, the typically
modern capacity to dwell in multiplicity and tension of social roles and self-
definitions, while still returning to unity with others in rational political insti-
tutions. Hegel contrasts this modern capacity with the solidity of ancient com-
munities, in which the interests of citizens are far less differentiated. Bauer’s
critique of modernity takes aim at the inability of modern subjects to realize
this ideal of the free and infinite personality. Instead, they often choose het-
eronomy, or determination by another, over autonomy, or self-rule. They re-
main mired in domination by unexamined forces and interests, notably those
of private property, which tend to constrict political involvement, or to inflect
it away from the general good. Bauer distinguishes himself from his contem-
porary socialists because he seeks not to abolish property, but to limit its po-
litical influence in the name of active citizenship. The failure of subjects to
practice autonomous self-determination assumes its political expression in a
modern tyranny of state and market.

According to Hegel, the Enlightenment discovers the central truth that
everything exists for the subject (Hegel 1971, 332–33). It thus effects a dra-
matic shift away from the heritage of classical antiquity, a legacy persisting,
in various forms, till the dawn of the modern age: the idea that there are fixed,
objective orders and values in nature and society. This Copernican revolution
in philosophy, culminating in Kant, causes a reorientation toward subjective
thought and action, with profound political consequences. Modernity holds
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out the promise of emancipation from traditional roles and relationships and
endows the subject with the right to challenge and to validate political, social,
and cultural norms and institutions. This is a tremendous liberation in respect
to traditional social structures, but it also exposes subjects to extraordinary
risks. Through the new division of labor, accelerated production, and ex-
change relationships, modern civil society refines and multiplies particular
interests and allows them unprecedented scope. One of the results of this
process is the emergence of what Hegel calls a culture of diremption or frag-
mentation, based on entrenched oppositions among subjects emancipated
from traditional bonds (Hegel 1964, 88, 90–91). In Hegel’s account, the
prospect for a genuine modern freedom depends on reconciling these diverse
interests without suppressing them, allowing for the fulfillment of personal
objectives, but also for the emergence and recognition of common interests.
The task of the rational state is to achieve this complex reintegration of dis-
parate elements, to unite universal and particular interests in political struc-
tures that promote self-determination across the whole range of social life.
The figure of achieved modern unity Hegel calls the free and infinite person-
ality (Hegel 1991, 20–21), highly individualized in its own pursuits and pur-
poses, but also capable of reflexively examining these ends and of generating
new kinds of connections to others as a mutual enhancement of freedom. He
invokes a specifically modern capacity to dwell in a multiplicity of roles and
interests, but still to return to a conscious unity in rational political relations,
and thus to secure autonomy. Far from advocating authoritarianism, as fre-
quently alleged (Popper 1973, 27–28, 59), Hegel is a vigorous proponent of
the freedom that the modern world uniquely makes available (Marcuse 1960;
Avineri 1972; Collins, ed. 1995; Patten 1999), while also being alert to its
dangers.

After Hegel’s death, his school fractured into two rival parties, supporters
of religious and political orthodoxy, and advocates of republican transforma-
tion of state and society. The analyses of modern freedom and of the forms of
its denial are among the major themes of left-Hegelian thought in the 1840s,
as it confronts the consequences of the Enlightenment and the French Revo-
lution, and the prospects for future development. One of its contributions is
an analysis of the tendencies in modern life toward new forms of political
domination, a concern that connects this body of thought with recent research
in the history of republicanism (Skinner 1998; Pettit 1997), but also with dis-
cussions of the problem of tyranny. Much of this contemporary reflection on
tyranny takes its inspiration from Plato (Strauss 2000; Newell 2000; Lilla
2001). Hegel’s republican followers offer another model, stressing the differ-
ences between the ancient and the modern.1 Focusing on the incompleteness
or failure of the modern project to realize its emancipatory potential, they
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show how subjects unwittingly generate new forms of domination, or specif-
ically modern forms of tyranny, as an effect of the culture of diremption.
Bruno Bauer is a representative of this critical Hegelianism (Moggach 2003).
Bauer defines freedom as conscious, creative activity, transforming the ob-
jective world in the image of subjectivity and reason; but he sees this poten-
tial as imperiled by a new kind of tyranny rooted in the practices and under-
standing of modern freedom itself.

ANCIENTS AND MODERNS

For Hegel, the fundamental distinction between antiquity and modernity can
be illustrated by two conceptions of personhood and community. The ancient
idea, best represented by Platonic thought, is that of “beautiful individuality,”
exemplifying a predetermined set of values or excellences, which harmo-
niously integrate the person into a relatively undifferentiated community
(Hegel 1991, § 356, 378–79).2 The community here can be described through
the philosophical idea of substance, or immediate unity. Toward this commu-
nity, its particular members stand in the relation of accidents or aspects, shar-
ing the attributes of the whole, which, as Aristotle says, is prior to its parts.3

Viewed as substance, the ancient community is a kind of organism, attribut-
ing functions to its members in order to maintain the whole; they do not freely
establish their place within it, but find their station prescribed. Nor had the
idea of critical self-awareness and subjective probing of the validity of insti-
tutions yet dawned. When it emerges with Socrates, it presents a mortal dan-
ger to this form of life. In Hegel’s assessment, Plato recognizes the threat, and
far from carrying out the Socratic program, seeks instead to suppress subjec-
tivity and free choice in his ideal polis. Hegel contends that there is nothing
utopian in Platonic thought, but rather the clear expression of the principle of
substantiality and fixed relationships upon which the Greek city-state re-
posed. Subjectivity would ultimately triumph, as the Enlightenment per-
ceived, and with it the principle of the modern world would be established.

The modern idea of the free and infinite personality requires highly diver-
sified, flexible, and (in principle) self-ascribed social roles. It entails, further,
the refashioning of objectivity in light of subjective ends, and the recognition
of autonomous moral conscience. Collective ends are to be legitimated by
processes of free choice, and not by tradition or a putative natural order.4 Ac-
cording to Hegel, the rational modern state, whose outlines can be detected in
the aftermath of the French Revolution, accommodates this diversity in a new
and more conscious unity (Hegel 1991, § 260, 282–83). It is possible to mis-
construe this unity after the model of liberal instrumentalism, where the new
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community emerges through a social contract to protect prepolitical rights;
but Hegel is critical of the more extreme versions of modern subjectivity that
remove the individual from constitutive relations to others. He concurs that
modernity contains a practical imperative of emancipation: to replace merely
given forms and values with rationally sanctioned relations. In this process,
the traditional community is dissolved. Modern solidarities must be consti-
tuted by acts of freedom and recognition that express the new understanding
of the self and its relations, embodying it in new, complex configurations. The
properly structured modern state, recognizing the unfettered inner freedom of
moral choice and a legitimate sphere of private right, makes possible the ef-
fective realization of the Kantian concept of autonomy or fully rational free-
dom (Kant 1964, 98). Participation in political institutions can broaden the
scope of freedom and confirm the independence of persons as citizens, not
only as consumers or bearers of private rights.

Yet if modernity contains these emancipatory tendencies, Hegel also ac-
knowledges opposing movements, which undermine the potentiality for ra-
tional autonomy. This culture of opposition or diremption, of unreconciled
particular interests, is the terrain on which modern tyranny grows. Hegel’s re-
publican followers trace out these opposing tendencies in their own account
of modernity.

MODERN TYRANNY AND CIVIL SOCIETY

The investigation of a newly emerging form of tyranny takes as its point of
departure a specifically modern experience of freedom. This line of thought
is initiated, before Hegel, by Herder, who sees modern tyranny as the result
of standardization, the eradication of the rich multiplicities of popular life.
Herder describes ancient Greek society as organic and vibrant, in contrast to
the drabness, divisiveness, and mechanical interactions of the moderns. He
particularly stresses the contrast between modernity and the medieval world.
He argues for the greater diversity of medieval communities, with their tex-
tured and variegated relationships. The premodern specialization of craft
work among artisans differs from the current manufacturing model, because
it was guided by broadly Platonic injunctions to develop personal artistry and
discipline, and to stress quality over quantity. Herder argues that compared
with this former distribution of tasks, society is now becoming less, not more,
differentiated through the modern organization of labor. Simplification, repet-
itiveness, and loss of skills in manufacturing result in workers that are re-
duced to identical, interchangeable units, no longer self-directing but re-
sponding to pressures from without (Herder 1877, 534–64), like parts of a
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mechanism. Tyrannical rule is inherent in modern society as connections and
relationships break. Deprived of communal support and the buffering of cor-
porate bodies, isolated individuals are thrust back on their own resources and
narrow self-interest, and encounter the naked power of state. Herder deems
deplorable the situation that Hobbes had rather prescribed in Leviathan as a
restraint upon modern individualism, the elimination of intermediate agencies
between the individual and the sovereign being one of the conditions for the
exercise of power in civil society (Herder 1965, 27–145). Herder thus antici-
pates elements of Hannah Arendt’s critique of totalitarianism. Unlike the au-
thoritarianism to which some German romantics later succumb, and to which
Herder’s thought has been incorrectly likened, he favors a broad diffusion of
power rather than centralization and hierarchy, but tends to idealize the pop-
ular life of the medieval commune and village.

As Bruno Bauer takes up the argument, the disappearance of mediating
structures poses the problem of modern tyranny, but also the possibility of its
overcoming. It is impossible to revert to the old structures of society and
economy; instead, theorists must trace out the dialectic of the new, post-
Enlightenment order to diagnose the modern malaise, and to envisage its pos-
sible solution. The direct and unmediated relation of individual and state must
be reconceived so that the state is not an independent, transcendent power, but
an agency of republican self-rule. One of the conditions for emancipation will
be met if the universal interest that the state claims to represent is rendered
immanent through popular sovereignty, and not enshrined in a separate insti-
tutional sphere divorced from concrete social life or from active direction by
its members.5 Further, however, individuals are to realize this universal inter-
est in their own lives, becoming agents of critical self-consciousness. This
idea of active citizenship implies a constant readiness to transform relations
and institutions in the light of new experiences, to oppose fixity, privileges,
and exclusiveness of all kinds. It implies processes of social creation,6

whereby ever-new spheres of life are to be governed by relations of right, rec-
iprocity, and justice. The sphere of right does not authorize a permanent cling-
ing to private interest, but an ongoing revision of institutions. A stringent
ideal of self-transformation underlies Bauer’s republican vision in the 1840s,
but also an awareness of the intrinsic difficulty of the ideal, and of the forces
that oppose its implementation.

Bauer’s thesis is that modernity contains a dialectic of freedom and its de-
nial. The issue is framed in Bauer’s thought as the opposition between forma-
tive self-consciousness and inert, undifferentiated substance. The disappear-
ance of the old mediating structures like guilds and corporations, and the
elimination of irrational privileges and of estates endowed with differential
rights were necessary and historically progressive developments. These
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changes were effected theoretically by the Enlightenment, and practically by
the French Revolution and the emergence of modern civil society. This histor-
ical movement is the precondition for new forms of republican governance,
though these were still only present as a tendency, an imperative, and an eman-
cipatory drive. Bauer’s distinctive argument is that modernity also tends to en-
gender a new form of the substantiality relation, to deny the autonomy that it
promises. He defines this substance as a conformist, mass society, without true
inner differentiation, and without critical self-consciousness of freedom and
autonomy. He thus redraws Hegel’s image of the culture of diremption. Bauer
sees it not as highly diverse, but as monotonously identical: not as dynamic
and versatile, but as stagnant and complacent. His depiction anticipates John
Stuart Mill’s arguments on the dangers of conformism, and on the value of in-
dividuality, critical self-consciousness, and experimentation for historical
progress, though Bauer does not share Mill’s utilitarianism, even in the more
refined intellectual stance that Mill assumes in respect to Bentham. The new
form of substance, mass society, is particularly favorable to the growth of
tyranny, though ancient substantiality did not have this political outcome as its
necessary expression. In antiquity, tyranny emerges when the forces of inte-
gration break down: it is a pathology of the polis. Modern tyranny is the es-
sential expression of the new substantiality, and not a deviation. In its political
application, the substantial represents a constriction or underdevelopment of
the spontaneity and rationality of subjects. Bauer’s explanation of tyranny fol-
lows the lines of Hegel’s philosophy of history, as the history of freedom. In
the classical world, the social whole represented a kind of achieved rational-
ity, integrating parts for whom the perspective of individual freedom was not
yet available. This harmonious unity cedes to tyranny only exceptionally,
when unity is under severe stress. In the light of the historical progress of rea-
son and freedom, the show of deficient rationality on the part of modern sub-
jects is now a parekbasis or deformity, because higher standards are available.
The whole and the part fall into disjunction: the pretended universal, or the
state, seeks its own aims of power and dominance, while the particulars remain
locked in their own narrow confines.

MODERN REPUBLICAN FREEDOM

Bauer defines substance as unshaped or relatively undifferentiated matter,
and ascribes to self-consciousness the power of formal causality. Modern so-
cieties may opt to follow one or the other route. Modern freedom consists in
critique, in examining and transforming the given so that all irrational rela-
tions and institutions are expunged. Inwardly, the modern free and infinite
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personality emerges through critical reflection on its own particular inter-
ests. It does not allow these to define its ends without self-assessment and
critique, but questions and transcends them in free self-creation. This is
Bauer’s version of Rousseau’s general will. The rational will is spontaneous
in its independence of causes that might determine it without its own com-
pliance. It is self-causing, because it admits the rules or maxims that are to
determine its action, rather than being simply determined by external pres-
sures or unexamined inner drives. It is self-legislating, by adhering to ra-
tionally justifiable criteria. The ends of political action require universalistic
sanction: they must be valid and permissible for everyone, not just for spe-
cial interests or identities, and they must not simply appeal to personal ad-
vantage or appetite where this conflicts with a broader general good. This
universality, the equivalence of the positions of all subjects in the light of
duty, is the true expression of modern equality. Bauer takes this Kantian
moral premise as a basis for political and juridical action, too, advocating
what can be called a republican rigorism (Moggach, forthcoming). No dis-
tinctions of rank or status, no differential rights or special privileges (privi-
leges), are admissible in the court of reason.

The spontaneity and rationality of the will underlie Bauer’s ideas of free-
dom and subjectivity. He intends his doctrine of universal self-consciousness
to be a restatement of the idea of free and infinite personality, stressing per-
sonal responsibility and permanent change, rather than a stable institutional
matrix. Autonomous individuals are those who have subjected their life to
critical examination, testing their motives and commitments, and seeking the
general welfare. They have thus purged or elevated their particular characters,
taking them not as fixed, but as determinable or malleable according to ra-
tional standards. Subjects acquire autonomy by freeing themselves from pri-
vate interests when these are incompatible with duty and republican virtue.
They must also repudiate transcendent universals, namely those religious and
political institutions that cannot meet the test of rational freedom, and that ap-
pear to derive from principles divorced from subjective activity. By making
the general interest immanent in their activities, they thus achieve a genuine
dialectical synthesis of universality and particularity (Hegel 1969, 618–19).

Only by transforming their own limited particularity can individuals be-
come the organs through which a genuine, immanent universal interest attains
historically effective form. By assimilating the principle of universality, rec-
ognizing a common interest with others, and performing the necessary his-
toric tasks to make this interest a reality, subjectivity changes its own charac-
ter, liberating itself from the impress of heteronomy and the confines of
particular interest. Without this universal interest, the dissolution of ethical
life is an impending threat.
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MASS SOCIETY AND TYRANNOUS MODERNITY

Mere particularity is the principle of what Bauer calls modern mass soci-
ety, whose attribute is private interest, or thoughtless acquiescence in the
existing order. Its unreflective existence violates the normative demands of
modern self-determination (Taylor 1991, 109–21; Pippin 1997, 31–53). Yet
the mass is an extremely modern phenomenon. The French Revolution had
hastened and validated the dissolution of the traditional order of estates,
with their differential rights and privileges, leaving in its place a society
that might either fall victim to massification, or utilize its newly acquired
equality and freedom to build a better order. Tyranny is an inevitable con-
sequence of mass society and modern substantiality, but it is not inevitable
that modern society should so misconstrue its own freedom, or that it
should do so permanently. Before the revolutions of 1848, at least, Bauer
believes that the mass can transform itself into a politically active people,
in propitious circumstances like France in 1789—though it can equally fall
back into torpor and impotence. The modern project remains open and un-
determined.

Bauer distinguishes historical forms of substantiality that oppose or limit
free self-determination. The modern form is not to be confused with the
substantiality relation of ancient society, persisting in various degrees up to
the time of the French Revolution; here individuals have not yet fully
emerged to assert their rights to critical examination of norms and institu-
tions. The pre-Revolutionary ancien régime, with its hierarchies of privi-
lege and irrational exclusions, still maintained something like the ancient
political order in its organic discrimination among estates. The new form of
substantiality is the result of the peculiarly modern failure of autonomy that
Bauer sees in mass society. In this case, individuals have been wrenched
from their embeddedness in traditional relations, but they are unable to de-
fine themselves by autonomous action and critical reflection. They suc-
cumb instead to particularity, in the form of acquiescence in the status quo,
and determination of the will by exclusive proprietary interests. Here each
subject seeks to exclude the other, but each is identical to the other in the
acquisitive mainsprings of its action.

Hegel had examined this situation of merely apparent diversity in his
Logic. He identifies, among kinds and degrees of difference, the special case
where each particular is defined by the presence of the same attribute, and
thus reveals itself to be indistinguishable from all others (Hegel 1969,
173–74). Herder, in a historical vein, had also contested the seeming differ-
entiation of the modern division of labor, which reduces workers to inter-
changeable cogs in a machine.
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Bauer applies the Hegelian logic of spurious difference when he describes
modern mass society as largely undifferentiated, because in it all subjects are
identical as possessive individualists, subordinate to the demands of accumu-
lation. Like Herder, he emphasizes the uniformity of civil society, though he
recognizes it as a historical necessity, and as a possible ground for further
progress in freedom. For Bauer, it is not property itself that is illegitimate; he
will vigorously contest this issue with Marx (Moggach 2003, chap. 8). It is
rather the tendency of property to usurp the political domain, or to evacuate
it, abandoning it to the free play of ruling groups. In this distinctively mod-
ern form of heteronomy, subjects fail to exercise the power of self-reflection
and self-shaping that modernity uniquely makes possible. Freedom is instead
disfigured into pure particularity, and so ethical relations among subjects dis-
sipate, allowing the state and other agencies to pursue a course of action de-
termined by the interests of the ruling cliques.

The modern form of substantiality conditions a type of tyrannical political
order distinct from that of the past. It is in the wake of the French Revolution,
with its enormous liberating possibilities and its signal failures, that the roots
of modern tyranny lie. The susceptibility of mass, conformist society to
tyranny, indeed their correspondence, arises from the renunciation of the po-
litical project of citizenship, in favor of the rule of self-interest, both among
the rulers, and among the dominated, politically passive subjects, themselves
preoccupied solely with their immediate, largely economic, concerns. Ac-
cording to Bauer, this relation prevails within various political structures,
even where the franchise is broadly available. Formal institutional democracy
is not a sufficient safeguard against it if it does not promote a critical attitude
toward all existing relationships, and if it limits participation and citizenship
to the assertion of private, exclusive rights.

Just as the Platonic account of tyranny directs us to regard the inner dis-
positions of political subjects, so too does Bauer, but his diagnosis is based
on a Hegelian understanding of freedom. His psychology of the tyrannized
presents the problem not as an expansive hubris or overstepping of legiti-
mate bounds, as Plato does, but as a self-imposed constriction within the
limits of private, proprietary interest. Tyranny is an exacerbated form of
heteronomy, deriving from subjects’ lack of courage, insight, and critical
self-awareness. Its basis is the failure of subjects to attain the potential of-
fered by modern culture, to achieve the promise of autonomy implicit in
the ideal of free and infinite personality. A transcendent or false universal,
a state that undermines the capacity of its members to achieve rational
freedom or autonomous self-determination, is the necessary complement
to truncated particulars. Modern tyranny promotes and consolidates this
narrowly individualist attitude as a condition of its own power. Plato had
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observed the dangers of self-interest, and saw an acquisitive society as a
breeding ground for tyranny; but this problem becomes central to the modern
experience of freedom and subjectivity in left-Hegelian accounts. Bauer
contends that the universal interest will be appropriated and deformed by
another agency if individuals do not actively concern themselves with its
realization (Bauer 1841, 465–79; Bauer 1842 (anonymous), 589–96; Bauer
1843a, 163). The self-confinement of the particulars in the narrow scope of
their private interests—their idiocy in the literal Greek sense—allows the
sphere of the universal, the state, to escape their control, whereby it as-
sumes distorted shapes and pursues irrational or merely sectional objec-
tives, sanctioning new types of juridical and economic privilege, and vio-
lating universal rights. The split between a transcendent universal and a
mass of particulars bereft of self-determination defines the conditions of
modern tyranny. The tyrannical state thwarts the emancipatory drive of its
people, repressing critical thought and the possible emergence of alterna-
tive visions. Its subjects remain mired in domination, first by their own
products, and then by the pseudopolitical order.

Bauer argues that the triumph of mass society would lead to increasingly
tyrannical political forms. The Restoration state was still marked with ele-
ments of the old, pre-Revolutionary society and did not manifest the tenden-
cies toward a fully modern tyranny in all its purity. A new situation arises with
the spatial extension of modern mass society and the market, which cannot be
confined within the compass of a single state or continent. Inevitable contact
with other cultural zones, up till now relatively untouched by modern inter-
ests, breaks down the barriers among both European and non-European
states, inaugurating globalizing tendencies that Bauer detected as early as the
mid-nineteenth century.

TYRANNY AND GLOBALIZATION

Examining the failure of the liberal, republican, and socialist movements in
the revolutions of 1848 across Europe, Bauer concludes that the future be-
longs not to the sovereign, republican people, as he had previously predicted
(Bauer 1843a, 185),7 nor to individual countries or separate national des-
tinies. He now foresees imperialism on a world scale, as the universalization
of mass society and of perfected modern tyranny, anticipating Karl Kaut-
sky’s theses on supranational or “ultra” imperialism (Kautsky 1915). Bauer
does not believe that this movement will reduce the causes of armed conflict
in the world. In Bauer’s version, ultraimperialism spawns large-scale wars to
dominate the world’s resources and peoples. Contenders for hegemony are
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no longer states but agglomerates of political and corporate power cut off
from accountability and control. The emerging world order is framed not by
the defense of national interests, but by a struggle for transnational su-
premacy among factions with no local attachments. The historic result of this
globalizing movement will be the crushing of particular, historically inher-
ited interests and national identities,8 creating the basis for a possible cos-
mopolitan rebirth after a long period of internecine wars, though the out-
come cannot be predicted with confidence. History does not necessarily end
with worldwide mass society, but may possibly enjoy a new and higher
phase, though the later Bauer is increasingly pessimistic. In his analyses,
Bauer downplays the significance of nationalism as a political force; it does
not motivate the elites, though it may have its subordinate political uses in
mobilizing the masses, who will serve as fodder in the wars. This globaliz-
ing trend corresponds to what Bauer calls the culmination of political pau-
perism (Bauer 1882a, 17), a generalized disability to intervene in political
affairs. The problem for the future is how to reverse this enervating ten-
dency, and to unite equality with personal autonomy rather than with pas-
sivity and uniformity. In Bauer’s view, this will be the key to any possible
cultural revival (Bauer 1882b, 3).

Until such a renewal might occur, the rivalry among imperialist powers
and agencies would perfect the form of modern global tyranny and usher in
a world cultural, political, and economic crisis of uncertain resolution. For
Bauer it is clear, however, that these conflicts for hegemony do not stimu-
late but hinder economic growth, since permanent insecurity and military
mobilization undermine or misdirect productive activity (Bauer 1882a, 17).
Yet the sustaining force of modern imperialism and tyranny is the abandon-
ment of the political and the complete self-absorption of individuals in their
private affairs. Militarism works against the very economic conditions that
promote it. Bauer here reproduces the distinction he had proposed in his
early work, between the development of the productive forces (Bauer
[1848] 1972, 530) and the pathology of the market, the anxious clinging to
property that circumscribes the political involvement of the modern liberal-
bourgeois consciousness (Bauer 1844, pt. 1, 6). This dialectic now operates
on the global scale.

These are prescient conclusions, though Bauer may have misconstrued im-
portant aspects of the developments he describes. He misjudges, perhaps, the
abiding force of nationalism beyond its merely instrumental possibilities; he
recognizes, but insufficiently analyzes, the workings of interimperialist rival-
ries in the West, without close attention to specific forms, to shifting patterns
of alliances and rivalries, or to types of economic interests. Nonetheless, he
aptly portrays significant phenomena of the ongoing globalization process,
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which he dates from the mid-nineteenth century: the conjunction of private
interest or the ideological triumph of the market, with the strong, expansion-
ist, and militaristic state. As we enter an era of wars in which neomercantilist
efforts at monopoly of supply, and massive corporate subsidies, disguise
themselves behind the rhetorical celebration of the free market, Bauer’s
analysis of modern tyranny seems almost prophetic. His critique alerts us to
forms of domination and heteronomy concealed in contemporary economic
and military globalization but holds out the prospect that history may not end
in tyranny and mass culture. Genuinely republican options, renewals of citi-
zenship and political community, might still be open. As Bauer puts it in an
optimistic moment, “Nothing is impossible for spirit” (Bauer 1843b, 195).

NOTES

The author gratefully acknowledges the support of the Social Sciences and Humani-
ties Research Council of Canada for this project.

1. Arendt (1973, 419, 460–61) stresses that ancient and modern tyrannies are in-
commensurable, being based on underlying conceptions of society that are funda-
mentally different. On the nature of these differences, however, the present account
does not adopt Arendt’s description of modern society.

2. The ancient community expresses, however, an inner conflict between human
and divine law, state and family. See the analysis of the Antigone, in Hegel (1967,
466–90). Hegel (1991, 356) also stresses the exclusionary character of the Greek
community, where only some are free.

3. This integration involves acculturation, or paideia. See Aristotle (1985, Book 3,
1–5) on prohairesis, the choice of a way of life, not as an existential choice by a de-
racinated individual, but as a result of habituation.

4. Tenets of authentic subjectivity are outlined in Taylor (1991, 81–91).
5. Previously, orthodox religion and absolutist politics had produced this separa-

tion in their respective spheres, and Bauer argues that a new, more informal separation
emerges from modern, apolitical mass society. His argument here can be seen as com-
pleting the Lutheran revolution by rendering the absolute immanent politically, not
only ecclesiastically. The primacy of the Enlightenment in heralding modernity must
thus be qualified by acknowledging preceding moments, such as the Renaissance and
Reformation. See, for example, Andrew (2001).

6. For a similar view in Fichte, see Maesschalck (1996).
7. Bauer’s work after 1848 is highly problematic in several respects, notably a vo-

ciferous anti-Semitism. His analysis of the emerging world market can bear critical
scrutiny independently of this view.

8. On his earlier views of the crushing of particularity by the state, see, for exam-
ple, Bauer (1840, 19–33).
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At one level, it seems odd to be asking the question, what is tyranny? Surely, it
might reasonably be said, we know what tyranny is. We know what tyrants look
like and how they behave. We know what tyrannical practices are and how they
impact those subject to them. The world is replete with reminders of tyranny
and tyrannical regimes. After a century marked by tyranny of the most cruel and
genocidal kind, this century opens with the overthrow of a tyranny, and the
threat of further interventions against a host of others (the “Axis of Evil”). Why,
then, do we need to think about the nature and meaning of “tyranny”?

Firstly, there is a question of comparison. One of the objectives of this vol-
ume is after all to compare existing tyrannies with past tyrannies and to ask
whether and to what extent they are the same. Is the tyranny of Oedipus or
Solon the same as that of Saddam Hussein or Kim Jong-Il? Are the tyrannies of
the ancient world analogous to the sophisticated totalitarian systems of North
Korea or the late USSR? There is the question of continuity of logics, tech-
nologies, and characteristics. This is an entirely legitimate exercise, but com-
parison is only possible where the terms of the comparing are relatively stable
and “trusted.” We can compare kinds of dog because the term “dog” is itself rel-
atively uncontested and taken for granted. But this is not the case for “tyranny.”
Here, by contrast, we are confronted not merely by a term the application of
which is in question (are modern tyrannies the same as the tyrannies of antiq-
uity?), but whose meaning is both contested and inherently political. Evil and,
by extension, tyrannical states are to be opposed and confronted. Free, demo-
cratic regimes are those with whom the rest of the free, democratic world is
happy to “do business.” Up to 1941, Soviet Russia was widely described as a
tyranny. After the German invasion of June of that year, the USSR was con-
verted into a “friend” and “ally,” and the principle long established in realpoli-
tik that the enemy of my enemy is my friend was reconfirmed. The term
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“tyranny” was banished from official briefings, newspaper reporting, and aca-
demic writings on the nature of the system confronting the Nazis—that is, un-
til the onset of the Cold War in 1945, when the USSR reemerged as a “totali-
tarian” regime, and thus as a tyranny (Gleason 1995; Tormey 1995).

Does all of this mean, however, that the term “tyranny” is in current usage
merely arbitrary, a kind of boo word to be flung against those whom, for
whatever temporary or contingent reasons, we happen not to like, whom we
don’t get on with or have sympathy for? It is of course a boo word, in that
most of us are keen to avoid living in a tyranny and will happily go along with
actions that diminish their proliferation or establishment. But this alone does
not make the term arbitrary, which is to say without settled definition or
agreed qualities. The term is not arbitrary, but rather loaded with a set of
meanings that resonate in a very particular way, indeed in much the same way
as other terms in the lexicon of political science resonate, such as “liberty,”
“equality,” or “justice.” Such words are part of the armory of linguistic com-
bat and of the hegemonic struggles between different conceptions of the
world, between different notions of the good life, of how we should live. How
we describe regimes and systems reflects in very direct terms our own nor-
mative preferences and ideals. The notion, for example, that contemporary
tyrannies are the same as or similar to those of the ancient world is an essen-
tially liberal or—following Kojève’s critique of Strauss—perhaps even “aris-
tocratic” viewpoint, concentrating as it does on the centrality of law and the
“virtues” of the wise ruler to “just” rule (Strauss 1963, 146). As I think is ev-
ident, such a focus is perhaps useful for describing regimes of a premodern
character, but much less so when it comes to analyzing contemporary forms
of domination, with the much more complex patterns of dependence, power,
and authority that we find in modern political systems. Whilst liberal ac-
counts are undoubtedly “hegemonic,” in that they inform “official” as well as
“common sense” thinking about the nature of political systems, a more criti-
cal approach is one likely to yield not only a better sense of the distinctive-
ness of both classical and contemporary political systems, but it will also pro-
duce a “politics” that is more attuned to the nature and form of oppression
under modern systems of governance—and an understanding of the nature of
the resistances that arise against it.

CLASSICAL AND/OR LIBERAL “TYRANNY”

Since the pre-Socratics, “tyranny” refers to political systems in which power
is used in an arbitrary manner by those who are unaccountable in direct—and
usually indirect—ways to those who are subject to that power. To paraphrase
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from the short section supplied by Aristotle in The Politics, a tyrant is one
who exercises a monopoly on the use of power and uses it to his own benefit
or in his own interests. In other words, rule is exercised “as by a master”
(Aristotle 1990, bk. 4, x).

Even on this minimal or baseline definition, what becomes evident is the
importance of certain key terms. This is particularly so for the concepts of
“power,” “interest,” “law,” and “accountability.” Tyrants cannot stand chal-
lenges to their power; they want all the power, and they want to monopolize
it in such fashion that no other individual or office can come to undermine or
query their position. Similarly, they do not recognize limitations on their ac-
tions. They do not want to be hindered by something outside of their own
power and, in particular, the limiting influence of the law. Hence, of course,
the source of Oedipus’s rage and introspection. The fear of the powerful
Other, those/that which lies outside of the subject, underpins the drama of
Oedipus—a point brought out in Lacan’s dramatization of the Oedipus com-
plex as the quest for absolute power in the formation of the psyche
(Stavrakakis 1999).

A key consideration is, therefore, the visibility of power, the fact that it does
not hide itself or seek to dress itself up as something that it is not. The tyrant
is someone separate and apart from the society over which he or she rules.
Power is something naked, forceful—something that emerges out of a barrel
of a gun or perhaps from the edge of a sword. But then, according to early lib-
eral theory, so too does legitimate power. It was Hobbes, after all, who as-
serted that “Covenants, without the Sword, are but Words, and of no strength
to secure a man at all” (Hobbes 1968, 223). All power, Hobbes tells us, is co-
ercive. This is what makes it power. So what then is the difference between
legitimate and illegitimate power, and how does this connect back to classi-
cal notions of the difference between tyranny and “just” rule?

We mentioned that the classical account of tyranny rotated around four in-
tersecting concepts: power, interest, law, and accountability. According to
Aristotle, the difference between a “‘perfect” constitution such as kingship
and an “imperfect” system such as tyranny lay in the particular configuration
of these concepts. Under “perfect” conditions, power is exercised in the in-
terest of all citizens, exercised in conformity to laws, and made accountable
to the citizens by a mechanism such as voting or rotation of office. Power is
used “virtuously” and “wisely,” not imprudently or for the interests of the
rulers alone. An imperfect constitution is one where power is used in interests
of the one over the many, where law is subject to power rather than vice versa,
and where the ruler or tyrant is unaccountable.

Hobbes’ concern echoes this classical account almost exactly but with par-
adoxical results from the point of view of the analysis of modern systems. In
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Leviathan, Hobbes restates that effective, or in Aristotelian terms, “perfect,”
government does not equate to democratic government. Far from it: effective
government is legitimate government in that it is conferred by the consent of
the governed, a principle that underwrites liberal constitutionalism in Locke
and the work of the Founding Fathers. Hobbes insists that consent can be di-
vined through the operation of a hypothetical contract between rulers and the
ruled, thereby improving (so it seems) on the rather more ad hoc judgments
of observers of classical political systems seeking to establish the “worth” or
“virtue” of rulers. This is to say that the existence of consent can be inferred
through the willingness of subjects to obey a sovereign power. In obeying the
sovereign, we in effect manifest the existence of a “contract” between gov-
erned and governor. Contractual governance contrasts with tyranny in that
both parties behave as if bound by the terms of an agreement made between
them. Leviathan is thus posited, curiously, as a “representative” of the people,
as opposed to the tyrant who remains in the state of nature vis-à-vis his own
“subjects” (Hobbes 1968, 228). “Representative” governance mirrors the idea
of “just” governance in classical commentary in being based on the affirma-
tion of the people, on their voluntarily recognizing the legitimacy of the ruler
or ruling group.

The shortcomings of such an account when transferred to the analysis of
modern regimes are too obvious to need to be restated at length here (see
Macpherson 1962; Plamenatz 1963). Suffice to say that the “difference”
Hobbes establishes between the Leviathan and the counterfactual tyrant are
more apparent than real. In practice, the citizen of such a state is subject to an
absolute power which is by definition unaccountable and unlimited. The only
means of redress against the Leviathan is the fabled witch’s test of “revolu-
tion” that was to be such a useful means of underpinning Locke’s “tolerant”
liberalism and the legitimating rhetoric of the Founding Fathers. Government
is legitimate as long as it is not overthrown. If it is overthrown, then, self-
evidently, it is no longer “government.” In the meantime, anyone resisting the
Leviathan can be and should be “put to death, by the command of the Sover-
eign Power” (Hobbes 1968, 265). It is upon such sophisms that the liberal
doctrine of consent and in turn the distinction between legitimate constitu-
tional authority and tyrannical power rested and, arguably, continues to rest.
Here, too, is the origin of the difficulty of the liberal paradigm as a basis for
reading the nature of contemporary political systems whose oppressiveness
frequently lies beneath the surface of daily life. If a society appears to be at
peace with itself, then at one level it is legitimate. For the main, liberal com-
mentary remains wedded to the classical notion of domination as the open
and coercive use of power against an unwilling body of individuals. Tyran-
nies are “self-evidently” coercive, oppressive regimes. Nothing is hidden.
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TYRANNY AND MODERNITY

Here, matters become more complex because not all tyrannies have this
nakedly coercive character, and not all coercive regimes are tyrannical. In-
deed we might hazard the hypothesis that as modernity has developed, so the
correlation between the overtly coercive nature with which power is exer-
cised and the degree to which a system or leader can be regarded as “tyran-
nical” has steadily diminished to the point where we now have a contested
field of signifiers jostling for supremacy. To take the example of the USSR
again, during the early years of the Soviet regime, power was classically
tyrannical in the sense that power was on open display. Enemies real or imag-
ined were rounded up and killed in open displays of power designed quite ex-
plicitly to signal the despotic nature of the regime. Trotsky argued in Terror-
ism and Communism that the open use of violence was useful, not only for
terrorizing opponents, but for serving as a reminder to supporters of the need
for vigilance and discipline (Trotsky 1975, 78). It goes without saying that the
period of War Communism and the civil war over which Trotsky presided
was tyrannical in the extreme. Yet by the 1960s, the Soviet regime had be-
come more subtle and less confrontational in its methods, so much so that
many commentators were given to redescribing the Communist regime as one
built on some form of consensus between those who “govern” and those who
are “governed” (see, for example, Hough and Fainsod, 1979). It was argued
that, logically, communist regimes were not so different from the liberal
democracies with which they had long been contrasted, a move recognized by
a growing literature devoted to the “convergence” of industrial societies
along a continuum. What, it was asked, makes communist systems tyrannical
when all overt signs of the arbitrary and open use of power of the sort we have
so far been describing are absent—or absent from the eyes of the casual ob-
server? If communist and capitalist regimes were at one level “alike” (law
governed, industrial, consensual), why should they be treated as fundamen-
tally “different”?

It is here that we encounter the crux of the difficulty in transferring the
classical image of tyranny to the setting of modern states and situations. To
be clear, this is not to say there are no regimes that display tyrannical quali-
ties of the classical kind. The point is rather that this overt coercive character
is, arguably, a function of their lack of modernity, that is, a lack of sophisti-
cation in developing forms of coercion, control, and discipline that are con-
sonant with modern systems of governance. Saddam Hussein’s regime may at
one level have been modern in the sense that it embraced nationalism as op-
posed to religious fundamentalism, and secularism over revealed knowl-
edge—both hallmarks of “modernity.” It was also clearly tyrannical: power
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was exercised in a savage and coercive manner against all manner of indi-
viduals and groups, including large ethnic minorities such as the Kurds. This
implies that in assessing modern as opposed to premodern regimes, what is
relevant is not what is open or on the surface, but what is tacit and hidden.
Domination is no longer easily legible, that is, lying on the “surface” of
regimes and systems. It lies hidden beneath outward displays of conformity,
of everyday habits of thought and expression, of daily interactions. Because
in a sense domination and coercion lie out of view (there is less “jackboot” in
view), whether a given system can be regarded as tyrannical is a matter of
piecing together the evidence of expressions of dissent, of deciphering what
in this connection James Scott aptly terms the “hidden transcripts” of domi-
nation (Scott 1992). How, then, to render this difference more evident?

One of the most penetrating accounts of the nature of contemporary op-
pression and thus of contemporary forms of tyranny is supplied by Vaclav
Havel in a remarkable essay, “The Power of the Powerless,” written as a dis-
sident in Communist Czechoslovakia (Havel 1985). The essay rotates
around the analysis of the following vignette of life under Communist rule.
A greengrocer displays in his window a sign saying, “Workers of the World,
Unite!” At one level, that is, at the level of the “open” transcript, little seems
to be amiss. The greengrocer is displaying his loyalty or fidelity to the sys-
tem in much the same way that someone singing the British national anthem
or saluting the American flag is demonstrating his or her “pride” at being
British or American. Except that, as Havel goes on to explain, the sign actu-
ally meant the opposite. Its subliminal meaning is, “I, the greengrocer, XY,
live here and know what I must do, I behave in a manner expected of me. I
can be depended upon and am beyond reproach. I am obedient and therefore
I have the right to be left in peace” (Havel 1985, 28). The sign is a talisman,
an attempt to ward off difficulties and problems through an overt display of
loyalty to the system. It is thus the product of fear rather than contentment
or consent, of the pragmatic concern to keep out of harm’s way rather than
to risk the wrath of the authorities. The greengrocer puts the sign in the win-
dow because he thinks by doing so he will appear loyal to those around him,
to officials and ultimately to the police. It helps him slip quietly into the
“panorama” of daily life. The issue of relevance for our concerns is, how did
Havel know that this is what the sign meant—as we now know it did? More
generally, what does such a reading tell us about the nature of contemporary
forms of power and domination?

What Havel’s example shows us is that the terms used to describe tyranny
under contemporary conditions are barely relevant and need to be rethought.
In particular, we have to revisit the idea of domination as the open and coer-
cive use of power against subject groups, a definition that serves for classical
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and premodern societies but not, as the example above shows, for more ad-
vanced societies and systems of domination. Here it will be useful to touch
upon the work of Michel Foucault, as it complements Havel’s analysis while
making clear the analytic properties of power in differing periods of histori-
cal and social development. Foucault’s work serves as an important counter-
point to the liberal understanding of power and indeed to the liberal account
of domination that takes as its cue the classical interpretation of tyranny out-
lined above.

FOUCAULT, POWER, AND “TYRANNY”

At one level, Foucault’s investigation of the nature of power can be taken as
a direct critique of what might be termed the physicalist conception of power
underpinning Hobbes’s account—though it is more often discussed in relation
to other critical conceptions of power such as that articulated by Marx in re-
lation to class society. To Foucault, modernity can be equated to the elabora-
tion of forms of power that are radically distinct from those of antiquity and
the medieval period. Such an account, if valid, in turn necessitates the reap-
praisal of the nature and meaning of “tyranny” itself.

As he makes clear in a number of places, modernity witnesses the sup-
planting of the physicalist conception of power with one focused on the dis-
ciplinary and constitutive nature of power (Foucault 1977, 2001). This
would equate to the generation of a model that sees power not merely as op-
erating against a passive and preconstituted subjectivity (as in Hobbesian
methodology—the subject that “like a mushroom” springs fully formed into
the world), but as a positive element in the constitution of subjectivity itself.
As we have had occasion to mention, the classical model of tyranny presup-
poses the prior existence of the subject as citizen who is then aggressed upon
by a usurping power, the tyrant. This creates the familiar dynamic analyzed
by Aristotle, namely “the instability of the polis.” Those who are used to be-
ing free do not take kindly to having their freedom taken from them by an
agent who seeks to maximize his own benefit. It is for this reason that tyran-
nical rule is unstable in Aristotle’s view. It can last only as long as people feel
sufficiently threatened that they go along with the regime. The moment fear
recedes or people perceive a weakness in the tyrant, they will seek to remove
him. So much for Aristotelian political science. The point is that power is
used against something, which in turn resists and creates a dynamic relation-
ship, albeit of a one-dimensional kind (as long as the tyrant possesses a suf-
ficient quantum of power, he will be able to maintain himself in power against
those who seek to resist). According to Foucault, such a characterization of
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the relation between the various agencies of power does not survive into the
modern era. Why not?

What impresses Foucault in his extensive studies of differing domains of
activity—the family, prisons, hospitals, and governmentality more gener-
ally—is the shift from the overt and coercive use of force against transgress-
ing or “failing” subjects toward forms of internal disciplinarity and regula-
tion. Instead of treating the subject as an “externality” that has to be punished,
branded, hounded, and harassed, the various microagencies of governmental-
ity produce a subject that is complicit in its own domination, and thus which
does not need to be treated as an “outsider,” as a hostile power to be tamed
through the overt or explicit use of coercive power. Through an extension of
the logics and apparatuses of control, a subject could be fashioned in accor-
dance with the requirements of the particular system, institution, or regime
into which he or she is inserted. The transitional motif Foucault deploys to de-
scribe such a shift is what he terms “panopticism.”

The panopticon is a device invented by Bentham (who is in turn regarded
as the quintessential “modern” figure by Foucault) to resolve the problem of
creating perfectly acquiescent subjects—initially in the context of the prison,
but more generally in asylums, schools, and indeed in any context where the
subject is required to conform to a particular kind of behavior in the interests
of the stability of the local system or regime (Foucault 2001, 58–59). Ben-
tham’s design places a central control tower at the center of a given space in
which all subjects are permanently bathed in light. Each subject occupies a
given space or room that can be watched over by the occupants of the control
tower, who are themselves hidden behind shutters or spyglasses. Thus every
subject can be watched over, whilst the watcher himself remains hidden from
view. Without even being present, the watcher maintains a “presence” for
each of the subjects, who by virtue of the design of the panopticon, can never
be certain when they are being watched. By this simple device, Bentham en-
sured that the distinction, real or metaphoric, between the public and the pri-
vate, the inner and outer world, was eliminated—to the “benefit of society.”
Surveillance and control displace coercion and compliance.

As Foucault sees it, panopticism is no mere utilitarian fantasy, but rather
a literal description of how power operates under modern conditions
(Deleuze 1988, 72–76; Foucault 2001, 58). What impresses Foucault is how
the physical operation of power experienced as something external to one-
self has been displaced by a series of interlacing and interlocking regimes of
discipline, surveillance, and control. From seeing the subject as something
external to governmentality and the disciplines it imposes, subjectivity be-
came the object of governmentality—specifically the manufacturing of sub-
ject types that would conform to the logic of the system itself. Prisons are
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transformed from a site of punishment to a site of rehabilitation and “treat-
ment.” Asylums are transformed from sites of enforced exclusion from the
rest of society, becoming instead sites of control and reconstitution of the
hapless malleable subject.

As Foucault was at pains to make clear, none of these developments were
in response to the demands of a clear identifiable agent: a governing class, or
even less a state or leader. They were the responses to the emergence of
modernity in turn shaping and constituting the modern itself. The transition
from feudalism to factory production necessitates a new kind of subject, but
in turn this new subject necessitates changes in the nature of now anachro-
nistic institutions and processes. At one level, therefore, what Foucault is de-
scribing is what others describe as “socialization”—the coming to be of the
subject within a given social context. Yet his point is that there is an “outside”
of such processes, in turn implying that they are more or less coercive, evinc-
ing more or less resistance. Such resistances are rarely the kind we associate
with resistance to tyrannical regimes. They are rarely in the form of large-
scale or organized uprisings of the kind that punctuates the history of tyran-
nies in the ancient world, in turn helping Aristotle to formulate his conclusion
that such systems of rule were inherently “unstable” (Aristotle 1990, bk. 5,
xi–xii). What they evince is, rather, a set of what may be termed “petty” re-
sistances of a kind that are hidden beneath the surface of everyday life. They
are hardly resistances to “the system,” for as Foucault makes clear, it no
longer makes sense under modern conditions to talk about “the system” as if
there were one overarching governmentality located in one space or place—
as there is in classical and even early modern systems of rule. There is no sov-
ereign power—or rather there is, but sovereignty is now largely fictive or il-
lusory, helping to paper over the “functional” character of the modern state
and its officeholders. As he mordantly puts it, in political theory, “we need
to cut off the king’s head” (Foucault 2001, 122). What we term “the system”
is rather a multiplicity of interlocking governmentalities, regimes, institu-
tions, and processes, some linked by an obvious underpinning rationale (e.g.,
“neoliberal governance,” “communism,” “homeland security”), others not.
From this point of view, it is futile to think of power as something that is used
or wielded like a weapon (or “the sword,” in Hobbes’ sense). Parties and gov-
ernments manage a system; they do not invent or construct it. The site of
“power” is not the state but the discursive mechanisms that underpin the op-
eration of the various elements composing the social system. These elements
construct and reconstruct a particular kind of subject, in turn maintaining the
functioning of the whole. The firm produces the obedient worker who will
fulfill her allotted tasks—or, better, “identify” so completely with “the brand”
that she sees herself as a mere cog in the machine of “economic productivity”
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and “global competitiveness.” The university, which once offered a critical
intellectual grounding in a discipline, now offers a “training” in “transferable
skills” as a return on the student’s “investment.” In each domain, a subject
type or position is immanent to the system itself, requiring conformity to its
disciplinary logic. How does Foucault’s account impact on the question of the
nature of tyranny?

• In modern systems, power is dispersed throughout the system rather than
being concentrated in one locale or one office (the leader/fuehrer). It is lo-
cated in sets of interlocking practices and institutions that themselves are
multiple and heterogeneous, that is, not reducible to a governing ideology
that could be displaced with another “ideology.” Although there are leaders
and ruling groups, classes, and castes, power is not possessed or controlled
by such groups. They have power, or rather powers; but power as the en-
semble of relations and practices determining the formation and direction
of subjective preferences and behavior is not reducible to the actions or de-
mands of such groups.

• In earlier forms of tyranny, domination is experienced collectively, if not en
masse. Slaves were oppressed as a group; the Jews were collectively op-
pressed by the Nazis; the “kulaks” (an almost entirely artificial category)
were “liquidated as a class”—as Stalin characteristically put it. Now the dif-
fuse and constitutive character of power means that the subject’s sense of
“being dominated” is, where appropriate, felt as a rupture between herself
and dominant values, beliefs, practices, and even linguistic forms. This pro-
duces a sense of dislocation, of rupture and anomie. Oppression is highly in-
dividualized, often experienced as neuroses, depression, feelings of help-
lessness, and a mute desire for an “outside” (flight, exile, emigration).

• Resistance is in turn something that stems, initially at least, from highly
individualized rejection of particular practices, processes, and proce-
dures. Revolts rarely take place against “the system” or totality itself
(1968 was perhaps the last great collective revolt of this kind). Resis-
tances are rather “petty” and isolated. Workers subvert or undermine the
workplace by failing to carry out instructions, by stealing from the office
or factory, or by turning up late. Youths in the inner city spray graffiti,
smash up telephone boxes, and shoplift. Patients forget to take their med-
icine, disrupt the functioning of the ward, attempt to distract the nurses
and staff, and abuse the system of exeats and visiting hours (e.g., Mc-
Murphy in One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest). Resistance is concrete and
“local” rather than being directed against “the state” or “the ruling class.”
Resistance often translates as a kind of “antisocial” behavior, one that
threatens “the decent law-abiding majority.”
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This latter point illustrates a key consideration in relation to the notion of
domination underpinning Foucault’s analysis, namely that it is no longer pos-
sible or meaningful to think in terms of certain modern societies as “tyranni-
cal” and certain others as unproblematically “free” or “democratic.” Whether
any given setting is oppressive or “tyrannical” (to continue with the ar-
chaisms) is a matter of what might be termed one’s “positioning” relative to
the dominant “majoritarian” ethos upon which modern societies are built.
Here the work of Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari may be of service to us
because they articulate in perhaps clearer terms (as Foucault himself sug-
gests) what is at stake in such an assessment of the modern experience (Fou-
cault in Deleuze and Guattari 1984, xi–xiv). As they argue in A Thousand
Plateaus, whether one regards the operation of modern systems of power as
oppressive depends on whether one subordinates one’s identity and sense of
self to the dominant value and belief system—that of the fictive “majority”
that provides the constituency and basis of support for the system itself
(Deleuze and Guattari 1988).

Here of course is an echo of Hobbes and Locke, though the conclusions
they draw are radically opposed to both. For the latter “consent” to the system
of governance is fictive, virtual, or “tacit.” It is never or very rarely expressed,
and indeed there are no occasions whereupon it could be expressed except
through the swearing of an oath of allegiance—and even this is often under a
form of duress (as for example in the case of economic migrants). Yet the
“consent” is said to be real where we are happy to subordinate ourselves to an
already existing power: to identify with the crown, constitution, nation, or
people. The point is that an act of identification with a collective subject is re-
quired in order to permit us to speak in terms of the existence of “consent.”
We have to subordinate our sense of ourselves as “univocal” or distinct to a
larger aggregate identity in order for the superstructure to operate. Where that
sense of distinctiveness—what might ordinarily be termed independence of
thought—is asserted, then our perspective alters. We come to see the “majori-
tarian” relations around us as inhibitive, repressive, and oppressive. We come
to see the system in which we live as, if not tyrannical, then one that inhibits
criticism, independence, and freedom of thought and action—all qualities we
associate with living under tyrannical rule. Such a process equates to what
Deleuze and Guattari term “becoming-minor,” which is to say coming to see
oneself as an autonomous entity within a system that can only be maintained
by a radical heteronomy of thought and action, a surrendering of the critical
and interrogative power that the autonomous individual preserves (Deleuze
and Guattari 1988, 291–92). We find ourselves on a collision course with par-
ticular practices, laws, and institutions, and eventually with the governing log-
ics of the system itself. Such an imperative is one built into contemporary
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society on the unquestioning acceptance of certain imperatives: the necessity
for “development,” “the clash of civilizations,” the desirability of “normality,”
heterosexuality, working hard, “getting on,” and “living healthily”—all eu-
phemisms for a particular kind of discipline that remains “tacit” and under-
stood by “the majority.” To those who are excluded by this fictive consensus,
to those who are in some way—or perceive themselves to be—“minor” (e.g.,
homosexuals, the psychologically different, the “idle,” the “unhealthy,” those
of mixed race, the “antisocial,” those who are reluctant to “identify with the
brand”), such imperatives and the world of practices and procedures associ-
ated with them may well come to seem “tyrannical” and may (and do) elicit
their own forms of resistance—though we will need to dig beneath the surface
of everyday life to find them (see, for example, Fantasia 1988; Cohen and
Taylor 1992; Scott 1992; McKay 1996).

How does all of this connect to the discussion above? Modernity has at one
level rendered the question of ”tyranny” redundant. This is not the same as
saying that there are no tyrannies in the world—there are many. What it
means is that with modernity comes a change in the nature of power and thus
a change in the nature of our relationship to power, a change in the nature of
ruler and ruled that makes the discourse or lexicon of political analysis in-
creasingly questionable. This is particularly the case for what we have been
terming “physicalist” conceptions of power based on a simple and simplistic
equation of power as “power over” others. As Havel’s discussion of the
greengrocer demonstrates, power is much more insidious than such a de-
scription allows. It is less open than concealed and fluid, operating to form
and reform relations between agents and structures. This requires us to look
beneath the surface binary of state-society relations, beneath rulers and ruled,
beneath governors and those who are governed. It requires us to look at the
hidden transcripts: the subtle, undramatic, particularistic, spontaneous resist-
ances of everyday life. It also requires us to recognize that the dichotomies
propping up political science (e.g., perfect/imperfect constitutions, free/
unfree) are largely redundant, even if they retain their hegemonic or “politi-
cal” force. If “tyranny” has relevance for us, then it has to reflect the multi-
plicity of ways in which the subject is “tyrannized.”

Havel’s greengrocer was one among many who “lived the lie,” as Havel
put it. Life in contemporary society is by and large more complex than a
matter of truth and lies, good and bad, tyranny and democracy. It is more
a matter of a multiplicity of forms of power, and thus of resistances and
transgressions against what, with Foucault, we might term microtyrannies (or
“micro-fascisms” to borrow directly from Deleuze and Guattari). There is the
tyranny of being “an effective and productive member of society,” or a “de-
cent law-abiding citizen”; there is the tyranny of “common sense” and of “moral

78 Simon Tormey



majorities.” Some of these “tyrannies” are no doubt easier to cope with than
others, and some of them induce mere “rebellions” against the majoritarian
fads of “the age.” Yet some of them are more than this, serving to expose the
necessity for thinking outside or beyond of modern systems of power no mat-
ter how “democratic,” consensual, or stable they may seem.
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On Saturday, March 20, 2004, the New York Times carried a front-page story
about an obscure backwater, Equatorial Guinea. This very small Africa coun-
try merited such treatment for three reasons. First, it claimed to have been the
target of a bizarre coup attempt involving mercenaries from Europe, Central
Asia, America, and Africa; and second, in recent years it has become a major
oil exporter. What truly piqued the interest of the Times editors, however, was
clearly something more: the perverse nature of its vicious and utterly corrupt
tyranny run by and on behalf of president Teodoro Obiang Nguema Mba-
sogo’s extended family. Michael Wines, the Times reporter, wrote,

The coup attempt . . . features a dysfunctional ruling family, a Lamborghini-
driving, rap-music producing heir apparent and a bitter political opponent in ex-
ile who insists that Equatorial Guinea is run by a gonad-eating cannibal. (Wines
2004, A1, A5)

After explaining the confusing and contradictory accounts of the coup at-
tempt and the immense poverty of the country, where oil royalties have been
almost entirely stolen by the ruling family, the article provides some details
about how the government tortures and murders its potential opponents,
abuses its people, and is subject to real, imagined, or invented coup attempts
quite routinely. It closes with a cryptic remark:

After all, the sole successful coup here occurred in 1979 when Mr. Obiang him-
self, then a lowly lieutenant-colonel [my note—he was actually the commander
of the army], overthrew and executed the self-proclaimed “Unique Miracle,”
Francisco Macias Nguema. Mr. Nguema was his uncle. It was a family affair.

Though little known to the outside world, this country, its ruling family,
and its awful history have been explored by a few good scholars and even
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a famous novelist.1 The full details are even worse than the Times story,
which gives the impression that this is somewhat of a comic opera. There
is nothing comic about it at all. Macías Nguema, the only other president
since independence, prohibited the use of the word “intellectual” and pro-
scribed writing letters to foreign destinations, going so far as having the
right arms of some offenders cut off for doing so. He gave himself ex-
traordinary titles, not only the aforementioned “Unique Miracle,” but oth-
ers such as “Grand Master of Education, Science, and Traditional Culture.”
His clan came from the African mainland (Rio Muni), and he slaughtered tens
of thousands of islanders (the other, richer, more developed part of the coun-
try is the island formerly called Fernando Poo, now Bioko, and the small is-
land of Annobon) to stay in power. He particularly disliked the small educated
elite, hundreds of whom he had tortured to death. He usually had his victims’
legs broken before proceeding with more torture. He was deposed by his fam-
ily when it became evident that he had gone too far and risked being over-
thrown. His successor’s soldiers were too frightened of his reputed witch-
craft powers to execute him, so France arranged to have Moroccan troops
flown in to do the deed, and Moroccans have been presidential guards
since then. After 1979, Equatorial Guinea, which then was not an oil ex-
porter, received substantial French aid. It was incorporated in the French
monetary (CFA) zone and returned to being a seminormal African klep-
tocracy as described by economist Robert Klitgaard in his aptly named
book Tropical Gangsters.

Suetonius’ descriptions of Caligula and Nero might have been the models
for the ruling Caesars of Equatorial Guinea, though it is unlikely that either
of its two presidents were influenced by the classics. When Macías Nguema’s
residence was inspected after his overthrow, what was found in his bedroom
were some of the works of North Korea’s Kim Il Sung in Spanish.2

WHY ARE THERE SO MANY AFRICAN TYRANNIES?

If Equatorial Guinea is one of the most grotesque examples of this kind of
governance, it is, unfortunately, only a bit more gruesome than many other
postcolonial African cases. Everyone remembers the late Idi Amin who de-
stroyed Uganda, engaged in mass murder and torture, and eventually stripped
his economy so bare that he could no longer pay off his soldiers and so had
to invade Tanzania looking for more loot. This resulted in a counterinvasion
by Tanzania that overthrew him. (Young 2002, 445–63).

There was also Emperor Bokassa of the Central African Empire (now, once
again, the Central Africa Republic) who was at first humored by the French
and then was overthrown by them when he also went too far by murdering
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over one hundred school children who had not purchased the required school
uniform (made by Bokassa’s personal factory) (Titley 1997). The bemused
Bokassa later would express his surprise about being condemned for this by
saying, “I killed fewer children than they said, and they were older than they
said” (Le Honde 1979).

Then there was the late President Mobutu, the “walking bank account
wearing a leopard skin cap,” as Bernard Kouchner characterized him, who
ruled over the Congo (Zaire) for thirty-five years and systematically plun-
dered it, leaving its economy and infrastructure in ruins (Young and Turner
1985). There has been a whole series of corrupt and sometimes vicious mili-
tary dictators in Nigeria, the genocidal regimes in Rwanda and Burundi, the
long-lasting rule of President Eyadema in Togo that has seen that country de-
cline from being a putative “Switzerland” of Africa to another ruin, and many
others. The most recent cases to catch international attention have been
Robert Mugabe, who has managed to transform one of Africa’s richest
economies into one where two-thirds of the population is malnourished and
where there would be mass starvation without international aid; and the Arab
Government of the Sudan, which has conducted a genocidal campaign of eth-
nic cleansing against the black people of Darfur.3

The conventional ideological left-right distinctions are not the issue. Haile
Mengistu Meriam of Ethiopia and Sékou Touré of Guinea (Conakry) were
responsible for thousands of deaths (perhaps over a million in Ethiopia) and
brought ruin to their people while trying to implement socialist development
schemes. The Dos Santos clan in Angola, the inheritors of Agostinho Neto’s
left-socialist regime, has turned into one of the most kleptocratic of all gov-
ernments. Somalia was dominated by a brutal dictatorship that was first pro-
Soviet and then pro-Western, that made war on its neighbor, that set clans
against each other to stay in power, and that left behind a complete ruin. On
the other side, the capitalist, pro-Western regime of Félix Houphouët-Boigny
in the Ivory Coast, which was one of Africa’s shining success stories, entered
a long period of economic stagnation in the 1980s, and after Houphouët’s
death in 1993, it turned into an ethnically based, corrupted autocracy beset
by military coups. Since 2002, it has experienced a civil war that has divided
the country. The government is run by a former socialist, Laurent Gbagbo,
who now bases his rule on his ethnic kin, uses death squads to eliminate his
opponents, and sanctions the disenfranchisement of northerners to win
rigged elections. Nor are the rebels who control the northern part of the
country better. Were they to gain control, they would probably run the same
type of regime.4

There are some more benevolent countries in Africa: Mali, Senegal, Benin
(whose dictator allowed free elections and is now back in power), Ghana
(whose dictator also allowed free elections and a measure of economic reform),
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Uganda (under its present relatively enlightened dictator), Tanzania, Mozam-
bique (since it gave up its attempt to impose socialism and since the arrival of
full democracy in South Africa ended outside interference that had been sup-
porting an antigovernment guerrilla war), Botswana, and a few others, such as
Niger, which is more democratic and less corrupt than it was under the rule of
various military dictatorships in the 1990s. There is, of course, the South
African exception, but that is so different in so many ways that it has to be ex-
cluded from this analysis. All the positive cases, however, are either very frag-
ile democracies or autocracies that rely on having enlightened despots to keep
them functioning at a reasonably, but only very relatively decent, level.

It is worth highlighting one of Africa’s most notable contemporary success
stories, Ghana. After a quarter century of economic decline, coups, and inter-
nal violence, it set out on a different path. Democratic reforms were gradually
introduced; the inflated, corrupt, and inefficient state sector was pared down;
and a somewhat fairer, more open legal system encouraged renewed invest-
ment. Over the past twenty years, Ghana has almost regained the economic
level it had at independence in 1957. Jeffrey Herbst’s analysis, however, em-
phasizes the fact that this was rendered possible by Ghana’s military dictator,
Jerry Rawlings, who changed his mind in power and shifted from being a so-
cialist autocrat to a reform-minded capitalist one, and who then voluntarily
relinquished power. Ghanaians know that Rawlings remains in the back-
ground, ready to seize power once more if he so decides (Herbst 1993).

What this brief overview suggests is that more often than not the fate of
African countries depends heavily on whether they are ruled by a “good” auto-
crat or a “bad” one, and in cases such as Robert Mugabe’s, it depends on
whether the autocrat is in a “good” or a “bad” period of his rule. That is more
than a little reminiscent of the past, when in all agrarian polities it was never au-
tocracy as such that was judged to be tyrannical, but only the more abusive au-
tocrats who ruled badly. Caligula and Nero were tyrants, but Trajan and Hadrian
were not, even if the latter two were perhaps even more solidly autocratic than
the earlier Caesars who still had to watch out for the Senate (Grant 1975).

We do not, however, live in an age of agrarian empires and kingdoms, so
we are obliged to go beyond the “good king/bad king” distinction. Black
Africa’s governance problems, even in its better-off cases, are too systemic
and widespread to be passed off as the fault of this or that individual politi-
cian or ruling party, much less as ideological wrong turns to the left or right
by past governments. Besides which, one has to recognize that the “bad”
rulers have been far more numerous than the “good” ones.

Even in the classical sense of the word, “tyranny” as the rule by an indi-
vidual or small clique that has low legitimacy with the population, that is abu-
sive and corrupt, and that has damaged the well-being of most of those it
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rules, the average postcolonial African regime has been tyrannical. Indeed,
today the average African country has a lower per capita GDP than at the mo-
ment of independence. This includes countries with very large quantities of
exportable resources such as Angola and Nigeria, and corruption has kept
poverty high even in little countries with huge resources, like Gabon. Far too
little of what wealth there has been has been invested in infrastructure, health,
or education; the investment climate for both domestic as well as foreign cap-
italists has been almost uniformly dismal, and human rights abuses have been
extraordinarily widespread. The few exceptions have barely been able to re-
coup earlier losses inflicted by prior regimes.5

The reasons for this sad state of affairs are many, and analysts differ about
which are the main reasons. For a long time, “dependency” and neoimperial-
ist theories were popular. They claimed that Africa was systematically “un-
derdeveloped” by exploitative colonialism and neocolonialism. There is no
doubt that foreign interference has often hurt African countries. The Soviets
supported repressive tyrannies in Mozambique and Ethiopia, as did the West
in Congo (Zaire). France has been particularly kind to some genuine monsters
such as Bokassa, and even worse, to the Hutu tyranny that it armed and abet-
ted, only to abandon it at the start of the 1994 genocide (Prunier 1997). France
supported Mobutu even after the United States dropped its toleration for that
regime when the Cold War ended. The civil war in Angola was fed by Soviet
aid and Cuban troops on one side, and American and white South African
arms, money, and men on the other. At the height of the Angolan civil war,
big Western oil companies paid royalties to the repressive and corrupt “pro-
Soviet” government while Cuban troops protected oil installations from the
“pro-Western” UNITA rebels led by Jonas Savimbi, who was receiving
American aid. The fact that Savimbi himself began as a Maoist revolutionary
who never abandoned his harsh autocratic ways did not prevent his becoming
the darling of conservative Americans. The presence of exportable oil or dia-
monds has increased corruption, not helped. Shady Lebanese, Israeli, and Eu-
ropean diamond dealers have been involved in some of Africa’s worst civil
wars and tyrannies, as in Sierra Leone and Liberia.6

This kind of explanation, however, falls far short of being sufficient. The
almost universal corruption and kleptocracy has its roots in something much
deeper, the fact that Africa has been ruled by what Max Weber would have
called patrimonial regimes. These are governments whose support is based on
their being able to pay their armed supporters to buy their loyalty, and whose
chief goal is to collect enough booty, legitimately or not, to do this. Such
regimes are essentially little more than bandits. Their leaders surround them-
selves with relatives or ethnic kin who presumably can be trusted somewhat
more than pure mercenaries. Being associated with the ruling group, such kin
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understand that if their clan loses power, they lose everything, including,
quite possibly, their lives.

Mancur Olson has emphasized the important difference between “roving”
and “stationary” bandits (Olson 2000). The former will strip the land bare as
they seek simply to carry off as much loot as possible. The latter will be more
cautious as they hope to stay in place a long time, and to utterly ruin their tax-
able base would leave them unable to pay off their troops, as happened to Idi
Amin, or more recently, Charles Taylor in Liberia. That is why, according to
Olson, most successful agrarian states throughout the world ruled by patri-
monial regimes had hereditary rulership. Not only did this keep power within
the family, but also such regimes tended, over time, to become less tyranni-
cal and more committed to their people for the simple reason that they
thought about the longer term. That commitment, however, was fragile and
went overboard as soon as resources became insufficient to pay off the fight-
ers who kept the regime in power.

Agrarian states developed all sorts of techniques to increase their legiti-
macy and thus reduce the costs of ruling. Turning kings into gods or repre-
sentatives of gods and promoting legitimizing religions were, in the long run,
effective in stabilizing patrimonial rule. The problem was that creating such
legitimacy took a long time, and it never secured ruling dynasties from their
internal high-class rivals, often from related families, who knew that the king
was just an uncle or cousin, not a god. Nor was it sufficient to keep away jeal-
ous neighboring tribes and kingdoms who wanted the loot and hardly cared
about this or that king’s divinity.

Jeffrey Herbst has explained that precolonial African states were weak. Ei-
ther there was little or no state structure, or else states ruled populations that
could easily escape taxation. This had much to do with Africa’s geography,
which has few natural barriers and low population densities. Thus states,
where they existed, tried to control people through clientelistic arrangements,
but did not have fixed boundaries. The rulers’ clients received military aid
from the center in return for tribute (goods or slaves), and states tended to live
by exploiting their peripheries in order to maintain control over a center that
provided military might. In other words, these were weak and typically un-
stable patrimonial states (Herbst 2000).

Colonialism weakened whatever African state structures existed by har-
nessing them to the alien rule it imposed, but left weak modern structures in
their place. At their best, colonial regimes had few trained functionaries, ruled
for only two or three generations, and did little to help Africans catch up to
the technological lag from which the continent suffered. The only major ex-
ceptions were in white settler colonies, most notably, South Africa, and to
some extent Southern Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe), though the advantages be-

86 Daniel Chirot



stowed on those countries by the whites were substantially negated by the
marginalization of their black population.

It is, therefore, not surprising that postcolonial Africa reverted to patrimo-
nial regimes intent on maintaining themselves in power by paying off their
core supporters at the expense of their own peripheries. This was the basis of
independent Africa’s most glaring and widespread policy failure. As Robert
Bates so clearly showed, from the start, politicized urban centers were subsi-
dized by seizing crops from politically fragmented peasants at disastrously
low prices. This ruined agriculture and turned what had been a largely self-
sufficient or agricultural exporting continent into one that increasingly relies
on foreign food aid (Bates 1981). Yes, the promotion of cash crops over food
was started by colonial masters more interested in tropical exports than in
food production, but as cases such as Ghana demonstrate, even export agri-
culture (in this case, cocoa) could be ruined by extracting the crop at prices
below production cost to squeeze out profits in order to support urban con-
stituencies and fanciful, prestige-development schemes. This is what led to
the ruin of Ghana in its first twenty-five years of independence. In 1957, it
had a per capita income higher than South Korea’s or Taiwan’s, and by 1983,
it had a per capita income much lower than in 1957. This was not the fault of
imperialism or neoimperialism but was a rational political strategy designed
to keep the elite in power even as it ruined the majority rural population.

As resources from which to extract revenues decayed, patrimonial regimes
were forced to rely on ever-narrower bases, and thus to become ever more
predatory, leading to downward spirals that made regimes increasingly brutal
and corrupt. As payoffs declined, only those closest to the ruling clique could
be trusted, making nepotism worse. As revenues declined, fewer parts of the
country could garner any benefits at all from the corruption, causing ethnic
and regional discontent to increase.

Many of Africa’s woes have been blamed on the artificial boundaries its
states inherited from colonial days. These pay little or no attention to cultural
boundaries and thus worsen the problem of creating legitimate state struc-
tures. As Herbst has pointed out, however, this argument is backward. In fact,
respect for the international boundaries laid out in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries by the colonial powers has been one of the few
sources of stability in Africa. If these cease to be respected, as is starting to
happen with civil wars that now spill over borders throughout much of the
continent, instability will grow, the time horizon of rulers will decrease, and
“roving” banditry will increasingly replace the “stationary” kind.

The Ivory Coast is a dramatic case of this process. At first, because of its
relative prosperity, it created a kind of “Ivoirian” loyalty. In the growing des-
peration to control a resource base that was no longer expanding, “Ivoirian”
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in the 1990s came to be defined as “southern Ivoirian,” and largely Christian.
That split the country. Now, the south itself is dividing along ethnic lines, and
underneath the international posturing of its president, the regime is starting
to behave ever more autocratically and corruptly. Were it not for the presence
of French and (soon) UN troops enforcing a precarious truce, the Ivory Coast
would fragment into a set of local fiefdoms ruled by warring patrimonial ban-
dits, as has happened to both Congos, Sierra Leone, Liberia, Angola, Chad,
and to some extent Sudan.

Under such conditions, what does the concept of “tyranny” contribute to an
understanding of what is happening? If we look at Africa in a broad histori-
cal and comparative way, the concept can actually tell us a lot, though not in
a reassuring way.

As some analysts are beginning to point out, and as the noted Weberian
scholar Guenther Roth claimed decades ago, rulership in Africa is not sui
generis because patrimonialism is neither new nor specifically African. Rather,
Africa today in some ways resembles early medieval (postimperial) Western
Europe. Weak, tribally based states then sought to assert control, but they
were, at first, little more than roving bandits. As they stabilized, their rulers
tried various techniques to make their rule more permanent (Roth 1968,
581–91). They claimed to be inheritors of Rome, they used Christianity and
the largely Roman church hierarchy to sanctify their positions, and they sought
to control their clients by granting them land in return for military service. For
centuries, this failed to produce stable polities. After the fragmentation of
Charlemagne’s Empire, Western Europe became little more than a crowd of lo-
cal regimes extracting what they could from their peasants and fighting each
other as their resource bases shrank. We rarely think of tenth-century Europe
as a set of little, unstable chiefdoms, but that is what they were. Rome’s cities
and roads were neglected, trade shrank, and the claims to broader legitimacy
by Europe’s kings were more fictional than real. That was why, as Marc Bloch
observed, its kings tried to claim magical powers and get themselves anointed
by the Christian God in hopes of securing their rule (Bloch 1924). Ultimately,
however, these were entirely kin-based systems of rule in which squabbles
within and between powerful families dominated the political process.

Were these little local tyrannies? By modern democratic standards, that is
exactly what they were. They paid no attention to the wishes of their largely
peasant populations; they were ruthless, violent, nepotistic, and autocratic.
Some local rulers were better than others, and these, presumably, were
viewed as “good” kings, dukes, or barons by their subjects. Others were par-
ticularly cruel or inept and were “bad” rulers. Few of their subjects thought
that a different kind of governing system was possible, though revolts could
and did occur whenever rulers extracted so much that the peasantry was
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threatened with starvation. Tyrants, then, were the “bad” rulers who over-
taxed or were particularly vicious. “Good” rulers were just as autocratic, just
as patrimonial, and just as ruthless as tyrants, but they did their job better.
They were Mussewenis (the present ruler of Uganda), not Idi Amins.

In fact, this kind of autocracy characterized Rome and other empires as
well, though if they were stable enough, empires developed religious and
philosophical legal traditions that defined the difference between tyranny and
legitimate rule more broadly. Greek and Roman tradition did this, as did the
classical Indians and Chinese, but these restraints were somewhat of an illu-
sion because the essence of imperial rule was always kin-based patrimonial-
ism. Thus, essentially, “tyrants” (or their equivalent in various civilizations)
were “bad” emperors, while equally autocratic ones who ruled over periods
of prosperity and peace, or whose military exploits protected their core pop-
ulations from harm, were not tyrants.

After the nearly total breakdown of the Roman imperial tradition in West-
ern Europe, it took a long time for a new set of restraints to come into being.
Eventually, local hereditary lords and the Church gained enough stable power
to force kings to follow certain rules about how much and under what cir-
cumstances they could extract revenue, and some kings, in England, France,
Castille, and a few other places, were able to lay serious claim to having some
authority over larger and more stable states. As trade revived after the tenth
century and towns grew more important, urban elites also obtained enough
bargaining power to force lords to respect property rights and markets as a
way of enhancing their revenues. The rule of law and civil society developed
where the rich and powerful were able to secure their own rights against
predatory kings, but where these kings were able, nevertheless, to retain some
sway over their kingdoms. Kings and nobles developed competing interests
in protecting their peasants to maintain a stable base of taxation. If local lords
overexploited them, peasants could rely on kings, while if kings overtaxed
them, they could rely on their local lords. Only very late—in the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries—did the notion develop that rulers were bound by a
social contract to serve all the people, and even later, in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, did majorities get to have much political say at all, thus
insuring that state power had to take into consideration the general welfare,
not just the interests of its rulers (Poggi 1978).

The history of the idea of tyranny roughly (though not precisely) mirrors
these changes. In classical Greek theory, Plato, Socrates, and Xenophon de-
fined the tyrant as a ruler who transgressed the law to gain or keep power, and
then abused his power. Aristotle added that oligarchies and even democracies
can be lawless and arbitrary, and thus tyrannical. In the European Middle
Ages, however, as Mark Lilla has pointed out, rulership came to be vested
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once again entirely in the hands of war chiefs, so that the term “tyrant” came
to mean little more than just a bad king. Only with the Renaissance, and more,
with the Enlightenment, did the Greek notion of tyranny as nonlegitimate rule
come back. Nevertheless, both conceptions of tyranny, of a “bad king” and of
an arbitrary and lawless kind of rule, are similar. They both emphasize the im-
moral quality of the tyrant, the tyrant’s (or the tyrannical clique’s) depravity,
and most of all, the damage this does to the abused general population (see
Lilla’s essay in this volume).

Only in relatively recent times has a different kind of tyranny emerged. By
no stretch of the imagination could Stalin, Mao, Hitler, Pol Pot, or other revo-
lutionary leaders who tried to transform their societies be considered simply
“bad kings” or mere “usurpers” who did not follow the law. They were, instead,
revolutionaries who tried to thoroughly transform their societies in ways never
tried before, and, in fact, to reshape human behavior. If there is any premodern
aspect to them, it is because they are akin to religious fanatics who thought they
could extirpate sin by converting some and exterminating the others. Perhaps
Cromwell in Ireland, where his armies used the Book of Joshua’s descriptions
of mass extermination of the Canaanites as a model, or the Taiping Rebellion
in nineteenth-century China are premodern examples of this kind of tyranny
(Fox 1992, 232; Spence 1997; Wareman 1975, 143–56).

To return to Africa, the situation is in some ways what it was in Western
Europe in the centuries after the fall of Rome. The process of imperial disin-
tegration that began forty years ago is still accelerating. The postcolonial
states all tried to inherit the mantle of colonial legitimacy, with the languages,
boundaries, and administrative systems bequeathed by the empires. (The only
multiethnic postcolonial black African state to have made an African lan-
guage its main official language is Tanzania with Swahili.) It has not worked
because these are no more national states than France was under its Merovin-
gian or Carolingian rulers, so they do not come with any inherent, built-in le-
gitimacy (Geary 2002). African nationalists could unite in their wish to be rid
of white rulers, but not far beyond that.

With low legitimacy or loyalty and weak tax bases, almost no African gov-
ernment had adequate resources to maintain its ruling cliques in power except
through patrimonial clientelism that extracts resources from majorities to arm
and feed the minority rulers. This means that whatever legal systems may
have been bequeathed by the colonial powers and whatever weakened forms
of traditional African legitimacy survived the colonial period, both get re-
peatedly violated by the new African autocrats. Everyone who has worked in
any of these societies in recent years (and here I am thinking of my own ex-
periences in 2003 and 2004 in the Ivory Coast) knows that the populations in
these countries have few illusions about what goes on. Governments and
politicians are regarded as largely corrupt, arbitrary, and illegitimate except
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by the small circle of their direct beneficiaries, and of course, by the closest
clan or tribal allies of the rulers. There are, therefore, many bad African
rulers, tyrants in the classical sense. As the Greek political philosophers and
Machiavelli understood, however, it is not simply a matter of this or that king
being bad, but of a structural situation in which the basis for a legal order and
stabilized, legitimate rule are very weak.7

The analogy between modern Africa and post-Roman Europe is useful but
can also be misleading. The reason we do not normally think of all of early
medieval Europe as a set of vicious little tyrannies is that little good was ex-
pected of governments in those times. In a modern world dominated by West-
ern Europe and North America, where norms of governance are very differ-
ent, where the state is supposed to serve the needs of its people, and where
kin-based patrimonial rule by stationary (much less by roving) bandits is not
considered “normal” under any circumstances, standards are much higher.
Not only do Westerners know this, but so do Africans. Many Africans have
emigrated to the West; many more watch its movies and television programs;
and most hear about pronouncements made in international forums about de-
mocracy and justice. If that were not enough, the rest of the world is moving
away from patrimonial autocracy and purely bandit regimes. In East Asia,
there exist old nations whose states have an inherent stability and legitimacy
lacking in Africa and who have been gradually, if not always steadily, de-
mocratizing. India, for all its faults, is a functioning democracy. Its much
longer period of colonial rule left it an effective high civil service, a cultural
unity that reinforced its ancient pan-Indian commonalities, and a substantial,
highly educated, Westernized elite. Most Latin American countries that began
as patrimonial, ineffective semi-bandit states in the nineteenth century no
longer tolerate the patrimonial kleptocracies that once ruled them.

This is what makes so much of Africa tragic. Its people expect much more
than what they are getting from their governments, and they know that they
are ensnared in unjust tyrannical political systems. Even their “good” kings
are not entirely reassuring, because, like Robert Mugabe, they can change
very quickly, and who knows about their successors or potential rivals?

If Africa can be explained in these terms, the problem would seem to be dif-
ferent if we turn our attention to the Middle East. There, tyranny has been com-
mon, and the nontyrannical rulers remain dictatorial autocrats; yet, the Middle
East began its own postcolonial period with far more advantages than Africa.

WHY ARE THERE SO MANY MIDDLE EASTERN TYRANNIES?

It does not take a very deep knowledge of the Arab Middle East to notice that
it has no functioning democracies, though it has had a record of impressive
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political stability over the past three decades. Whether one is looking at the
monarchies in most of the Arabian peninsula (Yemen is the only state there
that is not a monarchy) and Morocco, at the Ba’athist dictatorships (Syria,
and Iraq until 2003), or at other secular dictatorships (Tunisia, Egypt, Alge-
ria, Libya), none have been overthrown in more than three decades, except
by outside invasion: Kuwait (temporarily) and Iraq (by the United States).
Lebanon has in some sense been more democratic, but that was based on an
uneasy coalition of different religiously defined tribes. That coalition
foundered in a civil war ended only by the Syrian military occupation of
Lebanon (sanctioned by the United States and Israel in return for Syria’s
nominal participation in the anti-Iraqi coalition during the first Gulf War of
1991.) Limited democratic elections in such places as Kuwait, Jordan, Mo-
rocco, and Egypt have not really determined who is in power, and parlia-
ments get dismissed if they displease the monarch or president. Elections
that really threaten the regime, as in Algeria in the early 1990s, are sup-
pressed, and in that case, this led to a decade-long, bloody civil war that
killed over 100,000 people (Ajami 199).8

Almost all Arab regimes have generated some opposition, often a great
deal, and all have experienced internal political disputes within the elite; but
in one way or another, they have maintained regime stability by being bru-
tally repressive whenever necessary. At the same time, despite their stability,
their records for promoting economic growth and social justice have ranged
from merely fair to awful, they have been corrupt and nepotistic, and by lib-
eral modern standards, they have all been at least somewhat, and in many
cases extremely, tyrannical. Almost all these states’ regimes have been able to
draw on enough legitimacy (religious, traditional monarchical, as champions
of “third world” socialism, or through Arab nationalism) to sustain them-
selves better than the majority of postcolonial African regimes, but that has
not obviated the need for violent repression as well (Barnett 1988).

The first observation to make is that, on the whole, the states ruled by more
or less traditional monarchies have had to be less brutal than most of the more
“modern” presidential dictatorships. Algeria, Libya, Syria, and Iraq have had the
most brutal regimes in the Arab world, though Tunisia’s and Egypt’s secular dic-
tatorial presidencies have ruled with a lighter touch. The monarchies, on the
other hand, have been repressive and autocratic but have not had to resort to the
extreme bloodiness and slaughter of tens of thousands of dissidents that have
characterized Algerian, Syrian, and Iraqi rule. None of the Arab monarchies have
as bad a record as those three, or even as bad as Qaddafi’s rule. The champion,
of course, was Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, though Hafez Assad’s Syria in the 1980s
and Algeria’s military regime in the 1990s also killed on a very large scale and
terrorized their populations, and in Libya the population was impoverished by
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their ruler who for a long time jailed and killed his opponents and savagely re-
pressed dissent while spreading war and terrorism throughout much of Africa.

In other words, whatever their original revolutionary pretensions, the more
extreme secular regimes have reverted to being quite classical tyrannies, with
frightened, abusive rulers who became increasingly isolated from their peo-
ple and who resorted to very high levels of brutality. Here, Xenophon’s ex-
planation of why a tyrant, for all his power, is necessarily an unhappy man is
apt. Hiero the tyrant, lamenting his situation, says to Simonides the poet,

I will tell you of another harsh affliction . . . which tyrants have. For although they
are acquainted with the decent, the wise, and the just, no less than private men,
[the tyrants] fear rather admire them. They fear the brave because they might dare
something for the sake of freedom; the wise, because they might contrive some-
thing; and the just, because the multitude might desire to be ruled by them. When,
because of their fear, they do away secretly with such men, who is left for them to
use save the unjust, the incontinent, and the slavish? (Strauss 1991, 12)

The reason for this appears to be that once the modernizing project of Arab
socialism, in the form of the Ba’athism, of Algerian Third Worldism, of
Nasserism, or of Qaddafi’s odd mixture of all of these, failed, there was no
basis left to legitimize these regimes. They were therefore forced to rely on
narrowing circles of the “unjust, the incontinent, and the slavish,” and of
course on their ethnic and religious kin whose support was assured by show-
ering them with benefits (Ajami 1991).9

Gamal Nasser probably died just in time in Egypt in 1970, as his aggres-
sive nationalism and socialist schemes had bankrupted his economy and led
him from one disaster to another. He died while still popular, but one can
wonder how he would have fared had he lived another ten or twenty years. It
was Sadat who reaped the hatred of both the radical left and the growing Mus-
lim extremism, and his successor, Mubarak, who has been forced to complete
the retreat from any ideological pretension, combined with harsh selective re-
pression to cement his rule (Kepel 1993).

Saddam Hussein, the most ambitious of the post-Nasser Arab nationalists,
was at one time popular, but after causing two wars (against Iran and Kuwait)
and losing both, he was able to hold on only through the use of massive re-
pression and a descent into a grotesque kind of corrupt, classical tyranny
(Makiya 1989, 19, 93).

The Assad regime in Syria, the other Ba’athist revolutionary party in
power, held on to its ambitious nationalist program as it went from failure to
failure, lost its legitimacy, and also resorted to extreme brutality to stay in
power against a revolt of the Sunni Islamic Brotherhood (Ma’Oz 1988). It is
a de facto monarchy whose new king inherited the presidency from his father.
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The story was much the same in Algeria, once the shining image of revo-
lutionary Arab socialism. As its transformation of the Algerian economy led
to economic disaster and corruption, it lost its legitimacy, and an Islamic
movement grew, gained widespread popular acceptance, and had to be re-
pressed in blood by the ruling clique of army officers.

In all of these cases, what had been revolutionary programs regressed into
tyrannical rule by a small clique. In the case of Syria and Iraq, these cliques
were supported by tribal and religious minorities, Sunnis from around Tikrit
and adjoining areas in Iraq, and Alawites from northwestern Syria. In Algeria,
though the regime has been Arab rather than Berber, the ruling minority is not
tribally or religiously based but consists of the military elite that took power
after independence and their immediate successors. In Libya, Qaddafi’s rule is
much more based on his particular clan’s support than is commonly under-
stood, or admitted by the regime itself (Anderson 1990, 288–302, esp.
297–300). So, in a sense, these once ideological regimes transformed them-
selves into exactly what postcolonial African regimes are, namely narrowly
based, corrupt patrimonial states increasingly obliged to rely on their privi-
leged clients and kin to brutally stay in power. Their ideological pretensions,
once used to justify their “modernizing” tyrannies, have been exposed as hol-
low. They have managed to set their societies on the wrong path by practicing
modernizing, transformative tyranny and then combining this with the old-
fashioned, corrupt kind, thus creating the worst of both.

The Arab monarchies, even those that are recent (twentieth century) cre-
ations such as Jordan’s are not, however, tyrannies if they are judged by clas-
sical standards. This is not to say that they are liberal or democratic, but only
that they have avoided many of the excesses of the secular tyrannies. Their
kings have claimed power on the basis of tradition, and in some cases, no-
tably in Morocco and Jordan, on the supposed descent of their dynasties from
Muhammad. Many have had relatively “good” kings who have spread as
much as possible the benefits of whatever riches they controlled. Saudi Ara-
bia’s and Kuwait’s royal families, like those of the other Gulf states, may be
corrupt and wasteful, but they have built vast numbers of schools, roads, and
hospitals, and they have created huge welfare operations for their citizens. By
avoiding overly ambitious nationalist or modernizing programs, they have
not led their societies to ruin, as did Saddam Hussein and Qaddafi. They do
not need to resort to large-scale torture and killing to stay in power, and they
have managed to buy a certain level of legitimacy and considerable stability,
even if they are autocratic. Morocco’s monarchy has buttressed its legitimacy
by resorting to nationalism and the occupation of the former Spanish Sahara.
Jordan finds legitimacy and stability by relying on its Bedouin tribesmen and
by skillfully trying to accommodate the wishes of its Palestinians as much as
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possible. Saudi Arabia’s monarchy has allied itself to an eighteenth-century
puritanical Islamic sect. In other words, these regimes are really quite similar
to the more stable, legitimized monarchies of the past, judged on whether or
not they are ruled by “good” or “bad” kings, not by the fact that by liberal
standards they are patrimonial autocracies. Most of them have also had suffi-
cient resources to stabilize their rule, unlike the newer, less legitimate, less
traditional African patrimonial states.

In effect, the same is true of the more benign presidential regimes. Presi-
dents Mubarak in Egypt and Ben Ali in Tunisia are also “good” kings broadly
acceptable to their populations. Avoiding grand ideological dreams, support-
ing sham democracies, and ruling like old-fashioned autocrats who manage,
however, to deliver both order and enough economic growth to quiet their
masses, they are more like classical successful monarchs than like either
modern or classical tyrants. As long as they deliver these modest benefits,
their regimes can survive.

What has characterized the Arab monarchies as well as both Tunisia and
Egypt is that their leaders have abandoned (as in Egypt) or never had drastic
revolutionary ideological programs. They have tried to be accommodating
and to promote gradual economic reforms and modernization rather than
grand transformations. They have not done very well except in those monar-
chies with few people and a lot of oil, but they have not ruined their societies
with unrealistic and lofty ambitions.10

Such moderation, however, will never satisfy the idealists, be they fervent
Arab nationalists, Islamicists, or leftists who think that they can revolutionize
their societies and turn them into avenging great powers who will get rid of
Western domination and eradicate Israel. Therefore, for the extremists wait-
ing in the wings, neither the monarchies nor the monarchical regimes in
Egypt and Tunisia are legitimate. This means that if moderate progress stalls,
these regimes will be faced by the choice of either collapsing or turning them-
selves into brutal tyrannies in order to survive.

In a way, this makes no real sense. Arab societies had long experience with
complex statecraft well before the arrival of the European colonizers. They
had ancient traditions of literacy, and in most cases linguistic unity. Despite
the many different strands of Islam and the presence of Christian and Jewish
minorities, they had Muslim majorities and a high degree of cultural unity,
except perhaps in Lebanon. They also had at least a century or more of expo-
sure to European modernization and had many more modern social and eco-
nomic structures than African societies when they emerged from colonialism.

So why have Arab states reverted either to brutal tyranny or, in the more
successful cases, to patrimonial monarchies (in actual name, or merely de
facto in Egypt and Tunisia) with fragile legitimacy? Why is it that even their
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most stable and least tyrannical regimes remain autocratic and patrimonial
and are also hated by their more idealistic religious and secular citizens?
What will happen to the reasonably stable monarchies if they have a “bad”
king? Or if there is another disastrous war against Israel? Or if a world eco-
nomic crisis sweeps away their modest prosperity? We can look back at the
fate of the Iraqi monarchy in 1958 and the case of nearby Iran in 1979 and
find our answer—bloody revolution, the victory of extremism, and a descent
into a modern kind of ideological tyranny that will degenerate into yet one
more patrimonial, corrupt, but more familiar old-fashioned kind of tyranny.11

Because the Arab Middle East began with more advantages than sub-
Saharan Africa, its poor performance and prospects are harder to explain.
This, of course, brings us back to the much larger problem of why certain so-
cieties adapt better to modernization than others. Without trying to answer
such a complex question completely, however, it is possible to look at the so-
cial basis of many of the Middle Eastern Arab states and find a partial answer
that may be startling.

On close inspection, much of the Arab Middle East is only a few generations
removed from the tribal and clan systems that underlay the large but somewhat
superficial empires ruled by Mamlukes and Ottomans. Only at their centers
were these empires genuine bureaucratic and stable states. Outside of the more
sophisticated cities dependent on administration and trade, it was the tribes who
dominated the landscape. Theirs was a world of intense feuds where the only
trustworthy allies were close kin (Gellner 1990, 109–26; Tibbi 1990, 127–52).

One of the most shocking aspects of the chaos that has descended upon
Iraq, supposedly one of the most modernized and nationalistic of the Arab
states, is the discovery that underneath it all are tribes, clans, and religious
sects that have little basis for any kind of national union except a common
dislike of infidel occupiers. Syria, another relatively modernized society, is
quite similar. The old tribal system has been gravely weakened by modern-
ization, as in Africa, but not replaced by national solidarity. Tribal, clan, and
sectarian politics still dominate.

It may be pure coincidence, due to the proclivities of their relatively be-
nign rulers, that the two stable autocratic, but less abusive, less tyrannical,
Arab Middle Eastern nonmonarchical states are Egypt and Tunisia. Albert
Hourani has noted that these two were well-established bureaucratic states
with strong armies and sufficient revenues from taxes and trade to maintain
themselves as such for centuries before their exposure to the West (Hourani
1990, 303–11, esp. 303). The rest of the Arab world did not have this ad-
vantageous tradition. Therefore, in a sense, the basis of lasting political sol-
idarity and loyalty to a national ideal existed when Egypt and Tunisia
emerged into full independence from French and British rule. Those Arab
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societies still ruled by traditional monarchies also have a kind of traditional
legitimacy. Those that deposed their tribal rulers but did not have old uni-
fied state traditions became quasirevolutionary tyrannies that degenerated
into classically corrupt ones.

More legitimate, unified national entities have an easier time modernizing
their state structures and can count on greater stability than ones where old
tribal alliances are disintegrating but have not yet been replaced by strong na-
tional ties. Despite the appearance of greater modernity, many of the worst
Arab tyrannies have, in fact, reverted to the kind of corrupt patrimonial rule
that prevails in much of sub-Saharan Africa.

PROSPECTS FOR FUTURE REFORM: 
CAN THE LEGACIES OF TYRANNY BE OVERCOME?

The immediate prospects for the future in both Africa and the Arab Middle
East are exceedingly bleak. There is little on the horizon to suggest that in
Africa fundamental political reform will have enough of a base to succeed.
African states will continue to rely on relatively “good kings,” who may, if
enough of them succeed each other, build a more stable, more benign kind
of governance. Unfortunately, relying on such luck is dangerous, and a re-
turn to tyranny is always possible. As for the Arab Middle East, there is
every indication that rising Islamic rage against past tyrannies, against the
more stable monarchies and quasimonarchies, and against the West (repre-
sented most of all by Israel and, now, the United States) will result in
greater repression, internal wars, and, in some cases, the establishment of
religious tyrannies. These will no longer be classical tyrannies but modern
ones with totalitarian, transformative revolutionary ideologies. Where they
gain power, these religious ideologies will undoubtedly fail, as their
Ba’athist and socialist predecessors did, but that will only produce a rever-
sion to corrupt tyranny.

Are there alternatives? Turning back to history suggests that there may be,
if only we pay attention to the ways in which a Western European democratic
tradition evolved. What Africa needs is for its local elites, the local feudal
lords, so to speak, the traditional chiefs and notables whose power was badly
eroded by colonialism and delegitimized by efforts to turn colonies into
modern states, to regain enough power to create stable barriers against who-
ever happens to be their king. Elite democracy of this sort was the basis for
the construction of modern Western democracies, and it astounds me that
very few of those trying to help Africa remember this. Over time, the local
elites can become committed to the idea of a stable nation if their interests
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are protected, and as their own local powers often depend on at least the tacit
support of their tribes, they can bring larger segments of the population into
the nation as well. Given the rapid urbanization throughout Africa, cities
should also be taken into consideration, but these consist largely of agglom-
erations of crowded villages, with various districts heavily dominated by im-
migrants from single regions and related ethnic groups. Cities have their own
notables, as well as professionals, civil servants, and entrepreneurial elites.
Forcing democratic elections on these states is a bad strategy because they
are seen as winner-take-all events, thus inviting abuse of the electoral
process. But remembering that in the West the rise of civil society was a mat-
ter of growing elite self-organization, not a mass movement, suggests that
this is what African states need as well.

The recent experience of Iraq suggests that much the same process also
might be better adapted to combating future tyrannies in the Arab Middle
East. Jordan’s monarchy has survived by catering to its various kinds of no-
tables, from tribal Bedouin chiefs to prominent Palestinian families, much
more than to mass demands or electoral democracy. The same holds for the
Moroccan monarchy, and of course for the Saudi one as well, though in the
latter case the growing Islamic radicalism of its religious elite threatens to
bring down the monarchy. Assemblies of notables, not general elections, and
the decentralization of power into the hands of regions, urban quarters, and
the remnants of tribal and clan structures do not seem very modern or demo-
cratic, but they may well be the only way to avoid future tyranny.

The classical theorists who defined tyranny and who were also quite sus-
picious of democracy would have understood the situation better than most of
our political analysts and policy makers. Whether or not there is still time to
try to build, or rebuild, civil society institutions through a kind of reversion to
democratic elitism in either Africa or the Middle East, however, is a big ques-
tion. Also, if few active political thinkers in these regions, or their leaders, or
the Western powers who have the capacity to influence them reach that con-
clusion, it is unlikely to happen. Are there better alternatives? Probably not.
Unfortunately, not many understand this.

NOTES

1. Robert Klitgaard’s Tropical Gangsters (1990) is about the earlier days of the
present regime. Samuel Decalo’s Psychoses of Power: Africa Personal Dictatorship
(1989) concerns Macias Nguema, Idi Amin, and “Emperor” Jean-Bédel Bokassa of
the Central African “Empire” (now Republic). Frederick Forsyth’s book The Dogs of
War (1976) is a fictionalized account of what actually was a bungled attempt to over-
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throw Macias Nguema in which Forsyth himself participated before he became a
well-known fiction writer. 

2. The overthrow of Macias Nguema and subsequent events were well covered by
Jeunes Afriques, the leading Francophone African news magazine, published in Paris.
See issue 979, October 10, 1979, pp. 24–25, and issue 988, December 12, 2004, pp.
42–43.

3. Robert H. Jackson and Carl G Rosberg (1982) grasped the phenomenon a long
time ago. More recently, Jeffrey Herbst (2000) has explained the weakness of African
states and the resulting political disorder. The essays on Africa in Beissinger and
Young (2002) provide examples, and two recent articles by Samantha Power detail
events in Zimbabwe and Darfur Province in Sudan: “How to Kill a Country: Turning
a Breadbasket into a Basket Case in Ten Easy Steps the Robert Mugabe Way” and
“Dying in Darfur: Can Ethnic Cleansing in Sudan Be Stopped?” The best accounts of
Rwanda and Burundi’s genocides are, respectively, Gérard Prunier (1997) and René
Lemarchand (1996). 

4. On Côte d’Ivoire, see Daniel Chirot, “What provokes violent ethnic conflict?
Timing, the international situation, and political choice in one African and two Balkan
cases” (2005). 

5. The African Development Bank’s African Development Report (2000) tries to
put as positive a spin as possible on African economics by pointing out that in the late
1990s macroeconomic performance was generally better than in the prior four
decades. However, it cannot hide the facts that for four decades, per capita decline
was more common than growth, and that some recent improvements are bounces
from catastrophically dismal performances in the past. 

6. Some of these stories are told by William Reno in Warlord Politics and African
States (1998) and “Mafiya Troubles, Warlord Crises,” in Beissinger and Young
(2002).

7. It is in The Discourses particularly that Machiavelli speculates about the causes
of tyranny, going from blaming particular individuals like Caesar to recognizing the
general structural changes that produced unending abuses in Rome. See, for example,
pp. 141–45, chap. 10, in the first book of The Discourses. Pierre Manent’s (1995, 16)
discussion of Machiavelli points out Machiavelli’s faith in the wisdom of common
people to overcome the inherent evil of politics, and in that sense calls him the first
modern political analyst.

8. See also the very thoughtful review of this book by the economist Timur Ku-
ran in Independent Review 3, no. 1 (1998), 111–23. 

9. On third worldism in general and the tragedy of Algeria, see Robert Malley
(1996).

10. There is a vast literature on these individual countries, but a good summary of
the relationship between different types of regimes, politics, and economic develop-
ment is Clement M. Henry and Robert Springborg (2001)

11. On Iraq, see Makiya (1989). On Iran, see Tim McDaniel’s provocative com-
parison of the Iranian Revolution of 1979 with the Russian one of 1917: Autocracy,
Modernization, and Revolution in Russia and Iran (1991).
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What kind of man must one be in order to set one’s hand on the wheel
of history?

—Max Weber, Politics as a Vocation

We tend to think of tyranny as a politically unhealthy situation. Plato warns
against it and in the Republic sets it up as the polar opposite of the best state.
Aristotle, likewise, in Book 8.10 of the Politics, considers tyranny to be “the
worst deviant form, . . . the contrary of the best.” And a perusal of the major
figures in Western political theory shows that almost all of them tend to re-
peat in one or another manner the Plato-Aristotle understanding. The tyrant is
the person who exercises power “not [in] the interests of the whole body,” as
Hume put it in “That Politics May be Reduced to a Science,” but in his own.
Only Hobbes partially escapes the pattern when he declares in De Cive (chap-
ter 7.1) that “A tyranny is not a diverse state from a legitimate monarchy.”1

Hobbes was not entirely off the mark, however. The Greek word for
“tyrant” (turannos) betrays what is to most of us a certain ambivalence. In-
side the same text (i.e., the Oedipus Tyrannos), it is used to designate a king,
an absolute ruler, and (if insolent) imperious or despotic behavior. In all cases
it refers to a person not limited by law or constitution. Greek usage was re-
served for supernatural beings until Archilochus applied it to Gyges in the
seventh century. If we think of tyranny only as an unhealthy body politic, we
might ask how is it that we have come to share the sense that has come down
in the canon and lost the multiplicity of the original?

In notes written during the winter of 1883–1884, Nietzsche elaborates the
idea in the context of establishing a hierarchy of those who have the ability to
make appearance real. He establishes a hierarchy of “creative strength,”
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which goes from “the artist, who makes a character from himself; (2) the
poet, the artist, the painter; (3) the teacher (Empedocles); (4) the conqueror;
(5) the lawgiver (philosopher).”2 All those named in this list have in common
that they construct, as we now say, reality—that is, they provide the terms
(which could be in a work of art) by which we understand the world. In a real
sense, the world that is understood in a particular set of terms is the world of
those terms and thus, to some degree, also the world that the originator or
origination of those terms gives us.3 Not named in this first list is the tyrant;
yet, as we shall see, the tyrant is cousin to those of “creative strength.” In the
last book of the Genealogy of Morals, Nietzsche draws up a similar list of
those who create and shape a world. Here he is speaking of those whose role
it is to take care of the slavish morality (they are themselves slavishly moral).
They can be “a support, a resistance, a prop, a compulsion, taskmaster, a
tyrant, a god.”4 The intensification in this sequence is one of world creation
and maintenance.

Where and how, for Nietzsche, does the tyrannical make its appearance in
human life? He finds it in areas with which we moderns would normally not
associate it. In Beyond Good and Evil, he argues that the limitations of Sto-
icism come from the fact that they insisted on seeing nature as “stoic and that
with time this became what nature was for them. . . . But this is an old ever-
lasting story: what happened then with the Stoics still happens to-day, as soon
as ever a philosophy begins to believe in itself. It always creates the world in
its own image; it cannot do otherwise; philosophy is this tyrannical impulse
itself, the most spiritual Will to Power, to the ‘creation of the world,’ to the
causa prima.”5 There is no avoiding the creation of the world in one’s own
image—so much we might say is the lesson that Nietzsche draws from
Kant—the difficulty comes when one comes to believe that the image that
one has created is in fact the way that the world is.6 Here Nietzsche designates
the belief in the naturalness of what one understands the world to be as the
essence of the tyrannical impulse and holds it to be a more or less natural con-
sequence of any philosophy. Philosophy is or wants to be a creation of the
world, but it also fatally takes the world it creates as its own world. To return
to the hierarchy of world makers above, philosophy is in effect a form of law
giving, of saying, “thus it shall be.”7

Tyranny thus arises for Nietzsche from the failure to remember that we live
in worlds that have been made:8 tyranny is thus a forgetting of human agency,
one might say. Much as the famous passage about “truth” as a “worn out
metaphor,” as an “illusion of which one has forgotten what it really is,”9 there
is thus a kind of built-in amnesia about tyranny, an amnesia that accompanies
all acts of volition. The will, as Nietzsche notes in the chapter “On Redemp-
tion” in Zarathustra, “cannot break time.”10
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The point here, however, has to do with what tyranny means: it is in its
essence the taking as accomplished the world that one has defined and the
forgetting that the world in which one lives is one that one has made. It is for
this reason that Nietzsche can write in Beyond Good and Evil that the “will to
truth . . . is will to power.”11 It follows from this, however, that Nietzsche does
not, and cannot, simply assume that one can at one’s leisure forego this
process. Why not? The most noteworthy characteristic of the tyrant is his
(her?) belief in his own understanding of the world as simply and finally true
and his failure to question that belief. Nietzsche does not think that one
should simply not believe in what one does, but adopt, as it were, a kind of
benevolent skepticism toward oneself.

To get a better idea of what this might mean, I propose that we read what
Nietzsche has to say about tyranny in the context of two other sources. To do
so will be to advance an argument about what Nietzsche had in mind when he
wrote of (ancient) tyranny. There is an important family resemblance between
what Nietzsche says about the tyrant and what has been and was being said
about the genius.12 Emerson, with whose dwelling Nietzsche was intimately
acquainted, wrote of the genius:

To believe your own thought, to believe that what is true for you in your private
heart is true for all men, — that is genius. Speak your latent conviction, and it
shall be the universal sense; for the inmost in due time becomes the outmost, —
and our first thought is rendered back to us by the trumpets of the Last Judg-
ment. Familiar as the voice of the mind is to each, the highest merit we ascribe
to Moses, Plato, and Milton is, that they set at naught books and traditions, and
spoke not what men but what they thought. A man should learn to detect and
watch that gleam of light which flashes across his mind from within, more than
the lustre of the firmament of bards and sages. Yet he dismisses without notice
his thought, because it is his. In every work of genius we recognize our own re-
jected thoughts: they come back to us with a certain alienated majesty. Great
works of art have no more affecting lesson for us than this.13

For Emerson, the following: (1) The genius knows what is true in his heart
and knows this also to be true of all humanity; (2) It is a speaking of oneself
that is in question; (3) Most men have this, but few recognize that they do; (4)
Genius has the quality of allowing others to recognize themselves in it: it is
thus creative of a community; (5) The fundamental mode of this is aesthetic.

It is important to realize that Emerson is here developing a thought that he
learned, one suspects strongly, from reflection on his reading of Kant’s Cri-
tique of the Power of Judgment. Kant had posed the problem of aesthetic
judgment as that of the relation between what appears to be a subjective in-
dividual judgment and the claim that that judgment was valid generally. He
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had argued that the aesthetic quality is free from “all constraint by arbitrary
rules.”14 It appeared as natural—that is, as given in and of itself. Such is
“beautiful art”—art which Kant argues is both purposive and without an end.
As such, the origin of that which we experience as art must be without ap-
parent foundation, as it is grounded in precisely the incomprehensible.15 So
the question naturally arises as to how the work of art comes into being, since
such a work is the work of “subjective universality” (that is, it is made beau-
tiful without referring to any concept).16 Somewhat later in the section, Kant
differentiates between the perceiver of beauty and its creator, and clearly
thinks that accounting for the creation of beauty a more difficult matter. It is
this that leads Kant to introduce the idea of genius.

The genius is “the talent (natural gift) that gives the rule to art.”17 The ge-
nius has the complete freedom of incomprehensibility. He (she?) “does not
know himself how the ideas for [the beautiful work of art] come to him, and
also does not have it in his power to think up such things at will or according
to plan, and to communicate to others precepts that would put them in a po-
sition to produce similar products.”18 This is originality, which for Kant
means that what the genius accomplishes cannot be confined to, nor ex-
plained by, any systematic understanding. In the Anthropology, Kant is clear
that the word applies only to an “artist” and only to the artist who does some-
thing original. Later in that book, he can write that “Genius . . . glitters like a
momentary phenomenon which appears and disappears at intervals, and van-
ishes again. It is not a light that can be kindled at will and kept burning for a
period of one’s choosing, but it is rather like a spark scattering flash which a
happy seizure of the spirit entices from the productive imagination.”19 Here it
is worth noting that even Newton does not make the cut, as it were, for what
he did could be set out for all to understand and thus could in principle have
been discovered by others.20 Indeed, Kant thought that at times it might be
hard to distinguish the genius from the madman.21

Kant does not in the Critique of the Power of Judgment provide criteria by
which to differentiate the genius from the lunatic; nor, I think, can he. The mark
of art is that it is always questionable, always fragile as art. The genius here, for
both Emerson and Kant, is kin to the tyrant. He (she?) is the person whose be-
lief in and actions from himself are such that the world he brings about becomes
a world for everyone (a version one might say of the relation of the subjective
and the universal that Kant saw as central to aesthetic judgments).

The genius and the tyrant thus function much in the same way, although it
is not clear whether the amnesia that affects the tyrant also affects the genius.
What can be done, though, about the impulse to forget? Nietzsche says that
one of the cures that the Greeks apparently found for the amnesia inherent in
tyranny was murder. Thus: “The tyrants of the spirit were almost always mur-
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dered and had only sparse lasting consequences (Nachkommenschaft).”22 The
solution may appear drastic, but Nietzsche holds it as part of the virtue of
Greek politics that those who would fix once and for all the polis in their own
terms were soon done away with. Thus in the first volume of Human, All Too
Human, Nietzsche writes of ancient philosophers. Each of them, he says,

was an aggressive violent tyrant. The happiness in the belief that one possessed
the truth has perhaps never been greater—so also the hardness, the exuberance,
the tyrannical and the evil of such a belief. They were a tyrant, that is, that which
each Greek wanted to be and which each was when he could be. Perhaps Solon
constitutes an exception; in his poems he speaks of how he spurned personal
tyranny. But he did this out of love for his work, for his law giving, and the law-
giver is a sublimated form of the tyrannical.23

This is pretty much the theme to which he will return in the passage from
Beyond Good and Evil cited at the beginning of this essay. Inherent in phi-
losophizing is a tyrannical element, which is the belief in the possession of
the truth. The desire that what one believed in one’s heart be true for all is
both the essence of that element and a goal fervently sought after by ancient
Greeks. It follows from this that the restraint on tyranny will not come from
philosophy. This is not only because, as Alexandre Kojève wrote, “The
philosopher’s every attempt at directly influencing the tyrant is necessarily
ineffectual,”24 but because philosophy is in itself tyrannizing.

The additional element here is that law is understood as a form of violence,
as a sublimation of the tyrannical impulse.25 In addition, it is clear that the
drive to tyranny is a necessary quality of thought. If all will is will to power,
as Nietzsche will write later, then all will is the will to make the world in
one’s own image (whatever that image be) and is thus, as it were, a kind of
passive categorical imperative. The praise that Nietzsche finds for this
arrangement derives from the fact that precisely the competition set up by the
desire of each to be tyrant produces a situation where nothing is lasting.

In this early period, what kept philosophy from tyrannizing? Here Niet-
zsche’s answer is importantly political. The political system led to the killing
of tyrants. Yet this solution—one that was later to be given a central place in
Machiavelli’s conception of political foundation—to tyranny cannot be com-
plete. What if a tyrant is not killed? What if he constantly wins? This matter
is not limited to what we would ordinarily name “philosopher.” The paradig-
matic case here is Homer, who is in effect a kind of philosopher-tyrant for Ni-
etzsche. He writes:

Homer.— The greatest fact about Greek culture remains the fact that Homer be-
came Panhellenic so soon. All the spiritual and human freedom the Greeks attained
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goes back to this fact. But at the same time it was also the actual doom of Greek
culture, for, by centralizing, Homer made shallow and dissolved the more serious
instincts of independence. From time to time an opposition to Homer arose from
the depths of Hellenic feeling; but he always triumphed. All great spiritual powers
exercise a suppressing effect in addition to their liberating one.26

Homer, Nietzsche concludes, “tyrannizes.”
Whereas Homer had in effect defined what it meant to be Greek, fatally

that which was Greek then had difficulty in escaping from the constraints of
the world that had come from Homer. (Here it is worth noting that Nietzsche
does not attribute this achievement to a putative person, “Homer,” but thinks
that “Homer” became the name for what was achieved.)27 The problem for
Greece was to move away from the effective tyranny of Homer while re-
maining Greek. The point of his analysis of both the “pre-Socratics” and of
the birth of tragedy was to explore how it was possible (for it was necessary)
to redefine what it meant to be Greek in light of the developments (living in
cities, commerce, breakdown of the preeminence of blood relations, develop-
ment of currency, writing, etc.)28 that had intervened.29

This was one of the central concerns of his early book, Philosophy in the
Tragic Age of the Greeks. This book, which remained unpublished and indeed
unfinished, is about philosophy and politics and tragedy, or about the possi-
bility of philosophy and about the role of philosophy in making culture pos-
sible, about what that might mean in terms of a valuation of the everyday and
as a possibility of the production of (one’s own) genius.

It is well-known that Nietzsche argued in the Birth of Tragedy that tragedy
had as its purpose the revitalization of common culture in Greece. A locus of
collective participation, a common festival, it was the focus where the culture
came together and pursued its understanding of itself. I have elsewhere in-
vestigated the working of tragedy in detail and will not repeat that analysis
here.30 But what is often not understood is the relation of tragedy to philoso-
phy. And here Nietzsche’s analysis is one of a failed opportunity—a failure
that is nonetheless important for our understanding.

He had argued that the philosophers before Socrates had reformation in
mind. They were, as he says at one point, lauter Staatsmänner.31 But, he is
clear also, the project of reformation fails: the “dawn remained almost only a
ghostly appearance.”32 Even the one of these philosophers who came the clos-
est—Empedocles—whose “soul had more compassions (Mitleiden) than any
Greek soul [and] perhaps still not enough, for in the end, Greeks are poor at
this and the tyrannical element became a hindrance in the blood of even the
great philosophers.”33 This despite the fact that “something new was in the
air, as proves the simultaneous emergence of tragedy.”
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The point of Philosophy in the Tragic Age of the Greeks is to explore the
relation of philosophy and philosophers to tragedy. If one reads Philosophy in
the Tragic Age together with The Birth of Tragedy (as Nietzsche had intended
they should be read), the conclusion is that tragedy was necessary to put an
end to the tyranny of Homer over Greece: that is, to solve the political prob-
lem of adapting to the new conditions that had arisen since Homer. What Ni-
etzsche shows is that the unity of tragedy, philosophy, and politics that had
been possible does not come off—in great part due to the effects of Socratism.

What had been possible? The forms of the philosophical voice as Nietzsche
develops them in his diadochical analysis of the philosophers who make the
tragic age possible, are the following.34 What follows here, in other words, are
the spiritual and epistemological presuppositions that make tragedy possible:

1. One must have a scientific (nonmythical) understanding of the world.
(Here one should remember that Nietzsche considers himself (properly in
German) to be doing science—Wissenschaft—in his philology.35 The
point however is not to ground the polity on science but to make possi-
ble, as he argues in the Birth, a regrounding on a mythic understanding.
(I take a myth to be a story of which one accepts the authority while
knowing that it is truthful rather than true.) This is a refoundation for the
polis. Thales is Nietzsche’s exemplar of this: he makes possible, Niet-
zsche notes, a pan-Hellenism that would have been the only way of pre-
venting the Persian Wars.36

2. One must bring to the foreground an account of the centrality of change
and contingency. Nietzsche finds this in Anaximander. Without such an
account we will be kept from Dionysian knowledge, that is, the knowledge
of the transitoriness of the worlds in which we live. Hamlet is the proto-
type of the Dionysian man for Nietzsche.

3. The third part of the philosophical voice is the realization that not only is
all impermanent, but that as things come into being and pass away, that
which is is always in conflict. Conflict is immanent in existence, and def-
initeness is thus a denial of existence. (In Experience, Emerson says, “Our
love of the real draws us to permanence, but health of the body consists in
circulation, and sanity of mind in variety or facility of association. We
need change of objects.”37) In Greece this voice is that of Heraclitus, for
whom the world was a game “of the child Zeus” and of “fire with itself.”

4. Next, we need to know that that which is comes not from that which is not,
but only from itself. (A point Heidegger was to drive to the ground.) Truth
is therefore not a predicate of phenomena, of that which appears. Here the
voice was that of Parmenides.
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5. With this, we must acknowledge the centrality of plurality, especially of
value. The world is thus nonrational but nevertheless is one, and its unity
lies in its appearance, in its beauty. This is the voice of Anaxagoras.

The finished text of Philosophy in the Tragic Age of the Greeks breaks
off here. We know from the notes that had Nietzsche finished it, he would
have dealt with three other elements that speak in a philosophical voice:

6. Democritus holds to the necessity of an aesthetic understanding, that is,
that our world is made and shaped. To Anaxagoras, Democritus adds the
claim that the world is necessary and comprehensible and focused in this
world, in the polis.

7. Empedocles holds that value, beauty, and reality are of and in the world
only and that they result from, as well as lead to, different perspectival
stances. Nietzsche calls attention to his political reforms and relates him to
the Pythagoreans. He is a “democrat, who has social reform up his sleeve”
and is identified with “love, democracy and communal property.”38

8. It is not hard to find each of these elements as making possible the analy-
sis of the Birth of Tragedy. All of this laid the necessary foundations for
and could have supported a tragic age. But here things went awry. Instead
of completing the process of making tragedy possible—thus curbing the
tyranny of philosophy—the last of the philosophers puts an end to the pos-
sibility of tragedy. He is “the virtuoso of life,” Socrates.39 “With Empedo-
cles,” Nietzsche writes, “the Greeks were well on their way toward as-
sessing correctly the irrationality and suffering of human existence; but
thanks to Socrates, they never reached the goal.” Socrates, Nietzsche goes
on to note, “(1) destroys the ease (Unbefangenheit) of ethical judgment;
(2) annihilated science; (3) had no feeling (Sinn) for art; (4) wrenched the
individual from any historical bonds; (5) furthered dialectical verbiage and
chatter.”40 In fact, “after Socrates it is no longer possible to preserve the
common weal (das allgemeine Wohl).”41 Tragedy would have provided the
counter to the tyrannical elements of philosophy. In Nietzsche’s analysis,
the failed union takes the form of Socratic rationality, and this in turn per-
mits the tyranny of a single philosophical voice.

What might an age of a marriage of philosophy and tragedy have made
possible?42 Part of the answer is to be found in Nietzsche’s claim that only in
Greece during the “immense” period between Thales and Socrates, has the
philosopher been at home, and not a “chance random wanderer,”43 “conspir-
ing against his fatherland.”44 For a philosopher not to be a “comet,” a culture
is needed. His task, as he sets it, is “to describe the world, in which the
philosopher and the artist are at home.”45 Thus Nietzsche writes that he wants
“to know how philosophy behaves towards an existing or developing culture
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which is not the enemy.”46 In order to know this, “one must know that which
we call his age.”47

These early philosophers (whom we refer to as the “pre-Socratics” but
whom Nietzsche usually calls the “pre-Platonics”) can only be understood,
he avers, if we “recognize in each of them the attempt and the initiation
(Ansatz) to be a Greek Reformer.”48 The culture in which these philosophers
were at home was the “tragic age.” In other words, each of these philoso-
phers embodied an element of what it meant to do philosophy, something
that in Greece was done as the exponent and proponent of a culture. Philos-
ophy and politics and tragedy are close to being co-terminal—or they should
be. The focus on the tragic age has to do with whether or not the Greeks will
successfully incorporate these elements into the world that issues from the
Peloponnesian War. In a collection of fragments to which Nietzsche gave the
general name Science and Wisdom in Conflict, we find: “One can describe
these older philosophers as those who felt the Greek air and customs as a
constraint and barrier: thus as self-liberators (the war of Heraclitus against
Homer and Hesiod, Pythagoras against secularization, all against myth, es-
pecially Democritus. . . . ). I conceive of them as the precursors of a refor-
mation of the Greeks: but not that of Socrates. One set of occurrences car-
ried all of the reforming spirits along: the development of Tragedy.”49

Tragedy in this understanding is a “means” to carry out a reformation and is
to be seen as made possible by and as a continuation of the individual
achievements of the philosophers. Thus Philosophy in the Tragic Age of the
Greeks is an investigation of what lies behind and leads up to the develop-
ments discussed in The Birth of Tragedy. In the latter book, the elements of
that which was “Greek” had remained unexamined. More importantly, the
role of philosophy in making tragedy possible and of tragedy in putting an
end to a tyranny and in making the polis possible had disappeared under the
destructive Socratic enterprise. If philosophy is consequent to and evincing
of the “human willingness to allow questions for itself which it cannot an-
swer with satisfaction,”50 thus of humanness itself, then Nietzsche’s accusa-
tion against the effects of Socratism is that it makes such philosophy and the
human impossible.

This is, as I understand it, the central message in Heidegger’s analysis of
the great choral ode in Antigone on the human.51 Heidegger calls attention to
he who is hupsipolis—which he translates as hochüberragend: standing high
above, that is, not part of the polis. The polis, as Heidegger understands it, is
the “historical place, the There in which, from which and for which history
happens.”52 To be above this—as a tyrant—is to be apolis. This is why phi-
losophy tempered with and by tragedy could have led to a “tragic age of the
Greeks” and to political health.
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Nietzsche in fact writes to Rohde in March 1873 that he is working on a
book about Greek philosophy that he thinks he may call “the philosopher as
the physician of culture.”53 He has hopes, in other words, to accomplish in his
time that which Socrates obviated in Ancient Greece. However, that project—
the joining of philosophy and politics in tragedy—failed in Greece, and we
are for Nietzsche the inheritors of that failure. What, then, is the problem of
tyranny in modern times? It makes a difference, says Nietzsche, whether it is
“Homer, or science (Wissenschaft) or the Bible that tyrannizes.”54 But if it
“makes a difference,” the difference is not simply of the substitution of one
tyrannical paradigm for another. It also makes a difference which paradigm it
is that happens to tyrannize; there is a difference in the kind of tyranny. In the
second volume of Human, All Too Human, he returns to his theme in a new
context.

Tyrants of the Spirit.— In our time we speak of each who would forcibly be the
expression of a moral discipline, such as the characters in Theophrastus and
Molière, as ill and speak of a “fixed idea” in that relation. The Athenians of the
fourth century would appear to us as deluded madmen, if we could make a visit
to them. Now the democracy of concepts rules every head:—the leader is many
taken together: a single idea that wishes to become master is now called, as was
said, a “fixed idea.” This is our way of killing tyrants—we send them to an in-
sane asylum.55

How has mankind passed from one to the other? What are we to make of
that change? What is the nature of that change? These are all questions that
concerned Nietzsche throughout his life. Indeed a preliminary answer is
given already in the continuation of an earlier citation:

The period of the tyrants of the spirit is past. In the spheres of higher culture there
will always have to be a mastery, to be sure—but this mastery will hereafter lie
in the hands of the oligarchs of the spirit. Despite their territorial and political di-
visions, they constitute a close-knit society whose members know and recognize
one another, a thing which public opinion and the judgments of the writers for the
popular papers may circulate as expressions of favor and disfavor. The spiritual
superiority which formerly divided and created hostility now tends to unite: how
could the individual keep himself aloft and, against every current, swim along his
own course through life if he did not see here and there others of his own kind
living under the same conditions and take them by the hand, in struggle against
both the ochlocratic character of the half-spirited and half-educated and the at-
tempts that occasionally occur to erect a tyranny with the aid of the masses? The
oligarchs have need of one another, they have joy in one another, they understand
their emblems—but each of them is nonetheless free, he fights and conquers in
his own place, and would rather perish than submit.56
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Nietzsche here differentiates between tyranny and oligarchy. He opposes
both to ochlocracy, the rule by the mob. The nature of modernity is not only
the replacement of tyranny by oligarchy but a transformation of the political
system into one divided between a ruling elite and a potential mob. In Poli-
tics as a Vocation, Max Weber lamented the disappearance of what Nietzsche
saw as the ancient mode. For the Fachmenschtum of the present, he wrote,
“the price that has to be paid for having leaders . . . is only this stark choice:
either a democracy with a leader together with a machine, or a leaderless de-
mocracy, in other words, the rule of professional politicians who have no vo-
cation and lack the inner charismatic qualities that turn a man into a leader.”57

Charisma—the gift of grace—is of course the belief in oneself and in the uni-
versality (at least for a people) of one’s voice. Paradoxically, the absence of
those who take their own vision to be universally valid generates both stabil-
ity and a mass-elite division. The present situation is one in which there is, as
Nietzsche remarks in Zarathustra, “one herd and no shepherd,” where every-
one is the same and wants the same, and where anyone who feels differently
is sent to the insane asylum.58 Tyranny in the ancient world was a natural po-
tentiality. The achievement of tragedy was to make tyranny impossible. But
in the modern world, tragedy has disappeared. It has disappeared consequent
to what Nietzsche calls Socratic rationalism: if we do not want to blame
Socrates, we can at least see that the dynamic that he has identified is the
same as what Max Weber called “the demagnification [Entzauberung] of the
world through science.” The modern world holds that there is an explanation
for whatever happens, and persists in the pursuit of such explanations. But the
conviction that there is an explanation to be had is itself a modern prejudice
and leads not so much to tyranny as to a search for tyranny. But since this
search can never accomplish itself, modern man is in the position of pursuing
the unattainable—the consequences of which form the basis for Nietzsche’s
understanding of nihilism.

It is for this reason that Nietzsche insists that the philosopher-tragedian
(poet) is a lawgiver, one who is able to say and to have acknowledged, “thus
it shall be.” In the period of the morality of custom, the lawgiver appeared
necessarily as a “healer and in some manner a demi-God: that is to say that
he was to create customs—a task both frightening and of a mortal peril.”59

The lawgiver is, for Nietzsche, not a being having anything to do with na-
ture. “Basic proposition: in nature there is no compulsion, no spirit outside that
of the human and humanness, there is no miracle and no providence, no creator,
no lawgiver, no sin, no punishment.”60 It is important to realize that Nietzsche
does not think that any pronouncement of “thus shall it be” by any person will
constitute the giving of a law. The point of the above analysis was to show that
Nietzsche thinks that a lawgiver must have acquired certain qualities, qualities
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that he or she will have by training rather than by constitution. It is a matter of
entitlement. This was the point behind Max Weber’s question that serves as an
epigraph to this essay.61

The matter is not as distant from us as we might like to think. What under-
lies law? Take the following case. In John Ford’s The Man Who Shot Liberty
Valance, the setting is a small Western town, on the edge of the world of law,
established enough to have women and farmers, but not established enough
to have churches and schools. The town is controlled by a cartel. Two char-
acters set each other off: the one, Tom Doniphon (John Wayne), is a feared
gunslinger who lives by his own law; the other, Liberty Valance (played by
Lee Marvin), is also a gunslinger and enforces the will of the cartel. Both are
men of skill and ability with the guns that allow them to live by their own
will. Into the town comes Ransom Stoddard (James Stewart), a lawyer (whom
Doniphon calls “tenderfoot” and “Pilgrim”). He helps the women, is seen in
an apron washing dishes, and winds up in a duel with Liberty Valance, a task
that he does not avoid though he has no skill with a gun. In the gunfight,
Valance is shot dead. From the resultant fame, Stoddard is elected senator
when the territory becomes a state, he breaks the power of the evil cartel that
had controlled the area, and he institutes numerous progressive policies. He
brings the rule of law. It turns out, though, that Valance was shot not by Stod-
dard but by Doniphon, from hiding. Doniphon had been in love with the
woman whom Stoddard marries; knowing that her happiness would only
come with civilization, he had broken his own code, murdering Valance by
shooting him the back so that it would appear that Stoddard was a hero.62

The Wayne character, like the Marvin character, is beyond the law, beyond
good and evil. The Marvin character can get away with it because he is
strong; the Wayne character can get away with it because he is strong enough
to impose law on himself, that is, to allow the existence of something other
than the realization of his own will.63 The effect of what Doniphon does in
killing Liberty Valance (such is the price of human liberty under the law, as it
were) is to make possible a legal and moral code. He makes it possible by
killing Valance, but that possibility can only come about because it is not
known that he kills Valance. In Ford’s presentation, law and morality depend
upon a veiling of origins, origins that have as their intent the bringing about
of a moral and legal world.

There is, I think one feels, something admirable about what the Wayne
character has done. Yet he has clearly acted beyond the law that makes civi-
lization possible—being hupsipolis, he is apolis. Like the Marvin character,
he is unto himself, but contrary to the Marvin character, while his actions are
also beyond the law, they make law possible.64 He knows that he does not
matter, in the end. The fact that we admire him is an indication, I think, of
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what Nietzsche was getting at in his suggestion that law and philosophy will
always have the quality of tyranny. The consequence for Doniphon is that he
accepts his condition as hupsipolis—he makes human society possible by re-
moving himself from it, by foregoing the fruits of his tyranny.

Something like this understanding is captured by Nietzsche in this passage,
which can, then, serve as conclusion:

The tyrants of the spirit.— The march of science is now no longer crossed by
the accidental fact that men live for about seventy years, as was for all too long
the case. Formerly, a man wanted to reach the far end of knowledge during this
period of time and the methods of acquiring knowledge were evaluated in ac-
cordance with this universal longing. The small single questions and experi-
ments were counted contemptible: one wanted the shortest route; one believed
that, because everything in the world seemed to be accommodated to man, the
knowability of things was also accommodated to a human timespan. To solve
everything at a stroke, with a single word—that was the secret desire: the task
was thought of in the image of the Gordian knot or in that of the egg of Colum-
bus; one did not doubt that in the domain of knowledge too it was possible to
reach one’s goal in the manner of Alexander or Columbus and to settle all ques-
tions with a single answer. “There is a riddle to be solved”: thus did the goal of
life appear to the eye of the philosopher; the first thing to do was to find the rid-
dle and to compress the problem of the world into the simplest riddle-form. The
boundless ambition and exultation of being the “unriddler of the world” consti-
tuted the thinker’s dreams: nothing seemed worth-while if it was not the means
of bringing everything to a conclusion for him! Philosophy was thus a kind of
supreme struggle to possess the tyrannical rule of the spirit—that some such
very fortunate, subtle, inventive, bold and mighty man was in reserve—one
only!—was doubted by none, and several, most recently Schopenhauer, fancied
themselves to be that one.—From this it follows that by and large the sciences
have hitherto been kept back by the moral narrowness of their disciples and that
henceforth they must be carried on with a higher and more magnanimous basic
feeling. “What do I matter!”—stands over the door of the thinker of the future.65

NOTES

1. Hobbes in Leviathan, chap. 46, writes also:

From Aristotle’s civil philosophy, they have learned, to call all manner of commonwealths
but the popular (such as was at that time the state of Athens), tyranny. All kings they
called tyrants; and the aristocracy of the thirty governors set up there by the Lacedaemo-
nians that subdued them, the thirty tyrants. As also to call the condition of the people un-
der the democracy, liberty. A tyrant originally signified no more simply, but a monarch.
But when afterwards in most parts of Greece that kind of government was abolished, the
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name began to signify, not only the thing it did before, but with it, the hatred which the
popular states bare towards it. As also the name of king became odious after the deposing
of the kings in Rome, as being a thing natural to all men, to conceive some great fault to
be signified in any attribute, that is given in despite, and to a great enemy.

For Hobbes, tyranny is a kind of attitude toward government and not a quality of a
particular government.

2. WKG VII-1 686: Die Grade der schaffenden Kraft/ 1) der Schauspieler, eine
Figur aus sich machend . . . z.B./ la Faustin / 2) der Dichter / der Bildner / der Maler
/ 3) der Lehrer—Empedocles / 4) der Eroberer / 5) der Gesetzgeber (Philosoph) /
überall ist erst der Typus noch zu finden, außer auf den niedrigsten Stufen: es ist noch
nicht die Leidens- und Freudensgeschichte nachgewiesen. Die falschen Stellungen
z.B. der Philosoph, sich außerhalb stellend—aber das ist nur ein zeitweiliger Zustand
und nöthig für das Schwangersein.

Citations from Nietzsche are from either the Werke Kritische Gesamtausgabe
(Berlin: Gruyter, ongoing) by volume (roman) and subvolume (arabic subscript), or
from the Kritische Studienausgabe (Berlin: Gruyter, 1973) by volume and page num-
ber. If the text in question is from a text Nietzsche published, I give the text and its
internal subdivision before the citations just noted.

3. Thus Yeats can write in The Tower that the effect of Locke was to undermine
or eliminate the possibility of Eden and to initiate the Industrial Revolution.

“Locke sank into a swoon;
The Garden died;
God took the spinning-jenny
Out of his side.”

4. Genealogy of Morals (=GM) iii 15, WKG VI-2 p. 390.
5. Beyond Good and Evil (=BGE) 9, KSA 5.21: Aber dies ist eine alte ewige

Geschichte: was sich damals mit den Stoikern begab, begiebt sich heute noch, sobald
nur eine Philosophie anfängt, an sich selbst zu glauben. Sie schafft immer die Welt
nach ihrem Bilde, sie kann nicht anders; Philosophie ist dieser tyrannische selbst, der
geistigste Wille zur Macht, zur “Schaffung der Welt“, zur causa prima.

6. I have explored this in the context of an analysis of the will to power in chap-
ter 8 of my Friedrich Nietzsche and the Politics of Transfiguration, 3rd ed. (Cham-
paign: University of Illinois Press, 2001).

7. See the important discussion of the affinities between philosophy and tyranny
in J. Peter Euben, The Tragedy of Political Theory: The Road Not Taken (Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1990), 248–50, 36–38.

8. Montesquieu gives a version of this when in the Persian Letters he understands
tyranny as the unwillingness to allow anyone an existence other than that you permit
them (Uzbek to Roxanne, for example).

9. Truth and Lie in the Extra-Moral Sense, KSA 1.875.
10. Thus Spoke Zarathustra (=Z) ii On Redemption, KSA 4.177.
11. BGE 211, KSA 5.144.
12. See the account in Jochen Schmidt, Die Geschichte des Genie-Gedankens in

der deutschen Literatur, Philosophie und Politik, 1750–1945, 2 vols. (Darmstadt,
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1985), which covers thinkers from Klopstock and Lessing, through Kant to Schopen-
hauer, Nietzsche, and the twentieth century, albeit not always unconventionally.

13. R. W. Emerson, “Self-Reliance,” in Essays, series 1 (first paragraph).
14. I. Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment (=CPJ) § 45 (185/5.396).
15. As Dieter Henrich writes, “We must . . . wonder how understanding, in its

lawfulness, can enter a situation that cannot be elucidated by reference to the con-
stitutive usage of the categories and that precludes general concepts,” in Aesthetic
Judgment and the Moral Image of the World (Stanford, CA: Stanford University
Press, 1992), 47.

16. CPJ § 6 and p. 100.
17. CPJ § 46ff (186ff/5.307ff).
18. Ibid. 187.
19. I. Kant, Anthropology, 234n.
20. CPJ § 47 (5.309–187).
21. He betrays considerable anxiety about this, for the lack of preexisting criteria

make it difficult to determine precisely the difference between the genius and the lu-
natic. In the Anthropology, he writes, “Such a patient [the lunatic] fancies that he com-
prehends the incomprehensible. . . . There is in this type of mental disturbance not
merely disorder and departure from the laws which govern reason, but also a positive
unreason, that is, a different rule, a totally different standpoint to which the soul is
transported so to speak. From such a perspective the soul looks at objects in another
way. . . . It finds itself transported to a faraway place” (para. 51).

22. KSA 8.42; cf. KSA 8.114.
23. Human, All Too Human (=HAH) I 261, KSA 2.214. Jeder von ihnen war ein

streitbarer gewaltthätiger Tyrann. Vielleicht war das Glück im Glauben an den Besitz
der Wahrheit nie grösser in der Welt, aber auch nie die Härte, der Uebermuth, das
Tyrannische und Böse eines solchen Glaubens. Sie waren Tyrannen, also Das, was
jeder Grieche sein wollte und was jeder war, wenn er es sein konnte. Vielleicht macht
nur Solon eine Ausnahme; in seinen Gedichten sagt er es, wie er die persönliche
Tyrannis verschmäht habe. Aber er that es aus Liebe zu seinem Werke, zu seiner
Gesetzgebung; und Gesetzgeber sein ist eine sublimirtere Form des Tyrannenthums.

Nietzsche associates Solon with philosophers (KSA 7.385). He does also say that
Solon wanted “moderation” (KSA 8.109) and that without Peisistratus the tyrant there
would have been no tragedy.

24. This is from an exchange between Leo Strauss and Kojève in Leo Strauss, On
Tyranny: Including the Strauss-Kojève Debate, ed. Victor Gourevitch and Michael
Roth (New York: The Free Press, 1991), 165–66. See also my “Dimensions of the
New Debate around Carl Schmitt,” in Carl Schmitt, The Concept of the Political
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996) and “The Sovereign and the Excep-
tion,” introduction to Carl Schmitt, Political Theology (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, forthcoming).

25. See, here, Jacques Derrida, “Force of Law,” Cardozo Law Review 11, nos. 5–6
(July–August, 1990), 919–1045, and John P. McCormick, “Derrida on Law: Or Post-
structuralism Gets Serious, Political Theory, June 2001, 395–423.

26. HAH I 262, KSA 2.218: Homer. — Die grösste Thatsache in der griechischen
Bildung bleibt doch die, dass Homer so frühzeitig panhellenisch wurde. Alle geistige und
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menschliche Freiheit, welche die Griechen erreichten, geht auf diese Thatsache zurück.
Aber zugleich ist es das eigentliche Verhängniss der griechischen Bildunggewesen, denn
Homer verflachte, indem er centralisirte, und löste die ernsteren Instincte der
Unabhängigkeit auf. Von Zeit zu Zeit erhob sich aus dem tiefsten Grunde des
Hellenischen der Widerspruch gegen Homer; aber er blieb immer siegreich. Alle grossen
geistigen Mächte üben neben ihrer befreienden Wirkung auch eine unterdrückende aus.

27. This was the subject of his inaugural lecture, Homer and Classical Philology.
“We believe in a great poet as the author of the Iliad and the Odyssey—but not that
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hier und dort unter gleichen Bedingungen leben sähen und deren Hand ergriffen, im
Kampfe eben so sehr gegen den ochlokratischen Charakter des Halbgeistes und der
Halbbildung, als gegen die gelegentlichen Versuche, mit Hülfe der Massenwirkung
eine Tyrannei aufzurichten? Die Oligarchen sind einander nöthig, sie haben an
einander ihre beste Freude, sie verstehen ihre Abzeichen, — aber trotzdem ist ein
Jeder von ihnen frei, er kämpft und siegt an seiner Stelle und geht lieber unter, als sich
zu unterwerfen.

57. Max Weber, “Politics as a Vocation,” in The Vocation Lectures, ed. David
Owen and Tracy B. Strong (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 2003), xx.

58. Z preface 5, KSA 4.18: Kein Hirt und Eine Heerde! Jeder will das Gleiche,
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59. Dawn of Day 9, KSA 3.21.
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keinen Geist außer bei Menschen und menschenartigen Wesen, es giebt keine Wunder
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keine Strafe.”

61. See the analysis in David Owen and Tracy Strong, “Introduction” to Max We-
ber, The Vocation Lectures (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 2003).

62. When this comes out at the end in an interview between now Senator Stoddard
and some reporters, one of them famously says, “When the facts and the legend con-
flict, print the legend,” and thereby Ford deconstructs our myths for us the viewers
without depriving them of their power.
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63. I am indebted here to the analysis of this film in Stanley Cavell, The World
Viewed (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1979), 57–59.

64. I have developed this theme more extensively in “Where Are We when We Are
beyond Good and Evil: Nietzsche and the Law,” Cardozo Law Review, April 2003.

65. Dawn of Day 547, WKG V-1 p. 321: Die Tyrannen des Geistes. — Der Gang
der Wissenschaft wird jetzt nicht mehr durch die zufällige Thatsache, dass der
Mensch ungefähr siebenzig Jahre alt wird, gekreuzt, wie es allzulange der Fall war.
Ehemals wollte Einer während dieses Zeitraumes an’s Ende der Erkenntnis kommen
und nach diesem allgemeinen Gelüste schätzte man die Methoden der Erkenntniss ab.
Die kleinen einzelnen Fragen und Versuche galten als verächtlich, man wollte den
kürzesten Weg, man glaubte, weil Alles in der Welt auf den Menschen hin eingerichtet
schien, dass auch die Erkennbarkeit der Dinge auf ein menschliches Zeitmaass
eingerichtet sei. Alles mit Einem Schlage, mit Einem Worte zu lösen, — das war der
geheime Wunsch: unter dem Bilde des gordischen Knotens oder unter dem des Eies
des Columbus dachte man sich die Aufgabe; man zweifelte nicht, dass es möglich sei,
auch in der Erkenntniss nach Art des Alexander oder des Columbus zum Ziele zu
kommen und alle Fragen mit Einer Antwort zu erledigen. “Ein Räthsel ist zu lösen“:
so trat das Lebensziel vor das Auge des Philosophen; zunächst war das Räthsel zu
finden und das Problem der Welt in die einfachste Räthselform zusammenzudrängen.
Der gränzenlose Ehrgeiz und Jubel, der “Enträthsler der Welt“ zu sein, machte die
Träume des Denkers aus: Nichts schien ihm der Mühe werth, wenn es nicht das Mittel
war, Alles für ihn zu Ende zu bringen! So war Philosophie eine Art höchsten Ringens
um die Tyrannenherrschaft des Geistes, — dass eine solche irgend einem Sehr-
Glücklichen, Feinen, Erfindsamen, Kühnen, Gewaltigen vorbehalten und aufgespart
sei, — einem Einzigen! — daran zweifelte Keiner, und Mehrere haben gewähnt,
zuletzt noch Schopenhauer, dieser Einzige zu sein. — Daraus ergiebt sich, dass im
Grossen und Ganzen die Wissenschaft bisher durch die moralische Beschränktheit
ihrer Jünger zurückgeblieben ist und dass sie mit einer höheren und grossmüthigeren
Grundempfindung fürderhin getrieben werden muss. “Was liegt an mir!“ — steht über
der Thür des künftigen Denkers.
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I should start by saying that I will not attempt a history of the term or concept
“tyranny” during the immense and varied period implied by my title, let alone
of the political phenomena it was meant to describe. I will instead speak
briefly about some salient aspects of the analyses of tyranny by a handful of
classical political philosophers, Xenophon, Plato, and Aristotle, and briefly
compare them with the modern analyses of Machiavelli, Hobbes, and Locke
to see how they might challenge some of our present-day notions.

Leo Strauss in the Introduction to his book On Tyranny wrote the following:
“The analysis of tyranny that was made by the first political scientists was so
clear, so comprehensive, and so unforgettably expressed that it was remem-
bered and understood by generations which did not have any direct experience
of actual tyranny. On the other hand, when we were brought face to face with
tyranny—with a kind of tyranny that surpassed the boldest imaginations of the
most powerful thinkers of the past—our political science failed to recognize it.
It is not surprising then that many of our contemporaries, disappointed or re-
pelled by present-day analyses of present-day tyranny, were relieved when they
rediscovered the pages in which Plato and other classical thinkers seemed to
have interpreted for them the horrors of the twentieth century.”

Strauss, writing in 1948, was referring of course to the murderous tyran-
nies of Hitler in National Socialist Germany and of Stalin in Communist Rus-
sia. He explained further that “It is no accident that present-day political sci-
ence has failed to grasp tyranny as what it really is. Our political science is
haunted by the belief that ‘value judgments’ are inadmissible in scientific
considerations, and to call a regime tyrannical clearly amounts to pronounc-
ing a ‘value judgment.’ The political scientist who accepts this view of sci-
ence will speak of the mass-state, of dictatorship, of totalitarianism, of au-
thoritarianism, and so on, and as a citizen he may wholeheartedly condemn
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these things; but as a political scientist he is forced to reject the notion of
tyranny as ‘mythical.’”

We may add that the inability to recognize tyranny diagnosed by Strauss
has not been confined to professional political scientists who eschew “value
judgments.” Intellectuals, journalists, and politicians who decry racism, mil-
itarism, and imperialism, even human rights activists, have sometimes been
reluctant to speak of “tyranny.” Those who do speak of tyrannies as evil
regimes and of tyrants as evil men are often ridiculed and denounced at best
as dangerously naive, and at worst as fanatical bigots who would impose their
own absolute values on other cultures and societies. And quite apart from in-
tellectuals, journalists, and politicians, two of the men whom Strauss consid-
ered among the greatest philosophers of the twentieth century, Martin Hei-
degger and Alexandre Kojève, defended, respectively, the “greatness and
dignity” of National Socialism and the historical necessity of Communism.

Strauss devoted On Tyranny to Xenophon’s dialogue Hiero, the only work
of classical political philosophy on the theme of tyranny. It is a dialogue be-
tween Simonides, a poet and one of the proverbial seven wise men of Greece,
and Hiero, the tyrant of Syracuse. In the first part, in response to Simonides’
questions about the relative pleasures and pains of the tyrannical life and the
private life, Hiero depicts the unhappiness of the tyrant, culminating in his as-
sertions that the tyrant lives in continual fear of assassination even by his paid
guards as one condemned by all human beings to die for his injustice, whose
killers are magnificently honored by the cities, and that he might as well hang
himself (4.5, 6.4, 6.11, 7.10–7.13). Simonides does not encourage Hiero to
follow that counsel of despair, but instead in the second part advises Hiero as
to how a beneficent tyrant could be the happiest of men (8–11). When Hiero
asks Simonides whether he would advise him to do without his mercenary
bodyguard, Simonides urges him to keep it but use it also to protect the citi-
zenry (10). Thus Simonides refrains from urging Hiero to give up his tyranny,
whether by returning to private life (one of the characteristics of a tyrant
seems to be that he never willingly gives his rule), ending his life, or trans-
forming his rule from one that leaves his citizens at the mercy of his security
force to one that leaves him at the mercy of an armed citizenry. Altogether,
this threatens to leave a reader with the shocking impression that Xenophon
recommends the life of a beneficent tyrant as the happiest.

Although Xenophon’s entrusting the praise of beneficent tyranny to a wise
man and the indictment of ordinary tyranny to a tyrant seems to give the praise
of beneficent tyranny greater weight than the indictment of ordinary tyranny,
Strauss notes that Xenophon neither utters this praise in his own name nor en-
trusts it to his friend or teacher, the citizen-philosopher Socrates, but entrusts
it to the supposedly wise but pleasure-loving poet Simonides, who himself
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does not publicly expound it but utters it only privately to a man already irre-
trievably committed to tyranny (Strauss 2000, 76–77). Strauss also brings out
how even Simonides’ praise of beneficent tyranny implies its defects: its lack
of law, liberty, recourse against the possibility of oppression, public spirit, se-
cure property rights, or equality of honor (Strauss 2000, 68–70). Strauss argues,
furthermore, that Simonides’ intention is to improve Hiero’s tyrannical rule so
as to benefit Hiero and perhaps himself as well as Hiero’s subjects (Strauss
2000, 38). Strauss suggests that Simonides first praises the happiness of tyrants
only to arouse the tyrant’s fear that if the wise Simonides thinks tyrants are
happy he might seek to become tyrant himself or advise a pupil or friend of his
on how to become tyrant, so as to provoke Hiero to utter apparently disheart-
ened lament over the unhappiness of tyranny so as to dissuade Simonides from
any attempt at taking away his tyranny, but which opens the way for Simonides’
advice as to how to rule more happily (Strauss 2000, 41–45, 52–55). Further-
more, to get Hiero to take his advice seriously, Simonides has to tacitly present
himself as morally unscrupulous and argue for beneficent tyranny on the basis
of its superior pleasure rather than its moral superiority to ordinary tyranny
(Strauss 2000, 55–56, 61). The dialogue ends, however, without telling us of
Hiero’s reaction to Simonides’advice, compelling the reader to wonder whether
Hiero, or indeed any tyrant, would take such advice (Strauss 2000, 34–64).

This puzzling and disturbing little dialogue may make us as modern dem-
ocrats wonder whether a wise man or a philosopher, or as we would say an
intellectual, ought to be advising a tyrant at all. If he finds himself in a situa-
tion where he can or must do so, we would be inclined to say he should do
precisely what Simonides declines to do, that is, urge the tyrant if not to hang
himself then to give up his tyranny or transform it into a constitutional order.
We might be compelled to admit that such a course is likely to lead only to
the speedy disappearance of the would-be adviser, whereas Simonides’
course may not lead to any improvement of the tyrant’s rule but at least leaves
Simonides alive to try again another day or at least go on writing poetry. Such
prudential considerations, however, do not seem adequate to explain
Xenophon’s focus on the question of just how much tyranny can be improved
while still remaining tyranny. He did not have to write a dialogue portraying
a wise man advising a tyrant; he could, for example, have stuck to portraying
a wise man or philosopher urging a young man tempted by tyranny not to pur-
sue that course (as Plato does in The Republic) or even have shown him urg-
ing the subjects of a tyrant to liberate themselves. Strauss argues that the
dream of a beneficent tyranny may be presented to make clear by contrast the
limits of law and legitimacy (Strauss 2000, 74–76).

In addition to the final praise of beneficent tyranny, what may seem
strangest to us about Xenophon’s dialogue on tyranny is its viewing tyranny
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almost totally from the perspective of the tyrant rather than his subjects, its
concentration on the question of the happiness or misery of the tyrant rather
than the happiness or misery of his subjects. This is a result of its being a di-
alogue with a tyrant, which is to say that it reveals that a tyrant is precisely a
man who is not amenable to appeals on behalf of the good or happiness of
others, the common good or justice. That consideration, however, seems
again insufficient to explain Xenophon’s concentration on the question of
whether tyrants are happier or more miserable than private men. Perhaps not
only for tyrants but for all of us, the fundamental question about tyranny must
be whether it is good to be a tyrant, that it is not enough to know that tyranny
is bad for others. Strauss suggests that the original question of the compari-
son or choice between the tyrannical life and the private life points to the
question of the comparison and choice between the political life and the
philosophic life, and concludes that the wise man alone is free, the superior
or ruler of rulers, as self-sufficient as is humanly possible, and alone capable
of justice in the highest, transpolitical sense (Strauss 2000, 78–91).

The choice between the tyrannical life and the philosophic life is also, of
course, the ultimate theme of Plato’s Republic. Already in Book I, Thrasy-
machus’ claim that the just is the advantage of the stronger (338c–39a) turns
into a praise of tyranny as perfect injustice and happiness (343d–44c), to
which the rest of the work may be regarded as Socrates’ response (368b).
(Thus, whereas Xenophon’s Hiero first presents the tyrant’s condemnation of
tyranny and then the wise man’s praise of beneficent tyranny, Plato’s Repub-
lic first presents Thrasymachus’ praise of tyranny and then Socrates’ con-
demnation of tyranny.) Glaucon’s story of Gyges’ ring suggests that every
man would be a tyrant if he could (359d–360c). Similarly, Socrates himself
asserts that the terrible, savage, and lawless form of desires at the root of
tyranny is present in every man and becomes manifest in our dreams
(571b–72b; see also Laws 687ac). And Socrates’ final myth of Er suggests
that even those who live in well-ordered regimes and participate in virtue ha-
bitually without philosophy would choose tyranny (619bd). We may be re-
minded of Nietzsche’s claims that every Greek wanted to be a tyrant, a desire
sublimated as lawgiving and philosophy (Human, All Too Human #261), and
that the desire for tyranny and disbelief in justice was the dirty secret of every
Greek aristocrat (Daybreak, no. 199).

For Thrasymachus, tyranny seems to differ from other regimes only in the
number of rulers: each ruling group sets down laws for its own advantage and
calls that justice alike in a democracy, an aristocracy, or a tyranny
(338d–39a), though he later admits that this is not so where just, that is to say
foolish, men rule (343de). Socrates in contrast sharply distinguishes tyranny
from other regimes.
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Socrates does not give a definition of tyranny, but he does give a vivid por-
trait of the genesis of tyranny out of democracy (562a–66d). The insatiable de-
sire for freedom (as that which democracy defines as good) destroys democ-
racy and leads to tyranny. Democratic citizens end up “paying no attention to
the laws, written or unwritten, in order that they may avoid having any master
at all.” Extreme democracy is transformed into tyranny through conflict
among its three classes: the rich who have become bankrupt and idle; the hard-
working super rich; and the demos themselves, “who do their own work, don’t
meddle in affairs, and don’t possess very much,” the most numerous and most
sovereign class in a democracy (564d–65a). Members of the first class usually
become the leaders of the demos, confiscating the wealth of the second class
to distribute some of it among the demos and keep the greatest part for them-
selves. As class conflict intensifies, the demos sets up one man as its leader
who resorts to judicial murder of his enemies, promises cancellation of debts
and economic redistribution, establishes a bodyguard to protect himself from
his enemies, and, if not killed or exiled by his enemies, becomes tyrant, insti-
gates continual wars, purges all the best elements in the city, and impoverishes,
disarms, and enslaves the demos (565a–69c). Thus the failure to moderate the
democratic desire for freedom leads to its opposite for the demos. The tyrant
is the destroyer of a democracy and the enslaver of the demos.

In line with his general procedure in the Republic, Socrates sketches a par-
allel between a city under a tyranny and a tyrannical man, whether living as
a criminal in a decent city or as the tyrant in a tyranny (571a–80a). Thus the
primary question about tyranny, whether one should want to be a tyrant, is
broadened into whether one should want to be a tyrannical man, one whose
most decent part (his reason) is enslaved to his maddest part (his eros). The
tyrannical man lives in fear, suffering, and misery, without a taste of freedom
or true friendship. The assertion that the tyrant is dominated by eros estab-
lishes a certain connection between him and the philosopher dominated by
eros for wisdom (cf. 474c–75b, 490b; see also 491d–92a, 495ab). The work
culminates in a contrast between the philosopher and the tyrant or tyrannical
man and, of course, a decision in favor of the superior pleasure and happiness
of the philosopher (580c–92b). Thus Plato’s Socrates condemns tyranny not
only from the perspective of the tyrant’s unhappy subjects but also, like
Xenophon’s Simonides, from that of the unhappy tyrant himself.

Plato’s Socrates does not advise tyrants as to how to preserve their rule in The
Republic as Xenophon’s Simonides does in the Hiero, but he does something
else that we may find even more disturbing: he attributes to the rule of his
guardians means that we are inclined to describe as tyrannical. The guardians are
supposed to censor poetry and the other arts (376c–402a); tell lies to the citizens
for the benefit of the city (389bd, 414b–15e, 459cd); abolish privacy, private
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property, and private families at least for the guardian class (416a–17b,
457d–64e); and even expel all those over ten (541ab). (Similarly, in Plato’s
Laws, at 709d–12a, the Athenian Stranger makes his lawgiver pray more ex-
plicitly for a young virtuous tyrant so as to institute his regime most easily and
quickly, though perhaps only as a myth showing how difficult it is for a city with
good laws to come into being.) That last proposal, however, suggests that none
of this is seriously expected to be implemented (Glaucon’s agreement that
Socrates has thereby shown how this city might be “most quickly and easily” es-
tablished “if it ever would be” seems ironical: cf. 592ab). The city ruled ab-
solutely by philosopher kings is proposed not with the expectation that it will be
established, but as a blueprint for the proper order of the soul of the best indi-
vidual or an analysis of the obstacles to justice or the elements of injustice within
the city (368e–69a, 427d, 472be, 592ab).

A striking counterpart to the implicit attribution of tyrannical aspects to the
hypothetical city of the philosopher kings in the Republic is its implicit attri-
bution of tyrannical aspects to all actual cities, not only to those suffering un-
der tyranny in the precise sense. Socrates says cities hate and kill those who
tell them the truth about their regime and honor those who flatter it (426ac).
They corrupt and turn toward tyranny the young with the best natures, and
punish them with disfranchisement, fines, and even death if they fail to speak,
act, and be like the rulers (490e–95b). The city is famously compared to a
cave whose inhabitants are chained prisoners forced to take the shadows of
artificial images and of themselves for the truth so that they resist their liber-
ation and try to kill their would-be liberator (514a–17a, 539e)—what could
be more tyrannical?

Indeed Strauss seems to consider the diagnosis of the attempt of every so-
ciety to tyrannize thought the greatest contribution of classical political phi-
losophy to the understanding of the problem of tyranny, along with its alter-
native, the idea of philosophy as liberation from such tyranny (Strauss 2000,
27). He argues further that what he calls “historicism,” the doctrine associated
with Hegel, Marx, and Nietzsche that all human thought is historical and
hence collective, has become both the greatest obstacle to such liberation and
the basis for the modern tyrannies that attempt in fact to collectivize human-
ity and human thought.

Although Plato’s Socrates does not advise tyrants as Xenophon’s Si-
monides advised the Syracusan tyrant Hiero, Plato himself notoriously ad-
vised the later Syracusan tyrants Dionysius the Elder and his son Dionysius
the Younger, as recounted in the Seventh Letter. This was, however, far from
an endorsement of beneficent tyranny on Plato’s part, let alone an effort to es-
tablish the city described in his Republic. Plato opens the Letter (324ab; also
336a, 351c) by favorably invoking Dion’s consistent opinion that the Syracu-
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sans should be free and be governed under the best laws (the opposite of
tyranny). He then recounts his own youthful illusions about and disillusion-
ment with the reign of the Thirty Tyrants in Athens, who not only failed to
lead the city to a just way of life as the young Plato had hoped, but made the
previous democracy look like a golden age (324c–25a). Plato then recalls that
when he first came to Sicily he thought that the human race would have no
respite from evils till those rightly and truly philosophizing should come to
political office (326ab), reminding us of the absolute rule of philosopher
kings in The Republic, but speedily endorses instead a just regime with equal
laws (isonomos, 326d). By instructing Dion (Plato’s pupil and Dionysius the
Elder’s brother-in-law and son-in-law), Plato says he unwittingly contrived
Dion’s future overthrow of the tyranny (327a). Plato recounts Dion’s high
hopes after the death of Dionysius the Elder for establishing a happy way of
life in Syracuse through converting Dionysius the Younger to philosophy, but
Plato himself does not seem to have shared these high hopes and returned to
Syracuse and a tyranny ill-befitting his speeches and himself more from fear
of betraying Dion in a time of danger (327c–29b; similarly he attributes his
second visit to Dionysius to his desire not to betray Dion or his philosophical
friends in Italy despite his doubts about Dionysius, 338b–39e, 347e). Al-
though Plato vividly portrays Dionysius’s passionate and tyrannically pos-
sessive devotion to Plato (330ab), the philosopher gives no sign of having had
any particular attachment to the young tyrant. Instead, Plato explains that an
intelligent man can only advise a regime moving in the right direction, not
one going the wrong way, and that he should eschew attempting to overthrow
a bad regime through killings and banishments (330d–31d). He therefore
merely urged Dionysius to reform his own life, advice he conveyed only rid-
dlingly since it would have been unsafe to do so directly (331d–33a). Plato’s
intention in Syracuse does not seem to have been either the establishment of
the regime of The Republic through Dionysius’ tyranny or the overthrow of
that tyranny. Indeed Plato concludes his narrative of his first two visits by
telling the associates of the since-assassinated Dion that his own reasoning
(logos) is that neither Sicily nor any other city should be enslaved by human
despots but by laws (334c), and that should they return to power they should
above all avoid banishments and executions and subject themselves to laws
equally pleasing to the vanquished and the victors to end the cycle of fac-
tional strife (336e–37d). Plato’s Sicilian visits reveal him as neither an anti-
tyrannical revolutionary (though the teacher of one) nor a protyrannical
utopian, but a sober advocate of moderation and the rule of law.

Although the theme of philosophy as the alternative to and cure for tyranny is
far less prominent in Aristotle’s Politics than in Plato’s Republic, it does appear
in his critique of Phaleas of Chalcedon’s proposal to make an equal distribution
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of property so as to prevent crime and injustice. Aristotle argues that although
having a modicum of property would indeed prevent crimes and injustices
caused by need, the greatest crimes and injustices are not motivated by need:
“men do not become tyrants so as not to shiver with cold.” The greatest crimes
and injustices, such as tyranny, are motivated instead by the desire for pure plea-
sure unmixed with pain, a desire that Aristotle says can be satisfied only by phi-
losophy (1267a3–17).

Aristotle defines tyranny in the context of his typology of the basic kinds
of regimes or constitutions (politeiai) in Book III of the Politics. The politeia,
constitution, or regime of the polis or city is the organization of its ruling of-
fices or its politeuma or ruling element (III 1278b9–12), and also its way of
life (IV 1295b1). Aristotle’s typology is emphatically normative: he distin-
guishes, first of all, between right constitutions (orthai politeiai) and perver-
sions or deviations (parekbaseis), on the grounds that in right constitutions
the rule is for the interest of the ruled or the common interest, whereas in per-
versions or deviations the rule is for the private interest of the rulers (III
1279a18–22). The perversions therefore are despotic rather than political in
the sense that they resemble the rule of a master (despotes) over a slave,
which is essentially for the sake of the interest of the master, and only inci-
dentally for that of the slave insofar as the preservation of the slave is in the
interest of the master, whereas political rule pertains to a polis, which is a
community of the free (1278b32–38, 1279a21–22). By combining this dis-
tinction between right constitutions and perversions with that between rule by
one, few, or many, Aristotle produces a sixfold typology of regimes: kingship
(basileia) is political rule by one (monarchia) for the common interest,
whereas tyranny is despotic rule by one for the private interest of the one rul-
ing; aristocracy is political rule by a few for the common interest, whereas
oligarchy is despotic rule by a few (the oligoi, or rich) for their own interest;
and polity or constitutional government (politeia, the same term he uses for
constitution or regime in general) is political rule by the many for the com-
mon interest, whereas democracy is despotic rule by the many (the demos or
poor) for their own interest (III 1279a26–79b10). See table 9.1.

Aristotle’s sixfold typology is not a simple dichotomy; there is more than
one kind of right regime, in contrast to our common tendency to distinguish
only between what we call democratic and undemocratic governments or
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Right Perversion

One Kingship Tyranny
Few Aristocracy Oligarchy
Many Polity Democracy



regimes. We ought not to be confused by Aristotle’s use of the term “democ-
racy” to refer to the bad form of rule by the many, but we should note that for
him rule by the many as such (approximating “democracy” in our sense) is
neither sufficient nor necessary for a right constitution: the many can rule
despotically in their own interest, oppressing the few, and one or a few can
rule in the interest of the ruled (a full exploration of that view would have to
be the subject of another paper). In particular, therefore, we should note that
his condemnation of tyranny as a perversion, far from being a condemnation
of all one-man rule, is precisely a condemnation of tyranny as a perversion of
kingship, of right rule by one man. Indeed, Aristotle says tyranny is the worst
perversion as the perversion of kingship as the “most divine” constitution
(1289a38–b3).

Our typologies emphasize the source of government, in practice the pres-
ence or absence of accountability to the people (our representative democracy
is not rule by the people in Aristotle’s sense, but only accountability to the
people) or, alternatively, limitations on the power or scope of government as
in our contrasts between constitutional government and dictatorship, between
liberalism and authoritarianism, or between pluralism and totalitarianism.
Aristotle’s sixfold typology, in contrast, emphasizes the end of government,
whether it serves the interest of the ruled or that of the ruler.

Finally, we need to note that it would be a misleading simplification to re-
duce Aristotle’s regime analysis to the sixfold typology of Book III; in Books
IV through VI of the Politics, he elaborates subtypologies within each of these
six kinds, as well as mixtures of them, blurring the lines not only between rule
by one, few, and many, but also between right constitutions and perversions.

Aristotle complicates the distinction between kingship and tyranny in par-
ticular in his discussions of the different forms of kingship (1285a1–86a7)
and of the different forms of tyranny (1295a1–24). He distinguishes among
five forms of kingship. First, there is the Spartan form of kingship that rules
according to law (kata nomon) and is sovereign (kyrion) not over all things
but only over the conduct of war and matters concerning the gods, in effect a
generalship/priesthood for life, whether hereditary or elective. Such a king
does not constitute a distinct form of constitution but is instead compatible
with any kind of constitution (accordingly, Aristotle describes the Spartan
regime not as kingship but as a form of aristocracy [IV 1293b15–19] or as
mixture of democracy and oligarchy [1294b19–35]). Second, there is the bar-
barian form of kingship, which is “near to tyrannies” in its power and even
called a “despotic rule,” but which rules according to law and is hereditary
and therefore stable, and in which the king is guarded by armed citizens,
rather than by hired foreigners, and rules over willing subjects, unlike tyrants,
who rule over unwilling subjects.1 Third, there is the archaic Greek form of

Tyranny from Plato to Locke 131



kingship, which Aristotle calls an elective tyranny, which differs from the bar-
barian kind only in being elective for life, for a set term, or for a set task rather
than being hereditary, but which also rules according to law and over willing
subjects. This archaic form is despotic or tyrannical presumably in that its
power extends over all things, but is kingly in that it rules according to law
over willing subjects and is elective. Fourth, there is the even older form of
kingship of the Greek kings of heroic times, who were hereditary, ruled over
willing subjects and according to law, and were sovereign only over war and
sacrifices and served as judges, a form that developed into later merely reli-
gious or military officials. Fifth, there is the absolute kingship (pambasileia),
which is sovereign over all matters and rules over a city or tribe or tribes (eth-
noi) as the head of a household (oikonomos) rules over a household accord-
ing to the ruler’s will rather than according to law.

In this discussion of the forms of kingship, Aristotle says nothing about
rule in the interests of the ruled rather than that of the ruler, the distinction be-
tween kingship and tyranny he made in the sixfold typology, since presum-
ably all of these forms of kingship, as forms of kingship as opposed to
tyranny, involve rule in the common interest. Instead, here he implicitly in-
troduces several additional criteria of distinction: (1) rule according to law as
opposed to rule according to the ruler’s will (see 1286b31–32, 1287a1–4,
10–11); (2) rule over all matters as opposed to rule limited to a few matters;
(3) rule that is hereditary or elective, presumably as opposed to rule by force
or fraud; and (4) rule over willing subjects as opposed to rule over unwilling
subjects. We may call these criteria legality, limitation, legitimacy, and con-
sent. Whereas tyranny is characterized by being rule without legality, limita-
tion, legitimacy, or consent, kingship also can be rule without legality or lim-
itation, but cannot be without legitimacy or consent. These criteria of legality,
limitation, legitimacy, and consent are more easily determined than the one
emphasized in the sixfold typology, whether the end of government is the
common interest or the ruler’s private interest, and they resemble more
closely our usual criteria for distinguishing kinds of government. In practice,
legal, limited, legitimate one-man rule by consent can serve as a proxy for
rule in the common interest. It can be presumed that a ruler who rules ac-
cording to law with limits on his power, a legitimate title of inheritance or
election, and the consent of his subjects is a king who rules in their interest,
whereas a ruler who rules according to his own will without limits on his
power, a legitimate title, or the consent of his subjects can be presumed to be
a tyrant who rules in his own private interest.

In Aristotle’s analysis of the different forms of tyranny (1295a1–24), he
says that what he previously distinguished as the barbarian and archaic forms
of kingship, though they are forms of kingship insofar as they rule according
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to law and over willing subjects, are also forms of tyranny insofar as they rule
despotically and according to the judgment of the ruler. He explains, how-
ever, that the form that is most especially tyranny (that is, not mixed with el-
ements of kingship) and is the counterpart of absolute kingship is that in
which one man rules without accountability over those who are his equals or
betters for his own interest rather than theirs. Aristotle adds that such a tyrant
rules over unwilling subjects since free men do not willingly submit to such
rule. This indicates another distinction between tyranny and absolute (though
not necessarily all kinds of) kingship: whether the ruler is superior or equal
or inferior to the ruled (see also 1286b8–12, 1288a8–19). Like the criterion
of whether rule is in the interest of the ruler or the ruled, this one involves
what we would consider controversial value judgments; in addition, it offends
our egalitarianism, our aversion to calling anyone superior or inferior to any-
one else. Nevertheless, we are usually aware of the differences between rulers
who are of unusual competence and decency, rulers who boast of their own
mediocrity and resemblance to the average person, and rulers whose lack of
decency and self-restraint would make them criminals were they not rulers.
Furthermore, Aristotle’s argument that free men do not submit to rule by their
equals or inferiors that is unaccountable and for the interest of the rulers
closely links the objective but controversial criterion of superiority/equal-
ity/inferiority to the subjective but more easily determinable criterion of con-
sent, whether the ruled respect their rulers and submit to them willingly or de-
spise and hate them and submit unwillingly. See table 9.2.

Although Aristotle reserves the term “tyranny” proper to describe the per-
version of one-man rule, it is important to note especially for the later history
of the term, such as Tocqueville’s “tyranny of the majority,” that Aristotle oc-
casionally extends the term tyranny to describe the extreme forms of democ-
racy and oligarchy. He says that the extreme form of democracy brought about
by demagogues, in which popular decrees replace rule of law, is the analog to
tyranny, and even that it is a tyranny (IV 1292a18, V 1312b6). Note that he says
the demagogues are the analog not to the tyrant but to the flatterers in a tyranny;
the demos, not the demagogue, is the analog to the tyrant so long as the regime
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Spartan yes yes hereditary/elected yes
Barbarian yes no hereditary yes
Archaic yes no elected yes
Heroic yes yes hereditary yes
Absolute no no ? [yes]
Tyranny [no] [no] [no] no



remains a democracy. Correspondingly, he says that the extreme form of oli-
garchy, in which hereditary rulers rather than the law rule, is the counterpart of
both tyranny and that extreme form of democracy (IV 1292b7–8, VI
1320b32–33). Both extreme oligarchy and extreme democracy, he says, are
shared tyrannies (V 1312b37–38). Similarly, on the narrower level of specific
institutions, he says that the Ephorate in the Spartan constitution was exces-
sively powerful and equivalent to tyranny (isotyrannon, II 1270b14–15).

Aristotle’s discussion of revolution and stability, the destruction and
preservation of regimes, deepens and enriches his analysis of tyranny. In dis-
cussing revolutions in democracies, he reports that in archaic times when the
same men were both demagogues and generals (rather than orators as in later
times), they used hostility to the rich to win the people’s trust and establish
tyrannies (1305a7–28, 1310b15–17). But in contrast to the simplified scheme
in The Republic, tyrannies can also arise out of oligarchies when they oppress
the people and a popular leader makes himself tyrant, when through licen-
tious living oligarchs squander their private means and such bankrupts estab-
lish a tyranny, or when out of distrust of the people oligarchs hire mercenar-
ies whose leader makes himself tyrant (1305a37–42, b39–42, 1306a20–23).
Tyrannies can also arise when kings or elected supreme magistrates aim at
despotic power (1310b18–31).

I cannot do justice to the wealth of detail in Aristotle’s discussion of revo-
lutions in tyrannies but will discuss only three of its aspects.

First, Aristotle here elaborates the characteristics of tyranny as opposed to
kingship. Whereas kings aim at the noble (to kalon) and seek honor, tyrants
aim at the pleasant and seek money; whereas kings are guarded by citizens,
tyrants hire foreign bodyguards (1311a5–7). Whereas kings protect both the
rich from suffering injustice and the people from suffering outrage, tyrants
openly or secretly kill or exile outstanding citizens and distrust, disarm, dis-
advantage, and even disperse the multitude (1311a1–2). Above all, whereas
kings rule by consent and cease to rule when their subjects no longer wish it,
tyrants rule by fraud or force when their subjects do not wish it (1313a5–15).

Second, Aristotle articulates the causes and motives of revolutions against
tyrannies (following the lines of his more general account of the causes and
motives of revolutions against all regimes, at 1302a16–1304b17). The funda-
mental cause of revolution against tyranny (as of revolution in general) is in-
justice, not so much the general injustice of a tyrant’s ruling without superi-
ority, legitimacy, or consent, but specific acts of injustice (or hubris)
committed against individuals, especially sexual outrages, corporal punish-
ments, insults, and sometimes deprivations of property (1311a25–b35). The
motives for revolutions against tyrannies include the anger, resentment, and
hatred stirred up by such injustices; fear of future action by the tyrant against
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oneself; contempt (especially on the part of their friends or generals) for
tyrants who display weakness, softness, or luxury; desire to share in their
wealth and honor; and ambition to gain fame for overthrowing the tyrant
(1311b36–1312a39). Aristotle does not include the desire to liberate one’s
country as such. Discord among the families of tyrants can also lead to their
overthrow, as can contempt for their self-indulgent heirs (1312b10–25; think
of the sons of Milos̆ević and Saddam Hussein).

Third, Aristotle contrasts two most opposite ways of preserving tyran-
nies. The first way involves destruction of outstanding men, abolition of
communal and educational institutions and associations conducive to high
spirit and trust, constant surveillance, instigation of divisions between
friends and classes, impoverishment of the subjects through confiscatory
taxation, sponsoring projects requiring labor without leisure, and favoring
flatterers and foreign companions; all of these means are employed to pro-
mote pusillanimity, distrust, and impotence among the tyrant’s subjects
(1313a35–1314a29). Aristotle attempts to avoid being blamed for reporting
on such nefarious means of preserving tyrannies, as Machiavelli is so often
for the advice he gives in The Prince, by emphasizing that these means are
already known to tyrants, having been handed down by their predecessors.
The second way is almost the opposite, to make the tyrant more like a king
ruling with the consent of the ruled except that he retains the power to rule
without their consent (1314a31–38). This way requires him to be a careful
steward of the public funds and to adorn the city as if he were its trustee; to
avoid contempt by maintaining his dignity, cultivating at least military
virtue, and being moderate in bodily enjoyments in public; and to appear se-
rious about the gods, personally honor the good but leave punishments to
other magistrates and courts, avoid all acts of hubris especially bodily pun-
ishments and sexual outrages, and associate with the notables and protect
both rich and the poor from injustices by each other, especially keeping the
stronger party on his side so as not to have to disarm them (1314b1–1315b5).
Aristotle promises that as a result the tyrant’s rule will be nobler and more
enviable, since he will rule over better subjects, and more lasting since he
will rule without constant hate and fear, and his own character will be half
virtuous and only half wicked (1315b5–10). He thus addresses a tyrant pre-
sumed to be concerned not only with prolonging his rule but with ruling
nobly, that is, with the good character of his subjects. This second way is
only “almost” (schedon) the opposite of the first, both in that it preserves
tyrannical power and in that it does not specifically eschew, let alone re-
verse, all of the means employed by the first way.

Whereas Aristotle’s account of the first way of preserving tyranny may be
only a report of what tyrants have traditionally done, his account of the second
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way is unmistakably advice to tyrants, thus similar in form though not always
in content to that of Machiavelli in The Prince. Aristotle is paradoxically both
more willing to condemn tyranny as a perversion than much of our political
science, and more willing to give advice to tyrants as to how to preserve their
power. This paradox reflects his general conception of the tasks of political
science as determining not only the best regime simply and the best for the cir-
cumstances but also the means of preservation of a given regime (cf.
1314a35–39 to 1288b22–33). This paradoxical combination also reflects Aris-
totle’s view that as injustice is the fundamental cause of the destruction of
regimes, so the primary means of their preservation is their improvement, in
this case bringing tyranny as close as possible to kingship while still leaving
its tyrannical power. Doing so would approach the limit case of a ruler who
ruled for the common interest and with consent but who for his own interest
insisted on retaining the power to rule without consent. Whereas we tend sim-
ply to equate rule with consent with rule for the common interest, Aristotle dis-
tinguishes them at least hypothetically. Insofar as tyrants pursue pleasure
rather than the noble, it is doubtful, however, that a tyrant would ever follow
Aristotle’s advice.

According to Aristotle, tyrannies, like extreme democracies, allow freedom
to live as one likes (VI 1319b28–32). This contrasts sharply with the total reg-
ulation of private life we attribute to “totalitarian” regimes, but it may remind
us of those contemporary regimes that allow social and economic freedom so
as to preserve a total monopoly of political power on the part of the ruling
party or dictator.

Aristotle’s discussion of the destruction and preservation of tyrannies also
has implications for foreign policy. Tyrants, to preserve their rule, stir up wars
to keep the people busy and continuously in need of a leader, and their rule
may be overthrown when stronger neighbors under democracies, kingships,
or aristocracies seek to overthrow them, owing to the opposition between
their regimes (1313b28–29, 1312b1–9; see also Plato Republic, 567a, 579a).

The modern phenomenon of philo-tyrannical intellectuals and even
philosophers may remind us of some of the incidental portraits in Plutarch’s
Lives. Philistos, Plato’s successful competitor at the court of Dionysius the
Younger, is described in Plutarch’s Dion as philo-tyrannical, which Plutarch
links with his love of luxury and power (11–14, 19, 36). Anaxarchus (52–53)
in Plutarch’s Alexander seems to be philo-tyrannical and appears to be a flat-
terer, depending on whether one views Alexander as a tyrant as he was by
Callisthenes, Anaxarchus’ antityrannical philosophical competitor in the
camp of Alexander (54–55), or instead as Plutarch describes him in On the
Fortune or the Virtue of Alexander as a philosopher ruler who civilized Asia,
realized Zeno’s Republic, and conquered to make all mankind one people
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subject to one logos, one regime, one law, and one justice (328a–329c,
330de). The question of Alexander and his philosophical apologists corre-
sponds to those of whether modern tyrants are practitioners of tyranny for
the sake of implementing an ideological program rather than mere lovers of
luxury, power, and praise, and whether modern philo-tyrannical intellectuals
are sincere (“ideological”) admirers of tyrants rather than mere flatterers and
lovers of luxury and power. The distinction may be hard to make if the
tyrants love to be admired by philosophers and praised for their wisdom like
Dionysius the Younger (Dion 16, 18), though Dionysius seems to have been
more interested in being praised for his philosophy than in putting philoso-
phy into practice.

Machiavelli’s Discourses appear at first to follow the classical analyses of
tyranny. Book I, chapter 2 presents a version of the classical typology of
forms of government (following Polybius VI), with three good forms, princi-
pality, aristocracy, and popular government; three bad ones, tyranny, oli-
garchy, and license; and mixed government, but with a few twists. Machi-
avelli radically diminishes the difference between the good and the bad
forms: the good are “so easily corrupted that they too come to be pernicious”
because of “the likeness that the virtue and the vice have in this case.” The
real alternative to tyranny seems to be not kingship or principality but mixed
or republican government. Although his initial presentation of the cycle of
regimes presents tyranny as the degeneration of kingship, Machiavelli is
chiefly concerned with tyrants as the destroyers of republics (e.g., Caesar in
I 10, 34.1, 37.2, 46, III 6.19, 24). Machiavelli argues for republican govern-
ment over principality most emphatically on the grounds that “cities have
never expanded either in dominion or in riches if they have not been in free-
dom,” whereas under a prince or tyrant (used here interchangeably) they al-
ways decline, and if by fate a “virtuous tyrant” expands his dominion, he
alone and not his fatherland profits from his acquisitions because he cannot
honor the able and good or make his own city rich or powerful (II 2.1).
Machiavelli avers that this can be confirmed with infinite reasons by reading
Xenophon’s treatise in On Tyranny, the Hiero. Presumably Machiavelli be-
lieved that no tyrant would follow Simonides’ advice to Hiero to honor those
who do best and enrich and augment his city (9.2, 11.13–15). Machiavelli
adds (II 2.3) that in republics, wealth and population multiply because men
know they can nourish the children they procreate, that their patrimonies will
not be taken away, and that their children will be free and can through their
virtue become “princes” (as he sometimes calls the leaders of republics).
Machiavelli advocates republics over tyrannies or principalities not on the
grounds that they promote virtue as dedication to the common good but on
the grounds that they produce wealth and power achieved through virtue in
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the service of private goods protected by a protoliberal rule of law, as if he
were arguing to what Plato would consider tyrannical men.

Book I, chapter 10 presents Machiavelli’s equivalent of Socrates’ contrast
of the happiness of the just man and the tyrant in Book IX of Plato’s Repub-
lic, lamenting that almost all are deceived by a false good and false glory and
turn to tyranny instead when they could achieve perpetual honor and more se-
curity with satisfaction of mind and no less authority by making a republic or
a kingdom. Machiavelli, however, appeals not to a love of justice or the com-
mon good or a concern for the state of one’s soul but to a love of worldly
glory, and argues for the superiority not of private life but of being the
founder of a kingdom or republic or reorderer of a corrupt city as opposed to
the creator of a tyranny (and thus the destroyer of a kingdom or republic).

Machiavelli’s founder or reformer needs to rule alone and therefore may
have to use violence to eliminate his rivals (I 9, III 30.1), and so may easily
be mistaken for one who aspires to tyranny (I 9.4). A reorderer of a corrupt
city can make it be “reborn” only with “many dangers and much blood” and
by “the greatest extraordinary means” and by becoming prince of it so as to
reorder it in his mode (I 17.3, 18.4, 55.4). Machiavelli thus articulates what
we might call the problem of modern tyranny: the difficulty or impossibility
of using bad means (violent one-man rule) for good ends (creating or main-
taining a free state through eliminating corruption in the people and revolu-
tionizing or equalizing the fundamental orders) (I 18.4). Machiavelli there-
fore distances himself from the classical distinction between kingship and
tyranny. In Book I, chapter 25 of the Discourses, he announces that he will
discuss in the next chapter the establishment of absolute power, which he says
“is called tyranny by the authors,” but in chapter 26 he never uses the terms
“tyrant” or “tyranny” but writes instead only of “a new prince.”

Accordingly, The Prince, with its focus on “the new prince,” entirely
avoids the terms “tyrant” and “tyranny.” He distinguishes not between king-
ships and tyrannies but between republics, which alone are free, and princi-
palities (I, V). Virtue is not the end or means of rule that distinguishes kings
from tyrants but the means of acquisition employed by all successful princes.
He distinguishes between princes who govern through ministers who are their
slaves and those who govern through independent barons (IV), and between
princes who command by themselves, which he calls an absolute order, and
those who command by means of magistrates, which he calls a civil order
(IX), but he does not call either of the first kinds tyrannies. The advice he
gives princes may be said to combine the cruel tyranny Hiero condemns and
the beneficent tyranny Simonides recommends, or Aristotle’s two ways of
preserving tyrannies: eliminating the envious (VI), using cruelty well (VII,
VIII, XVII), attacking the great and preferring the pusillanimous to the ambi-
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tious (IX), and letting the soldiers injure the people (XIX) as in the first way;
and winning over the people (IX), appearing virtuous (XVIII), abstaining
from the subjects’ property and women (XVII, XIX), and honoring the virtu-
ous (XXI) as in the second way. But unlike both Simonides and Aristotle,
Machiavelli recommends that the prince arm his subjects instead of hiring
mercenaries, which together with his recommendation that the prince not
trust in fortresses, leaves the prince at the mercy of the people rather than the
people at the mercy of the prince. In this decisive sense, Machiavelli’s prince
may be said not to be a tyrant.

Hobbes followed the path Machiavelli blazed in The Prince of rejecting the
distinction between tyranny and kingship. According to Leviathan, there are
only three kinds of government, monarchy, aristocracy, or democracy, depend-
ing on whether the sovereign representative is one, more, or all (XIX). He ex-
plains that the other names of forms of government found in books of history and
politics are not the names of other forms but only “the same forms misliked. For
they that are discontented under monarchy, call it tyranny.” He asserts that “the
riches, power, and honor of a monarch arise only from the riches, strength, and
reputation of his subjects,” and “no king can be rich, nor glorious, nor secure
whose subjects are either poor, or contemptible, or too weak through want or dis-
sension to maintain a war against their enemies.” He therefore expects and urges
kings to promote the public interest as identical with their private interest. In par-
ticular, he says it is the duty of the sovereign to administer equal justice and im-
pose equal taxes; to provide public charity and encourage commerce, agricul-
ture, and manufactures; and to make only those laws necessary to prevent
subjects from hurting themselves, leaving them as free as possible (XXX).

Locke, in contrast, pursued the Discourses’ forthright advocacy of liberty
against tyranny. He returns to the classical definition of tyranny as the ruler’s ex-
ercise of power, “not for the good of those who are under it, but for his own pri-
vate separate advantage” and making “not the law but his will the rule” (Two
Treatises I 199). He defines the public good in the mode of modern liberalism as
the preservation of their properties (understood as the lives, liberties, and estates
of individuals; see also I 92, II 87, 88, 124, 134). But the violation of law and
the pursuit of the ruler’s private rather than the public interest can be presumed
from the very existence of absolute arbitrary power, which is, as such, inconsis-
tent with the existence of civil society at all (II 90–93). His dichotomy between
lawful government, in which the legislative power is placed in collective bodies,
and unlawful absolute arbitrary power (II 94) takes the decisive step toward our
dichotomy between democracy and dictatorship. The lawful king differs from
the tyrant first of all by his sharing the legislative power with a collective repre-
sentative body. Locke, however, not only rules out formal and obvious abso-
lutism, but urges vigilance on the part of the people’s representatives against the
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efforts of those holding power to put their own wills in place of the laws, to take
away the property of the people, and to reduce them to slavery under arbitrary
power, and if necessary to lead resistance against those efforts before they result
in full-fledged tyranny (II 202–243). The politics of liberty becomes constant
vigilance against incipient tyranny.

Classical political philosophy is distinctive and remains instructive in that
its paradoxical and nonpolemical combination of tyranny as regime without
legality, legitimacy, limitation, or consent that rules in the private interest of
the ruler and treats its subjects as slaves, together with advice to tyrants as to
how to preserve their rule, reveals the tyrannical aspects of all societies, as it
inquires into the character and motives of the tyrant and engages in a dialogue
with the tyrant or would-be tyrant as to whether tyranny leads to happiness.

We might conclude that the modern tyrannies that, as Strauss wrote, “sur-
passed the boldest imagination of the most powerful thinkers of the past” and
differed essentially from classical tyranny (Strauss 2000, 23), nonetheless can
be said to have attempted to put into practice perverted versions of the advice
that Xenophon’s Simonides and Aristotle gave tyrants, and of the program
that Plato’s Socrates attributed to his philosopher kings, while retaining the
most violent means, unlimited power, and unbridled passion of classical
tyranny expanded by modern technology.
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In this essay, I explore the extent to which tyranny possesses an ontological
basis, and how that basis shifts between ancient and modern thought. My
premise is that, interesting and salutary as it may appear to do so, one cannot
posit a single psychology of tyranny that explains its ancient and modern
types. The theme of tyranny is intrinsically connected to the relationship be-
tween human beings and nature. As the meaning of tyranny alters, so does the
relationship of reason, virtue, will, and technical prowess to nature—and the
reverse is equally true. Tyranny thus emerges as a crucial avenue for thinking
through the shift from classical political theory to that of modernity, crystal-
lized as the conquest of nature.

I draw a contrast between the Platonic understanding of tyranny as a mis-
guided longing for erotic satisfaction that can be corrected by the education
of eros toward civic virtue and the modern identification of tyranny with ter-
ror. Although I do not discuss Hegel, the following reflections are very much
informed by his analysis of the French Revolution in the Phenomenology of
Spirit (Hegel 1977, nos. 582–95). Hegel locates a change in the meaning of
tyranny in modern politics from the tyrant’s pursuit of pleasure to an imper-
sonal, self-abnegating, and therefore seemingly “idealistic” destruction of all
premodern ties to family, class, and region in the name of a contentless vi-
sion of unified community or state. Thus, whereas Plato considered tyrants to
be fundamentally venal, what has been so frightening about modern terroris-
tic rulers like Robespierre, Stalin, Hitler, and Pol Pot is precisely their im-
perviousness to ordinary greed and pleasure in their rigorous dedication to a
“historical mission” of destruction and reconstruction. Their savagery be-
comes a duty that cannot be “compromised” by their own self-interest or even
love of glory, which arguably puts them outside of the Platonic starting point
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for the diagnosis and treatment of the tyrannical personality. Their eros can-
not be rehabilitated because it is absent in the first place, rooted out by an ex-
ercise of will.

I argue that Machiavelli’s formulation of the relation of princely virtu to
Fortuna is at the origins of the ontological shift in the meaning of tyranny,
transferring to the secular prince a transformative power of creation ex ni-
hilo, formerly reserved for God. For Plato, tyranny is a misunderstanding of
the true meaning of satisfaction whose cure is the sublimation of the pas-
sions in the pursuit of moral and intellectual virtues grounded in the natural
order of the cosmos.1 The Machiavellian prince, by contrast, stands radi-
cally apart from nature construed as a field of hostile happenstance, so as
the more effectively to focus his will on attacking and subduing it. Master-
ing Fortuna includes the prince’s mastering that part of his own nature—
eros specifically—vulnerable to believing in the Platonic cosmology with
(what Machiavelli takes to be) its unwarranted, delusory hopefulness about
the success of nobility and reason in the world. The result is a new kind of
power seeking that is at once passionately selfish and cold-bloodedly me-
thodical—a mixture not accounted for in the Platonic psychology of
tyranny. With Machiavelli, we encounter a new view of princely vigor ac-
cording to which terror can be a catalyst for social and political reconstruc-
tion. For Plato and the ancients, the tyrant is a monster of desires who plun-
ders and ravishes his subjects. Beginning with Machiavelli, the prince is
envisioned as dispensing terror in a disciplined manner so as to purge soci-
ety of its bloated desires and corrupt “humors” and thereby lay the founda-
tions for a stable and productive social order.

I

Since I proceed at a certain level of abstraction, let me furnish some prelimi-
nary content by beginning with a specific set of contrasts between Machi-
avelli and his closest point of contact among the ancients, Xenophon.2 The
most important difference between them is the extent to which Xenophon’s
writings on princely rule (culminating in the Cyropaedia) explore a kind of
high political hedonism. Cyrus’ motivation in the Cyropaedia is not only the
pursuit of honor, but the pursuit of pleasure from the successful arrangement
of his life and tastes. More importantly, he is consumed by an eros to gratify
“all men” (1.1.5) without their being in a position to gratify him in return. In
this respect, Xenophon’s presentation of his rise to empire is a riposte to the
Aristotelian contention that magnanimity could be confined within the
boundaries of the polis and republican self-government. Xenophontic hedo-

142 Waller R. Newell



nism is also revealed by the fact that Cyrus’ empire is the attempt to actual-
ize the teaching about the Good explored by the Xenophontic Socrates, a
teaching that (in contrast to Plato’s Republic) is not only not necessarily con-
nected to a polis, but in fact cannot be reconciled with republican govern-
ment. Ruling on behalf of the Socratic Good, Cyrus builds a cosmopolitan
multinational empire based on the division of labor (to this extent like the Re-
public) and the ability of individuals to actualize their respective capacities
and enjoy the rewards of their merit.

Cyrus’ own fulfillment as an individual at the peak of this vast multinational
household crowns the ranked satisfactions available to the meritocracy that
serves him. His rule is the working out of Aristotle’s definition of monarchy
strictly speaking in Book III of the Politics as the rule of a prudent man ac-
cording to the proper art of household management and capable of extension
over many cities and nations (1285b30–35). In keeping with this teaching about
political hedonism, which implies a rank ordering of respective human satis-
factions, Xenophon—in contrast with Machiavelli—evinces serious reserva-
tions about man’s capacity to interfere with or reshape the order of nature and
the order of the soul’s satisfactions. For example, Cyrus’ father (a Socrates
stand-in) warns the ambitious young conqueror that the variability of fortune
(tuchē) sets limits on what we can impose on nature through art (technē). To
this we should add Xenophon’s comparative assessment of Cyrus as a “good”
man who practices the art of ruling vis à vis the gentleman or “beautiful” char-
acter pointed to by Iscomachus and the Spartan Lysander. These distinctions are
also given in the order of the soul’s natural satisfactions, and the possibility that
even Cyrus’ meritocratic empire cannot encompass all of them (particularly the
kalos kagathos) reflects a natural limitation on the capacity of even the best
regime to foster every form of human excellence (Cyropaedia 1.6.18, 23–24,
26, 44–46; Oeconomicus 11.8; 4.4–16; 4.17–25; Memorabilia 3.9.10–13).

From this perspective, Machiavelli’s differences stand out starkly. The ca-
pacity to transform nature that Machiavelli attributes to the virtuous prince
goes much further than anything entertained by Xenophon. Machiavelli has
no teaching about political hedonism in the high sense of showing how the
virtues of the statesman par excellence are also the key to happiness (that
Machiavelli promotes the gratification of pedestrian desires in “the people”
[The Prince, chap. 9] as a bond between them and the prince does not con-
tradict this assertion). Machiavelli cannot have this teaching because he does
not share Xenophon’s view that there is an order of nature or the soul’s satis-
factions. The lack of a high political hedonism in Machiavelli’s thought is
connected to his view of the world as Fortuna, as clashing and hostile motions
or “bodies.” The radical elevation of motion over rest, reversing the priority
of classical philosophy and political philosophy, is the source of a series of
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paradoxical assertions that stand the classical teachings (including
Xenophon’s) on their head—to wit, that “disunity” and “chance” were the
source of Rome’s greatness (Machiavelli 1996, 1:2, 4). By contrast, it is as
true for Xenophon as it is for Plato or Aristotle that only unity or rest could
be the source of the best regime or the art of ruling. For again, Cyrus’ cos-
mopolitan empire is the proper art of household management writ large, a re-
flection of the natural order.

In this connection, we should note the continual privileging throughout The
Prince of touch and sensation over sight (“everyone sees you, few touch what
you are,” chap. 18). The distrust of the visible phenomena of everyday poli-
tics, the preference for the hidden, the subterranean, the unproclaimed, goes
together with the rejection of classical metaphysics (whose most famous So-
cratic metaphor is the eye of the soul, implying an initial trust in how the vis-
ible “looks” of political life present themselves to the eye and are clarified
through logos). This is summed up in Machiavelli’s maxim that it is better for
the prince to be feared than loved (Machiavelli 1985, chap. 17). Love orients
us to the world of the visible. The loving prince (for example, Scipio) believes
he can trust his subjects’ love for him as he stands revealed in his splendor for
having successfully ascended the ladder from lower to higher virtues. He is
in turn for them a visible object of erotic longing for the noble and good. Fear,
by contrast, cuts underneath the world of the visible and touches us in our in-
nermost passions, and for Machiavelli is therefore more reliable, since opin-
ions about the noble can change, while our fear of death is constant. For
Xenophon, by contrast, although Cyrus’ status as a noble ruler and an object
for his subjects’ admiration is certainly open to suspicion and undercut by
many of his own hidden actions, it is by no means a pure illusion or manipu-
lation of appearances.

As Aristotle says in Politics Book I, there is room for the art of political
construction and fabrication—what Machiavelli comprehends as the mastery
of Fortuna—in statesmanship. But it must be severely circumscribed, or pol-
itics (whether republican or monarchical) would collapse into mastery, and
the political realm would disappear. Hence, Aristotle says, we must believe
that, just as nature provides us with a sufficient wherewithal for economic
survival such that nature need not be radically transformed by techné, so is it
also true that nature provides statesmanship with people whose natures pos-
sess a sufficient degree of virtue that they do not have to be “made” into cit-
izens from scratch (Aristotle 1967, 1258a20–30). For all the greater latitude
that Xenophon gives to imperial politics, and notwithstanding his compara-
tive diminution of the claims of republican government, he is in agreement
with this argument of Aristotle’s, and the limitation his political theory places
on the constructivist dimension of statecraft is the fundamental philosophical
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difference between him and Machiavelli. A telling sign of this is that in the
Hiero, the work of Xenophon’s that is most candid about transforming a
tyrant into a benevolent “leader,” it is not a philosopher who dispenses the ad-
vice but a poet (literally, a “maker”). Evidently, Xenophon wishes to separate
the philosopher from the teaching that suggests nature (in this case a human
nature) can be transformed or refabricated. Machiavelli, by contrast, simply
merges himself as philosopher with the poet, assuming the same transforma-
tive role with respect to the addressee of The Prince that Xenophon has Si-
monides assume with respect to Hiero.

Now, to be sure, Machiavelli also believes there are limits on our capacity
to master Fortuna, providing a philosophical point of contact with the classics.
Still, Machiavelli’s optimism about the extent of our capacity to master For-
tuna far exceeds anything to be found even in Xenophon, the classical thinker
most open to a politics of imperialism, individualism, and acquisition. One
need only mention the contention in chapter 6 of The Prince, that the most out-
standing examples of virtue were able to “introduce into matter whatever form
they pleased.” This is a familiar scholastic formula for describing God’s power
to transform nature ex nihilo. That Machiavelli appears to transfer this capac-
ity for open-ended transformation to a human ruler speaks for itself—its radi-
calism can hardly be exaggerated. It goes together with the assertion that For-
tuna provides such men with nothing more than the “opportunity” to test
themselves, in the form of dismally unpromising, obscure, dangerous, and hos-
tile origins and circumstances. Think, by contrast, of how favored Xenophon’s
Cyrus was by nature and circumstance—his character and talents, the educa-
tion he receives, his grandfather’s preference for Cyrus as his heir to the throne
of Lydia. For Machiavelli, by contrast, the only favor nature does us is to goad
us to strike back and make a stand. Understanding Fortuna leads to radical
alienation and dissociation from nature, an experience that equips us with the
strength of will to turn back against nature and transform it.

In this connection, let me turn to Xenophon’s Hiero and Machiavelli’s re-
joinder to it. Like Socrates in Book IX of the Republic, Simonides tries in part
to convince Hiero that he will not only be more secure in his rule, but he will
be a happier man, to the extent that eros gives way to friendship (philia) in
his soul. Because neither his personal nor his public relations will be ex-
ploitive, he can trust the friendship others profess for him. Undoubtedly, Hi-
ero is dissimulating about the degree to which he really wants friendship as
opposed to the power to possess both the city and other people as a lover.
Nevertheless, he is not simply lying, I think, when he says that he would pre-
fer voluntary and trusting friends to minions who are afraid of him and se-
cretly hate him. In other words, while Hiero may not be a promising candi-
date, it is plausible that the moderating of eros into philia both personally and
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politically is meant seriously as a possible way of reforming a tyrant (similar
to the Platonic Socrates’ argument to Callicles in the Gorgias).

For Machiavelli, by contrast, the problem is with the whole assumption
that eros exists in the first place and can therefore at least be plausibly dis-
cussed as the basis for understanding tyranny and perhaps moderating it.
Machiavelli is not simply saying: The ancients were naive to think that a
tyrant will give up his erotic pleasures for the calmer pleasures of friendship.
What he objects to is the whole characterization of the tyrant as erotic, the
whole psychological category of eros, precisely because it does contain the
possibility for reforming the tyrant however great the difficulties may be. It
is the very belief in the existence of eros, of beauty and nobility, that cor-
rupts—this is the problem with Scipio, who spoiled the soldiers with his love
(Machiavelli 1985, chap. 17). This is why, again, properly understanding For-
tuna jolts you into realizing that there are no objects in the world for your
erotic longing, only alienation, dissociation, and the need to fight back. The
ancients ask: Which way of life is erotically more satisfying, philosophy or
tyranny? For Machiavelli, it is the very posing of the question in this way that
obscures clear thinking. The methodical alternation within oneself of caution
and impetuosity—of fox and lion—takes the place of the soul’s openness to
transcendence through the longing for the beautiful.

II

Having made these specific comparisons between Machiavelli and the classi-
cal thinker most congenial to his project as an initial way of disclosing what
precisely is modern about Machiavelli’s teaching on tyranny, I now want to
broaden the argument into a general contrast between ancients and moderns.
To this end, I suggest looking at politics as a tension between the primordial
and transcendental, a tension revealed by the psychology of thumos. By pri-
mordial, I mean not only the idea that politics serves the passions, but the on-
tology that establishes the primacy of the passions: the sense that man is bur-
dened with a consciousness of his finitude and individuality (an emphasis on
anxiety stretching from Hobbes to Heidegger). In this view, origins are fun-
damental. By transcendental, I mean the view of politics as directed toward a
common end that lifts man above his passions and orients him toward per-
manence and eternity. Whereas primordial politics has as its extreme the ab-
stract heterogeneity of the passions (what Hobbes terms the “similitude of the
passions” [Hobbes 1968, 82–83]),3 the extreme of transcendental politics is
the abstract homogeneity of pure self-identity and the One (exemplified by
Socrates’ argument in the Republic [420b–421c] that the citizens of the
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kallipolis should be united like the limbs of a single body). Tyranny emerges
as the attempt to actualize as a political project these extremes of formal or
genetic transcendence, corresponding respectively to the ancient and modern
paradigms of tyrannical action.

In Plato, aggressiveness derives from the psychology of thumos—not psy-
chology in the behavioral sense, but as an intimation of the link between the
soul and the world. The spirited man is the revealer of the gods, whom he
calls into being to lend his own suffering or frustration the significance of a
cosmic opponent (as when Achilles challenges the river god [Plato 1968,
391a–b]). This man also invokes the gods as allies in punishing others, aveng-
ing himself for the deprivation he suffers. The spirited man can be subversive
of the city when, like Leontius, he is drawn to dwell obsessively on the crimes
and violence on which even lawful societies are founded [439e–440b]. Like
Polus, he may feel he has to become a tyrant out of fear that he will otherwise
be tyrannized over (Plato 1952, 469–470). What is common to these mani-
festations is that the disjunction between man’s longings and their goal hurls
him back on himself, with increased feelings of fear and vulnerability or
anger and belligerence. Thumos is revealed in this tension (one of its ety-
mologies relates it to rushing like the wind), calling on the gods from the
depths of the soul not to forsake us. As the embodiment of thumos for Plato,
Achilles is either a mad hero or a coward; in the Laches, the Athenians’ thu-
mos impels them either to attack madly or break and flee.

The complement of thumos is eros, the longing for completion through
union with the beautiful or noble. Spiritedness comes to the fore when eros is
thwarted. Callicles, who loves Demos and the Athenian demos, loses his tem-
per when Socrates likens his position (both personally and politically) to a
catamite. Before that, his mood is one of sublime confidence in his own ca-
pacities and of admiration for the even greater “natural master” who tramples
over all convention (Plato 1952, 482–86). The most potent figure is the man
whose thumos is absorbed into his eros, who sails above anxiety in his urge
to consummate his union with the city, his “beloved.” For Plato, the root psy-
chological motivation behind tyranny is an erotic longing to possess the city
in the same way that ordinary men would long to possess another human be-
ing. In such a deformed soul, the zeal and aggressiveness of thumos become
the allies of the eros for possessing the city. The aim of Platonic civic peda-
gogy is to reorient eros toward the love of the Good glimpsed through phi-
losophizing, so that thumos can act as the ally of wisdom and the civic virtues.

Much of Platonic and Aristotelian political psychology is concerned with
elaborating this tyrannical longing to possess the city with a view to disarm-
ing it and converting the energies of tyrannical eros and thumos to the service
of republican citizenship and, in the best instance, philosophy. But uncovering
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the treatment requires a certain hermeneutical attentiveness because as much
is stated by silence as by assertion. The union of eros and thumos in the tyran-
nical longing to possess the city like a lover is treated with great circumspec-
tion, lest painting it too vividly might make it more appealing than its correc-
tive therapy. This is most notable through the virtual disappearance of
Alcibiades, who fully embodies the alliance of thumos with eros in tyrannical
longing, after the early protreptic dialogues, interrupted only by the magnifi-
cently ambivalent portrait of him decades later buried deep within five layers
of recollection in the Symposium. In the Laws, it is suggested that a man pos-
sessed of “an erotic love of the city” might be the one who could found a city
in accordance with the mores being discussed by the Athenian stranger
(709–12). Yet, although this hint of a Promethean human founder is by far the
frankest discussion in the dialogues of the prospect of harnessing tyrannical
eros to the achievement of a just regime, it is no more than a hint, rapidly sub-
merged by a theological discussion of “the god” who is to be seen as the source
of the city’s belief in these laws after the founding. Similarly in Aristotle’s Pol-
itics, a founder is mentioned briefly in connection with the admission that hu-
man nature does not “grow” into the city but requires a degree of “making”
(poiēsis, 1253a29).

Most significantly, political eros is never adequately elaborated in the Re-
public. In Book IV, thumos is seen only as the master or slave of physical or
(in the case of Leontius) morbid desires, and as distinct from calculation (lo-
gismos). Later on, when the education in philosophy is discussed, eros comes
to the fore, but in a context largely abstracted from politics. The fullness of
longing for and development toward the Good suggested by the analogy to
the nourishing, warming qualities of the sun is an epistemological scheme.
Politics, by contrast, is depicted as a cave where the sunlight does not pene-
trate, or only in a dim form. Life there is an imprisonment. The wall along
which the masters of simulation walk recalls the wall that Leontius followed
to the Piraeus. All this has the effect of depicting politics as a realm where
eros cannot be satisfied, and where thumos is present only in its compulsive
and anxious manifestations, unless it is educated to become the guardian of
the laws. Only philosophy can channel eros toward its satisfaction. Hence,
when the three parts of the soul are reinterpreted in Book IX as forms of de-
sire, Glaucon has long since been ready to reject tyranny as a life of aimless,
degrading pleasures. Only in the ostensibly more personal, less political mi-
lieu of the Symposium does Plato find it safe to present an eros for the city as
being on the route to the satisfaction that philosophy more nearly approaches.
But even in Diotima’s sketch of a continuous ascent from lower to higher
forms of eros entailing political virtue, the potential for clashing ambitions
among the lovers of the city is largely suppressed. Alcibiades’ belligerent en-
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trance afterward provides, through the dramatic action of the dialogue, a tacit
emendation of Diotima’s untroubled assimilation of eros to civic virtue.

In Plato, the insufficiency of this presentation is evident to the attentive
reader, which invites a dialectical rejoinder to the starting points. Socrates’ at-
tempt in the Gorgias to convert Callicles to moderate citizenship does not
meet with evident success, while the cause of the best regime’s downfall in
the Republic is the rebellion of the warrior class, suggesting that thumos is an
element of the soul that makes the reordering of political life “according to
reason” highly problematic. Most muted of all, though, is a full elaboration of
the man whose eros for the city could convert his thumotic energies to the cre-
ation of the conditions for transcendental politics. For to unleash this possi-
bility would be to court the danger of a tyranny much worse than the sot of
pleasure presented in Republic Book IX, a Napoleon or Stalin (to analogize
somewhat broadly) who conquers on the basis of a universalistic conception
of the state. Xenophon, by contrast, presents in full form the possibility that
Plato suppresses: his idealized Cyrus is driven by an eros for the love of all
human beings, and by placing his thumotic aggressiveness at the service of
this motive, he creates a cosmopolis whose universality and meritocracy mir-
ror philosophic truth in as direct a manner as is possible for a regime, that is
to say by dispensing altogether with the polis.

In Aristotle, the psychology of eros and thumos virtually disappears as poli-
tics is categorically divided from philosophy and, therefore, from the fullest hu-
man satisfaction. In Plato’s dialogues, the life of philosophy is always present
in the form of Socrates to surpass all political longings. At the same time, at
least the possibility is sketched that, through the rule of philosopher kings, pol-
itics could bask directly in the light of the Good. Aristotle rigorously divides the
two realms of life, endowing politics with greater stability and self-sufficiency
by blanking out the superior competing alternative (philosophy). There cannot
be a single apodictic “science” that would enable a monarch to grasp all polit-
ical problems, as Plato had depicted in the Statesman. Instead, flesh-and-blood
rulers and citizens must try to develop prudence in assessing how far particular
events and variable circumstances can measure up to natural right. Although
there is some question whether the great-souled man of the Nicomachean
Ethics would really be satisfied with the austere aristocratic republic outlined in
the last two books of the Politics (as opposed to becoming Cyrus), the contra-
diction is much less glaring than that between, for example, Callicles and the
Auxiliaries of the Republic. Thumos becomes a mere subdivision (albeit the
“most natural” form [Aristotle 1977, 1116a20–1117a10]) of courage, rather
than (as for Plato) the part of the soul that is the source of this political virtue
as well as of religious revelation and theology (the theology of Books II and III
of the Republic is specifically fashioned for the thumotic part of the soul and
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city). Although there are cryptic references in Aristotle to a godlike ruler whose
claim supersedes all others (Politics, 1288a25–30), the psychology of thumos
and eros fades from view in the same measure as the politics of transcendence
are conventionalized and fenced off from philosophy.

III

The overwhelming practical aim of classical political philosophy was, as it
were, to make Coriolanus content with Rome. Plato is more revealing than
Aristotle because he concedes that the longing for satisfaction from politics
may be, in rare instances, guided directly by the longing to transcend human
finitude altogether. Still, common to both is the conviction that philosophy is
a superior life, both in dignity and pleasure, to any kind of politics. A useful
way of taxonomizing subsequent political thought is to see how this assump-
tion is challenged through a reinterpretation of the psychology of political
ambition (eros and thumos). For Plato, the gods revealed by thumos are not a
human project. They are an “enthusiasm” issuing through us by way of thu-
mos, a revelation further clouded by the needs and passions men bring to their
piety. Hence, the gods are not inventions, but both approximations and dis-
tortions of the divine nous that orders the world and is the source of wisdom.
As Book X of the Laws shows, the spirited man’s resentment and despair over
the gods’ indifference or malevolence toward the human situation can be an
invaluable propaedeutic, if not to philosophy, at least to a philosophical the-
ology that grounds republican citizenship (899–904). The same is true of
eros—sexual passion is a low but real intimation of a beauty that objectively
graces nature’s most perfect beings.

The subsequent tradition, I would argue, is characterized by the ontologi-
cal priority of thumos over eros. In other words, the time-bound, anxious, in-
dividualistic side of human longing is radicalized and separated from an
openness to its objective satisfaction guided by eros—union with the beauti-
ful. In keeping with this is the transformation of transcendental politics as the
approximation by political life of the objective nous that orders the cosmos
into a self-conscious human construct fashioned in opposition to a nature de-
void of purpose. Looked at in Platonic terms, in other words, the rest of po-
litical philosophy is dominated by thumos: the thumotic man comes into his
own virtually unchallenged—anxious, self-conscious, alternately fearful and
arrogant, ready to storm the heavens in order to get three meals a day. What
is more remarkable, however, is that precisely as thumos is liberated from its
classical restraints, modern political psychology loses sight of thumos as a
phenomenon about which it can give a reasonable and rounded account.
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When everything is thumos, thumos disappears. Not being limited by any-
thing, it cannot be defined and compared.

Of paramount significance to this change is the reinterpretation of political
ambition effected by Christianity. In St. Augustine, for example, the happi-
ness that Aristotle believed could only be achieved by the political commu-
nity becomes the preserve of the City of God. Politics, the city of man, is sep-
arated and reduced from this happiness to the merely negative police function
of restraining human sinfulness after the Fall so as to maintain order and the
church as the City of God’s earthly outpost. “Virtue,” a term Plato and Aris-
totle use to describe various kinds of human excellence ranging from the
statesmanship of Pericles to the talent of ordinary artisans, and not necessar-
ily or exclusively synonymous with law-abidingness or self-restraint, is now
narrowed to mean the suppression of worldly desires. Political virtues like
pride and magnificence (fueled by an eros for honor) are denied to be virtues
at all, and they are depicted as nothing but caricatures. Since all happiness has
been banished to a spiritualized Beyond, political ambition is drained of its
erotic character (the longing for happiness, immortality, the noble, and the
good) and, thus deontologized, is depicted as a gray and compulsive drive to-
ward “dominion,” “power,” and “vainglory.” Whereas soul (psyché) had orig-
inally meant undifferentiated life, soul is now dichotomized as bodily animo
versus spiritual anima. Christianity’s diminution of nature to the corporeal
and perishable helps explain the hardening of the two dimensions of primor-
dial and transcendental politics into a metaphysical cleavage. St. Thomas tries
to fill the chasm between the two worlds and preserve a place for human na-
ture in its own right, to be filled with Aristotle’s philosophy. But he, like Au-
gustine, makes God the efficient cause, the creator who imposes final and for-
mal causes on matter, thus elevating the lowest cause in the Physics to the
highest. Nature can only hold up under the sustaining impact of God’s will.
For Aristotle, efficient cause had been, along with material cause, solicited to
movement by the self-movement of substantive Being most clearly manifest
in formal and final cause.

Machiavelli is the founder of modernity, but his transformation of political
philosophy could not have taken place without Christianity. By viewing
Machiavelli in light of the tension between the primordial and transcenden-
tal, the following emerges: Machiavelli accepts the Christian reduction of
politics to “dominion” while rejecting the City of God. He urges the return to
classical praxis (Rome) but the rejection of classical thought that he groups
with Christianity (the “imagined republics” of Plato and St. Augustine). This
means a new synthesis. In some sense, Machiavelli recovers the phenomeno-
logical richness that we find in Plato’s and Aristotle’s political theories, the
full-blooded depictions of rule, virtue, and ambition. Yet he interprets these
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phenomena in post-Christian terms, as mediations and epiphenomena of do-
minio. In urging, for example, that man forsake the allegiance of his soul (an-
ima) to the City of God so as to recover the commitment of his spirit (animo)
to the earthly fatherland, Machiavelli, even in repudiating Christian other-
worldliness, accepts its mundane interpretation of political virtue. Nowhere
does Machiavelli account for political eros. His heroes have lusts that occa-
sionally distract them from the frigid “glory” of mastery, but none of them are
“lovers of the city.”

Machiavelli accepts the primordialist view of politics as a field of passions
and raises it to a metaphysical certainty, as had Christianity. While rejecting
the Christian God, Machiavelli accepts the Christian view of nature as forces
that issue out of a void and return to it. Fortuna, like God, is what/that it is.
In this sense, God is assimilated by Being, or, put another way, nature is col-
lapsed into existence subject to time. While for Christianity, nature so con-
ceived was perishable and corrupt unless held up by God’s supernatural will,
for Machiavelli it is the source of all vitality, spontaneity, and energy.
Whereas for the classics, Fortuna was a subsidiary dimension of the whole
within its supervening beneficent orderliness, Machiavelli identifies it with
Being tout court. By recognizing Fortuna, we recognize that nature does not
support classical or Christian virtue and offers no prospect for peace and de-
cency. This awful truth, however, liberates us to face the world without delu-
sion and bend it to our will, making it as productive and livable as we can.
This requires a politics in which acquisitiveness is liberated and served by the
new art of government. The spontaneity and willfulness of Fortuna well up
into each of us as our passions, the “lion” of human psychology. By releasing
this chunk of Fortuna within ourselves, we adjust ourselves to Fortuna and
anticipate her treacherous reversals. Being at home with our selfishness, we
build dams to prevent the world from upsetting our plans. This requires, of
course, that we purge ourselves ruthlessly of any lingering disposition to reify
Fortuna as the objective support for our human longings for peace, order, and
freedom—the “imagined republics.” Paradoxically, the full release of the pri-
mordial in human nature requires the dispassionate mastery of the “fox”—the
wary manipulator of his own and other people’s passions to construct a self-
consciously human transcendental project. Fortuna is so unreliable that she
cannot be relied upon to be unreliable: dealing with her may equally require
the impetuosity of “the young” or the caution of Fabius the Delayer. Neither
principalities nor republics have a privileged place, though republics are more
inclusive since they can accommodate princely natures in the appropriate
camouflage of dictators and leaders of “the people.” Fortuna generates “bod-
ies,” and republics and principalities are characteristic designations of how
these bodies clash, repel, and coalesce. An expansionist republic whose
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masses are alternately unleashed and restrained as foreign and domestic con-
ditions require by an elite enlightened as to the truth about Fortuna seems to
anticipate all the possible manifestations of Fortuna, immanentizing them in
a cosmopolitan empire composed of “men of many nations” that is progres-
sively perfected by “chance” and “the aid of events” (Discourses, 1:11; The
Prince, chap. 17). Since the cosmos is not ordered by nous, there can be no
Aristotelian “middle way” in the destiny of regimes or in the moral life of in-
dividuals. Liberality, for instance, is not a mean between parsimony or ex-
travagance. Exposed to the clashes and reversals of Fortuna, you must either
be parsimonious so as to avoid financial ruin, or liberal with other peoples’
possessions.

Thus, Machiavelli recaptures the phenomenological range of classical po-
litical philosophy but on post-Christian principles. Thumos becomes the chief
trait of the soul because the primordialist view of politics entirely displaces
the transcendental view oriented through eros, which is easier to get rid of be-
cause it has already been drained out of politics by Christianity—split into
mere appetitive lust within the confines of nature and the incorporeal love of
God. But precisely because the transcendental object of eros has disappeared,
thumos is also occluded—it is no longer understood in the complexity of its
relations with eros, philosophy, and the gods. It has become neutral “power,”
the engine for the reconstruction of nature. Even tyrannical eros, which Plato
saw as the basis for the critique of the tyrant, is too moral for Machiavelli be-
cause it harbors the possibility of reformation: it is already a part of Plato’s
solution. What Machiavelli means by gloria is something colder, subjective,
self-made, and containing no intimation of transcendence or immortality. It is
reputazione, the ruler’s external image based on the awe, fear, and gratitude
of his subjects, stemming from his successful mastery of Fortuna. It is at most
the nimbus, the surface sheen of eros, bereft of the immanent potentiality for
development toward perfection. This begins the evasion of the classical start-
ing point for understanding tyranny.

In rejecting the City of God, Machiavelli immerses himself in the City of
Man in order to offer his own elaboration of the same phenomena that Plato
and Aristotle explain. His synthesis of classicism and Christianity has the uni-
versal scope of both: the phenomenological richness of classicism freed of
moral restraints and the creative, antinatural willpower of Christian revelation
delivered from God, the chief artificer, into the hands of man. Machiavelli
cannot be reduced to liberalism, though he offers a recipe for it. In light of the
narrowing of Machiavelli’s teaching effected by Hobbes and Locke, one can
readily and even eagerly look behind them to Machiavelli for far more of the
scope, substance, and historical variability of politics, including an awareness
of the limits of what avarice alone can do for a sound political order. When
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Burke, for example, counters the narrow appetitiveness promoted by certain
strains of modernity as the chief aim of the social contract, with a historically
more robust and rounded account of the traditional “powers” of the English
constitution, his understanding owes more to Machiavelli’s view of the equi-
librium of powers in the Roman Republic as modalities of the self-originating
motions of Fortuna than to Aristotle’s discussion of the classification of
regimes under the aspect of eternity.

IV

With Machiavelli, then, transcendental politics is reduced to an epiphenome-
non of primordialist politics. Thumos comes to the fore but loses clarity be-
cause it is no longer limited, bounded by, and contrasted with eros. Future
philosophy tries instead to clarify the ways in which freedom becomes con-
scious of itself through the opposition of nature. The outward manifestation
of the pursuit of freedom is the will to reshape nature transferred from God to
man. Thumos, stripped of its transcendental orientation by way of eros, re-
duces to an existential undertow of anxiety, alienation, and rage, fueling the
will’s negation of nature.

Beginning with Hobbes, liberalism can be seen as an attempt to curb the
Promethean excess of Machiavelli by achieving an equilibrium between pri-
mordialist politics and the transcendental politics that man now constructs to
serve the passions. Just as for Machiavelli, for Hobbes man’s rationality is not
given from an objectively rational world, but instead dawns on him as he
struggles not to be destroyed by nature’s purposeless chaos and the grip of
that chaos on him through the passions. Hence, the criterion for rationality is
what the passions require for their own safe and efficient pursuit. This sym-
metry between passion and rationality requires that the passions move even
further in the direction of abstract heterogeneity than in Machiavelli. Starting
as he did with the full range of political phenomena, the same broad canvas
of war, peace, honor, and domestic faction surveyed by Aristotle, Machiavelli
saw that glory could plausibly be more worth pursuing than self-preservation,
and in a few rare spirits constitutes an independent source of human motiva-
tion (in effect preserving the distinction made by Xenophon’s Simonides 
between the “real men” who aim for mastery [andres] and the common run
of “humans” [anthrōpoi] who are content with self-preservation [Hiero
2.1, 7.3]). Since, for Machiavelli, domestic politics are inevitably connected
to foreign policy—indeed, a republic that does not wish to atrophy and die
must have an expansionist dynamic—the pursuit of glory through conquest is
an irreducible necessity for healthy political bodies. Because Hobbes con-
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fines himself to the internal ordering of the polity and begins with an a priori
method—the “similitude of the passions”—even these approximations of
eros (as glory) fade away, replaced by the abstract and contentless summum
malum of nonexistence.

Since the “objects” of the passions—what we want from, and how we re-
late to, the political community and the world—are too diverse and change-
able (as are we ourselves) for us ever to be able to agree on what they are
and whether they are good or bad (and even if we agreed for a time, we
would change and no longer agree with our own selves), we should turn
away from the world to the “similitude” of the passions themselves
(Leviathan, 82–83). Severed from their objects in the world (and opinions
about them), the passions of every individual are universally reducible to
such simple modes of self-preservation as fear and desire. Aristotle had ar-
gued that humans fulfill their natures by living in a polis and offering rea-
soned opinions about the just and the unjust, the noble and the base, and the
advantageous and the disadvantageous. These reasoned opinions correspond
to what Hobbes terms the “objects” of the passions. By denying that these
opinions possess any rank order or even stability, Hobbes in effect demol-
ishes the Aristotelian understanding of the common good. Every man be-
comes a pedestrian tyrant motivated by the desire to stay alive and avoid vi-
olent death. By orienting ourselves by the similitude of the passions rather
than their objects, we also deny from the outset intrinsic natural differences
of virtue, “wit,” and prudence, as well as the classical assumption that there
is an independent capacity in the souls of some men to seek honor for its own
sake, as opposed to mere self-preservation. Every one who introspects and
understands his true motive will realize that he seeks power to remain alive.
In Xenophontic language, there are no “real men,” only “humans.” And this
is the fatal flaw in Hobbes’ theory.

Why? Let us reiterate that the similitude of the passions stripped of their
objects is a rationality of the origins, not of the end. Like the Cartesian ego,
it is an abstraction of the conditions for pure self-hood from all mediating
traditions and social practices. Machiavelli’s delicate interplay between
Fortuna and man, embodied in the cycles of history and the rise and de-
cline of republics, becomes in Hobbes a frozen dichotomy between nature
as a field of random happenstance and the anthropocentric power to re-
fashion it to maximize survival. The great puzzle that Hobbes cannot ex-
plain is, Why would anyone want to become the Sovereign? Since the toils
and dangers of attempting to rise to supreme power are by definition an in-
sane goal for every human qua human—since we are compelled by nature
to seek survival and avoid danger—how does the Sovereign achieve power
in the first place? Hobbes seems to assume that these tyrants emerge like
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spontaneous natural forces. He envisions them as supplying the institu-
tionalized terror that, by simulating the terror of the state of nature where
the absence of government exposes us all to the daily danger of violent
death, will remind every subject that no advantage to be gained from
breaking the contract and attempting to tyrannize could possibly outweigh
the dangers involved (Hobbes 1968, 202). At least one “real man” is
needed to keep the “human beings” in line. But Hobbes’ theory cannot ac-
count for the possibility of such a man.

Clearly this tyrant will be a man of thumos. In a tacit revision of Plato’s
three states of the soul and city, Hobbes says that it is not the highest part,
the “head” and the seat of “counsel” that will rule, but the middle part—
which Plato identifies as thumos, and which Hobbes identifies altogether
with the “soul” and the seat of “will” and “command” in contrast with
“counsel,” thus joining Machiavelli in preferring animo to anima (Hobbes
1972, no. 19). But he cannot elaborate this psychology on his own princi-
ples. It is apparent only through the most cryptic inferences—for example,
Hobbes’ claim that although Sovereignty by institution (consent) can be dis-
tinguished from Sovereignty by acquisition (conquest), “the (Sovereign’s)
rights are the same in both,” because both are based on fear (Hobbes 1968,
252–53). The lacuna is further illustrated by the famous conundrum as to
whether Hobbes believed that man’s natural power seeking is limitless in
everyone or only in the “vainglorious” few. If it is limitless by nature in
everyone, then politics as a universally applicable, deductively rigorous sci-
ence is impossible, since no one can be relied upon (even when terrorized)
to prefer safety to vainglory. If (as Hobbes mostly seems to suggest) it is
limitless by nature only in a troublesome few (“young men mad on war”),
however, this would suggest that the majority of human beings are by na-
ture intrinsically capable of moderating their desires for the sake of peace—
that is, in the state of nature, prior to the construction of the compact. This
conclusion would undermine what Hobbes argues is the self-evidently nec-
essary transition from the state of nature to the compact and its conflation
with the Sovereign, preferably a monarchy, because it would be possible in
principle for men to reach a peace treaty among themselves in the state of
nature prior to coercion.

I think there is no consistent answer to this question on Hobbes’ terms.
Whether and how often these Sovereign natures would arise is literally a
matter of accident: they would emerge spontaneously from Fortuna. Rea-
son, being an anthropocentric faculty with no intrinsic connection to the
world, can supply no account of these unfathomable upsurges, no psychol-
ogy of statesmanship in which ambition is understood (as in Plato) as a
mode of the longing for union with the immortally Beautiful and Good. The
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link between the anthropocentric ratiocination that demonstrates the neces-
sity of the Sovereign and the spontaneous appearance of such natures is, at
bottom, fated. This is a corollary of the larger and central ambiguity of
Hobbes’ philosophy. Humans are able to make sense of nature by assigning
it causality, and to remedy its deficiencies by reconstructing it (the compact,
for example, supplies an artificial supplement and improvement to humans’
natural inability to pursue their rights without degenerating into the war of
all against all, contradicting their ability to pursue their rights). But this
human capacity is at bottom unfathomable, since nature itself is not objec-
tively ordered so as to render itself intelligible to human reason. Accord-
ingly, the possibility of Sovereign natures emerging can only be inferred
from the primordialist undertow of Hobbesian methodology, the self-emergence
of Fortuna as what/that it is. Because of Locke’s bourgeois-democratic
emendation of Hobbes, and through the historical evolution of liberalism in
practice, this theoretical lacuna has not been glaringly evident in the world
of events. Indeed, within the liberal democracies, the taming of eros and
thumos is one of the most striking indications that Hobbes may have been
right to believe that these traits, the psychological core of classical state-
craft, could be ignored, suppressed, or gradually bourgeoisified by the
promulgation of a psychology of pedestrian hedonism and appetitive self-
interest “in the universities,” successfully actualized through the rise of
commercial economies (Hobbes 1968, 728).

However, looking at the pace of modernization in the non-Western world
(Mao, Pol Pot) or in Western regimes hostile to the West (Stalin, Hitler), one
may wonder whether the Hobbesian Sovereign has not in fact haunted the
modern project all along. In these cases, terror has been used all too liter-
ally to reduce people to the “similitude of the passions” and strip them of
all religious, family, and national traditions so as to convert them into hu-
man integers who are interchangeable with one another as units of a unified
and contentless compact. Perhaps nowhere is the poverty of the liberal psy-
chology of pedestrian power seeking more apparent than here. When a
tyrant is needed to reshape human nature through terror to make it conform
to a psychology that by definition dismisses such tyrannical natures as im-
possible or absurd from the outset, then one invites the emergence of a
tyrannical project that exceeds the worst prognostications of the classics
while at the same time sacrificing the classics’ capacity for identifying the
tyrannical nature as a deformed version of the erotic longing for immortal-
ity by contrasting it with the healthy pursuit of civic honor and an ambition
to serve the common good. When everything is thumos, thumos disappears,
becoming the ghost in the machine of modernization.
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NOTES

1. For an elaboration of this theme, see Waller R. Newell, Ruling Passion: The
Erotics of Statecraft in Platonic Political Philosophy (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Lit-
tlefield, 2000). References to Plato in this essay are by Stephanus number.

2. The trailblazer here, of course, is Leo Strauss. See On Tyranny (Ithaca, NY: Cor-
nell University Press, 1968); Xenophon’s Socratic Discourse: An Interpretation of the
‘Oeconomicus’ (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1970). See also Waller R.
Newell, “Machiavelli and Xenophon on Princely Rule: A Double-Edged Encounter,”
The Journal of Politics 50 (1988); “Tyranny and the Science of Ruling in Xenophon’s
Education of Cyrus,” The Journal of Politics 45 (1983); “How Original Is Machi-
avelli? A Consideration of Skinner’s Interpretation of Virtue and Fortune,” Political
Theory, November 1987; “Superlative Virtue and the Problem of Monarchy in Aris-
totle’s Politics,” The Western Political Quarterly (March 1987).

3. Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, ed. C. B. Macpherson (New York: Penguin,
1968).
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161

Tyranny is both a political phenomenon and a disposition of the soul, or the
psyche. This is something we learn from Plato in the Republic, where
Socrates explores the affinities between dispositions of the soul and types of
regimes. This chapter focuses on the psychology of tyranny, and in that re-
spect, it looks at the permanent characteristics of tyranny as a human pro-
clivity. When we think of tyrants, we conjure images of brutality, excess, ap-
petitive excesses, immoderation, and shamelessness. Tyrants rule without law
in their regimes, and they rule without order in their own psyches. What
should prompt this degeneration is a matter of some puzzlement, even to the
greatest minds in the Western tradition who have pondered the matter. It has
been suggested that tyranny, both in the soul and in politics, is the extreme
degeneration of politics, something that can be resisted only by elaborate
structures of artifice.1 That is a disturbing thought, as it means that tyranny is
somehow “natural” to human beings and must always be countered through
great efforts of will and reason. Another account holds that tyranny is the ab-
sence of good (even of what is “human”), in which case the evil of tyranny is
unfathomable, merely a void of substantive good.2

Although I have no new definitive account of tyranny to offer, I am inter-
ested in the associations between the “womanish” soul and the tyrannical
soul, as they have been explored by some of the philosophers in the Western
tradition. There are some similarities between the two in these accounts, no-
tably, preoccupation with the body, incapacity to rule the emotions, and an ab-
sence of shame. Moreover, there are suggestions that the openness of democ-
racies encourages these traits, is friendly to woman and tyrants alike, and that
the febrile laxness of democracy and its cultivation of feminine characteris-
tics may embolden tyrants and lead to the corruption of democracy. First, let
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us look at the characteristic features of the tyrannical soul as they are depicted
by Plato, and compare them to some of the characteristic features ascribed to
the female soul throughout the tradition of political thought.

In Plato’s Republic, we are given, as far as I know, the best account in the
tradition of the affinities between the tyrannical soul and the tyrannical
regime. Importantly, the tyrannical soul grows out the degeneration of de-
mocracy. The Republic chronicles the decay of regimes from the standpoint
of philosophy, the love of truth. Since the rule of philosophers is neither prac-
tical nor possible—people would not willingly accept the rule of the philoso-
pher, nor would the philosopher have any good reason to seek rule, since he
is a pursuer of truth, not rule—Socrates looks at four types of practical polit-
ical organization. They are, in descending order of virtue, the rule of the
honor seekers (timocracy) the rule of the money makers (oligarchy), the rule
of the freedom seekers (democracy), and the rule of the power mongers
(tyranny).

Each of the four kinds of regime depicted in the Republic fosters a partic-
ular kind of rule and cultivates a certain sort of person. Timocracies are places
of masculine vigor, warlike ethos, and high discipline. The contrast that
Socrates draws between the timocratic type and his philosophic “father” is
striking. In the story of decline of souls paralleling that of regimes, Socrates
describes how the timocratic son emerges from the union of his philosophic
father and his mother. The philosopher is a man who does not care about
money, who does not “fight and insult people for its sake in private actions in
courts and in public but takes everything of the sort in an easygoing way”
(549d). The philosophic father has a wife who finds it vexing that her hus-
band always “turns his mind to himself and neither honors nor dishonors her
very much” (549d). The philosopher husband is indifferent in fact to his wife,
possibly to any attachments in the world, because his attention is riveted on
truth and divine matters.3 Out of resentment, the wife of the philosopher fa-
ther cultivates a different ethos in her son. She complains to her sons about
the father’s lack of courage and his lack of concern for establishing a reputa-
tion in the community. The father’s indifference appears to others in the city
as cowardice and meekness. “She complains about all this and says that his
father is lacking in courage and too slack, and, of course, chants all other re-
frains such as women are likely to do in cases of this sort” (549d).

The wife has allies in the servants of the household, who see that the
philosopher father does not exact what is due to him and seems to passively
accept injustices committed against him and his household, and they too urge
the sons “to be more of a man than his father” (549e). Torn by the conflicting
demands of his father, and those of his mother and the household servants, the
son sets out to prove his virility. He becomes an honor lover so that he will
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be praised. And so we have the decline of regimes set in motion by the pres-
sures of women and the resentment of slaves. The kind of citizen one finds in
a timocracy is a “haughty minded man who loves honour” (550b).

Timocracies are the best sorts of practical regime, in one sense, because of
the high degree of cohesiveness in the community, and because the dedica-
tion to country elevates people’s sentiments beyond the more immediate con-
cerns of household and acquisition. The love of one’s country and the desire
to be esteemed by one’s peers in the public arena is nobler than the love of
one’s own, even one’s family. The timocracy is a regime that leans toward
spirited but simple men, men who are more inclined toward war than peace,
and whose principal motivation is the love of honor and victory.4 There is no
question that the timocracy is a place that fosters the most masculine of
virtues. A timocratic man will be brutal to slaves but will be open and con-
ciliatory to freemen, whom he respects. “He is a lover of ruling and honour,
not basing his claim to rule on speaking or anything of the sort, but on war-
like deeds and everything connected with war; he is a lover of gymnastic and
the hunt” (549a). It is not stated explicitly in the Republic, but we can infer
from Socrates’ comments that the timocratic man is also a lover of women.
After all, in the story of the decline, the admonitions of the mother are ab-
solutely key to the direction of the timocratic man. It is the female who di-
vides the son from his philosophic father and who shames the son with tales
of courage and honor.

Timocracies are fragile regimes, perhaps because once fallen from grace,
the honor-loving son is destined to fall even further. While honor and victory
in war are appealing things to women, so too is money. The timocratic man
loses his edge and his virility as his life becomes soft with acquisition and
luxury. The mother figure described by Socrates in the story of the decline of
regimes is not only concerned about the lack of courage in her son, but she is
covetous of the wealth of others. Governed by opinion, it seems, she cares
mostly for how she will be seen in relation to the status of other women. “Her
husband is not one of the rulers and as a result she is at a disadvantage among
the other women” (549c). What ultimately destroys the timocratic man is “the
treasure house full of gold, which each man has” (550d). As wealth becomes
more abundant and more coveted, the more masculine virtues of courage dis-
sipate. Poverty becomes shameful, and the lean asceticism of the warrior is
disdained. Again, the wives are invoked as central in this drama. “First, the
men seek out extravagances for themselves, and begin to bend the laws so as
to benefit themselves. They and their wives are willing to disobey the laws so
as to increase their own wealth and status” (550d). It is at this point in the di-
alogue that Socrates begins to talk about the appearance of “drones,” those
who grow up like a disease in a hive. There is no other transformation so
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quick and so sure, Socrates tells us, as that from a young man who loves
honor to one who loves money (553d).

The decay of timocracy, and the culpability of women in its demise, is
noted by Aristotle as well. Aristotle identifies “laxness toward women” as one
of the key elements in the decline of Sparta, that ancient Greek city-state most
often cited as the exemplary timocratic regime (Politics, 1269b10). In a city
where legislation is poorly handled for women, says Aristotle, one might as
well consider that half the population is not ruled. This is what happened in
Sparta, where the women “live licentiously in every respect and in luxury”
(1269b20). A community that is “fond of soldiering and war” seems to be one
that degenerates into an excessive fondness for wealth and licentiousness, ex-
cept, Aristotle says, for the Celts who managed to avoid this decline because
they openly honored sexual relations among males (1269b25). Too much li-
cense to women, and too much love of women, we find again, seems to be
central to political decline.

The Spartans made the mistake of according some ruling functions to
women, and Aristotle castigates them for this. “What difference is there be-
tween women ruling and rulers who are ruled by women? For the result is the
same. Boldness is something useful in war (if then) rather than in everyday
matters, but the Spartan women have been harmful even in this respect. This
became clear in the Theban invasion; they were not only wholly useless, like
women in other cities, but they created more uproar than the enemy”
(1269b39).

Aristotle gives some account of the causes of the infection of Spartan mas-
culine virtue by women. First, the men were away at war too much and did
not pay enough attention to states of affairs at home. When women are not
governed properly, they tend toward greed (127010). Because much property
and wealth was in the hands of women in Sparta (Aristotle claims it was two-
fifths), they could bequeath it to whomever they wished. The women did not
distribute their wealth in a way that could sustain the fifteen hundred caval-
rymen and thirty thousand heavily armed troops that were required to sustain
Sparta’s military presence. The implication of course is that the covetousness
and greed of women prevented them from attending to the greater good of the
regime. Women may want their men to be brave and honored, according to
Plato and Aristotle, but they may love money and luxury even more.

Here, too, I cannot help but think of the famous passage in Machiavelli’s
Prince, where he exhorts the aspiring prince, the man of masculine virtu, to
control fortune as if she were a woman, and that is by force. The glory-seeking
prince, arguably a timocratic type in its pure form, without the residual con-
science induced by the philosophic “father,” needs both the commanding, hy-
permasculine force of his own will, plus the winds of good fortune, to ac-
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complish his acts of singular founding. What is most likely to bring him down
is the unpredictable force of Fortuna, described by Machiavelli as a woman.
“It is better to be impetuous than cautious,” writes Machiavelli, “because for-
tune is a woman; and it is necessary, if one wants to hold her down, to beat
her and strike her down. And one sees that she lets herself be won more by
the impetuous than by those who proceed coldly. And so always, like a
woman, she is the friend of the young, because they are less cautious, more
ferocious, and command her with more audacity” (Machiavelli 1985, 101).

What are the messages here from these canonical texts in political philos-
ophy? The best kind of politics is spirited, warlike, masculine, disciplined,
and frugal. For Plato, the timocratic regime is the second best, but only to the
utopian rule of philosophers. Nevertheless, timocracy is afflicted by the con-
science of philosophy, and is a reaction, propagated by woman, against the
perceived effeminacy, cowardice, and passivity of philosophy. It is women
initially who encourage the masculine virtues of honor, war, and victory. Yet
it appears that it is primarily women who are responsible for the degeneration
of the timocracy they encourage. For women are also lovers of luxury and li-
centiousness. They encourage the coveting of riches, and they aspire to rule
over men. When they are successful, the masculine traits that are critical for
timocracies begin to dissolve. The lean, mean warrior turns into the soft, cau-
tious, and indulgent oligarch. The more that men turn to satisfy the desires of
women, both materially and sexually (if we take Aristotle’s remark seriously
about the Celts), the more the regime erodes. The more power accorded to
women, the more lax the state.5

Democracies, one tier down from oligarchies, are even more hospitable to
the wiles of women, for in democracies, there is no “governing” principle,
neither the pursuit of honor nor the pursuit of wealth. Democracies welcome
all ways of life, affording equality to equals and unequals, which is to say,
there are no distinctions qualitatively between differing types of activities.
Every individual in a democracy is free to choose his internal regime, and the
city is “full of freedom and free speech” with “license to do whatever one
wants.” Many people, Socrates says “like boys and women looking at many-
coloured things, would judge this to be the fairest of regimes” (557c). Boys
and women have in common the fact that they may be the love-objects of
men, and the fact that they are passive rather than active participants in citi-
zenship. They are not honor lovers. In fact, of all activities possible in a de-
mocracy, it seems that the only one that is actively discouraged is the pursuit
of honor, that activity appropriate to the timocratic soul. The absence of any
compulsion to rule in the democratic city, even if one is competent to do so,
and the possibility of avoiding being ruled altogether, is one of the sweet at-
tractions of democracy. The regime has “gentleness toward the condemned,”
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an equality of treatment toward all, and contempt for anything deemed noble.
In such a regime, all the timocratic virtues are inverted, and there is praise for
a new kind of man. The drones of the democracy “name shame simplicity,
they push it out with dishonour, a fugitive; calling moderation cowardliness
and spattering it with mud, they banish it; persuading that measure and or-
derly expenditure are rustic and illiberal, they join with many useless desires
in driving them over the frontier” (560c–d). The restraint, frugality, and
courage of the timocratic man are eroded completely, so that anarchy replaces
freedom, wastefulness replaces magnificence, and shamelessness becomes
the new courage. The new democratic man is open to the unleashing of “un-
necessary and useless pleasures”; he becomes a hedonist with no other goal
than satiating his immediate desires.

Such a state declines easily into tyranny, Socrates tells us, for it is “pretty
plain that it [tyranny] is transformed out of democracy” (562a). Under the
conditions of tyranny, things get even more chaotic. Relations between the
young and the old, between the student and the teacher, deteriorate so that all
are fawning on the young. But the “ultimate in the freedom of the multitude,”
Socrates says, “occurs in such a city when the purchased slaves, male and fe-
male, are no less free than those who have bought them. And we almost for-
got to mention the extent of the law of equality and of freedom in the rela-
tions of women with men and men with women” (563b).

Aristotle says, “everything that happens in connection with democracy of
the extreme sort is characteristic of tyranny—dominance of women in the
household, so that they may report on their husbands, and laxness toward
slaves for the same reasons. Slaves and women do not conspire against
tyrants, and as they prosper [under such circumstances] they necessarily have
a benevolent view both of tyrannies and democracies (for, indeed, the people
want to be a monarch)” (Aristotle 1984, 1313b, 30–40). Other characteristic
features of tyranny, according to Aristotle, are the culture of suspicion (no one
trusts anyone else), the welcoming of foreigners into the city “as companions
for dining and entertainment” (1314a10), and the encouragement of flatterers
and sycophants.

A question at this point may be, What is it specifically about women that
incline them to favor democracies and tyrannies? Why should they draw men
toward the pursuit of recognition (separating the son from his philosophic fa-
ther), and wealth, and finally, toward power? Is there such a thing as the
womanish soul, and does it incline toward tyranny? Apart from the brief but
scathing remarks made by Socrates in the Republic, we have no other discus-
sion of this matter. We do have of course the construction of the city in speech
in Book V of the Republic, in which it is suggested that in this city women
could participate equally with men in rule if they were severed from the rear-
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ing of their children and stripped of any monogamous relations with men.
Much has been written about this project, and interpretations vary from the
embracing of the city in speech as a model for reform in politics, to charac-
terizing it as a warning against ideals that are contrary to conventional incli-
nations.6 However one interprets Book V, though, we are still left with the
view that in the practical world of possible and actual regimes, barring any
radical transformation in human relations, women are lovers of those things
that lead to political degeneration, and they have a deleterious effect on men
if they are improperly ruled.

Aristotle tells us something about the distinctive souls of women. Women
have the capacity for deliberation (or reason) just as do men, according to him
(Aristotle 1984, 1260a). Yet we know from his discussion of the household in
the Politics that he thinks that men should rule women, albeit in a “political”
fashion, that is, the manner appropriate to equals. So women are equals in
some sense to men, yet ought to be permanently ruled by men. The only rea-
son apparent in Aristotle’s texts for this is that while women have the capac-
ity for reason, they lack self-restraint. They are incapable of ruling their emo-
tions, therefore incapable of the ruling virtue of prudence; they have the
deliberative element but “lack authority” (Aristotle 1984, 1260a10). They
also seem for Aristotle to be more tied to the demands and sensations of the
body, and have a weakness and softness of the flesh that is opposite to the
masculine vigor required for the timocratic man. It is disdainful for a man to
give in to physical pain or suffering, Aristotle says, and we tend to think that
these kinds of effeminate men are diseased or the unfortunate victims of some
innate tendency. As examples of weakness, Aristotle cites the “hereditary ef-
feminacy of the royal family of Scythia, and the inferior endurance of the fe-
male sex as compared with the male” (Aristotle 1926, 1150).7

What we can surmise from the account of decline of regimes in Plato, and
from Aristotle’s scattered remarks on women, is nonetheless a pretty clear
picture of the fact that when men allow themselves to be ruled by women,
things go badly. Laxness, disorder, the collapse of authority, the taste for lux-
ury and excess, the excessive concern for the opinions of others—all these
characteristic features of democracies and tyrannies are features that have a
decidedly feminine cast.

There are other figures in the tradition of political thought who give more ex-
plicit treatment to the “womanish soul” and its rootedness in sexuality.
Rousseau tells us that the only thing we can know with certainty about the sexes
is that what they have in common belongs to the species, and the ways in which
they differ pertains to their different sex. Rousseau suggests that, by nature,
women’s sexuality is all-encompassing and insatiable (Rousseau 1979, 406).
By contrast, men’s sexuality is intermittent. If this sexuality that is natural to
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women were not constrained by law and the decorum of modesty, women’s
sexuality would lead to the ruination of both sexes. If women acted on the ba-
sis of their natural impulses, Rousseau admonishes, “men would be tyran-
nized by women” and would see themselves “dragged to their death without
even being able to defend themselves” (Rousseau 1979, 358–59). It is the in-
variable law of nature, Rousseau tells us, that women have more facility to
excite desire than men have the capacity to satisfy it.

What reigns in the natural tyrannical impulses of women, according to
Rousseau, is an elaborate artifice of law, custom, and habit that converts fe-
male shamelessness and audacity into modesty. Woman ought to be made to
please man “to make herself agreeable to him instead of arousing him”
(Rousseau 1979, 358). The subjugation of women to men, according to
Rousseau, is not the work of nature but the work of amour proper attached to
desire (358). The moral differences between men and women do not accord
with their natural differences, but rather, are directly contrary to them. In the
story of Emile, Rousseau’s discourse on the education of one man, Emile’s
ideal partner, Sophie, is instructed from a young age by her mother to quell
her natural disposition in preparation for her life with Emile. Sophie, like all
girls, Rousseau says, tends by nature toward an excess of freedom, so she
must be educated to repress this natural inclination. Rousseau cautions in the
education of girls, “Do not allow for a single instant in their lives that they no
longer know any restraint” (370). Sophie is to be trained to be an obedient
wife and to uphold the ethos of the state. She must learn the art of adornment,
careful to make herself pleasing but not dazzling. A beautiful woman is a
plague to her husband. She must learn to speak pleasing thoughts rather than
truthful ones, to become proficient in taste rather than in knowledge, and to
accept the yoke of religion and to value industriousness and cleanliness above
all things. If the project of “educating” Sophie is successful, “Sophie has a
mind that is agreeable without being brilliant, and solid without being pro-
found—a mind about which people do not say anything, because they never
find in it either more or less than what they find in their own minds” (396).
Sophie is to be governed by opinion.

If Sophie is not ruled properly, Rousseau suggests, havoc will ensue for
both her husband and the state. Since her nature inclines toward the tyranniz-
ing of men, her nature must always be constrained. Is this akin to Aristotle’s
recommendation for the political rule of women? I am reminded of the drama
between Petruchio and Kate in Shakespeare’s Taming of the Shrew. As Petru-
chio begins his forcible confinement of Kate, an unruly and headstrong
woman whom he is determined to subdue and marry, he announces, “thus
have I politicly begun my reign, and ’tis my hope to end successfully. My fal-
con now is sharp and passing empty; And, till she stoop, she must not be full-

168 Leah Bradshaw



gorged, for then she never looks upon her lure (Shakespeare 1938, IV.I,
147–183). The “lusty wench” to whom Petruchio is so attracted is tamed into
her moral role. Petruchio had sworn to Kate, “Thou must be married to no
man but me; for I am born he to tame you Kate, and bring you from a wild
Kate to a Kate conformable as other household Kates” (II.I, 260–308).

Shakespeare’s play ends with Kate’s speech about how she has learned
well her proper role. “Thy husband is thy lord, thy life, thy keeper, thy head,
thy sovereign; one that cares for thee, and for thy maintenance commits his
body, to painful labour both by sea and land, to watch the night in storms, the
day in cold, whilst thou livest at home, secure and safe, and craves no other
tribute at thy hands but love, fair looks and true obedience. Too little payment
for so great a debt, such duty as the subject owes the prince, even such a
woman oweth to her husband” (Shakespeare 1938, V.II, 155–190).

The tradition is full of such references, the need to quell women lest they
overreach their place and tyrannize over men and states. Control over women
seems to work better through force than through persuasion, because women
are not constrained by the power of reason, even though they are capable of
deliberation. Women and tyrants are not moved by reason, but by desire, and
a soul governed by desire cannot moderate itself by reason.

Now we move back to Plato’s Republic to look at the psychological portrait
of the tyrant and his uncanny resemblance to the psychological portrait of
women in their natural sexuality. The tyrannical soul, as depicted by Socrates,
is one wracked by eros. A tyrannical soul is one that “dares to do everything
as though it were released from, and rid of, shame and prudence” (Plato 1968,
571c). A man who has a healthy and moderate relationship to himself “awak-
ens his calculating part and feasts it on fair arguments and considerations,
coming to an understanding with himself,” and rules his desires. Even though
“surely some terrible, savage and lawless form of desires is in every man,” the
prudent man controls these (572b). The tyrannical “son,” Socrates tells us, is
born from the democratic father, a man who “lives a life that is neither illib-
eral nor hostile to law, a man of the people come from the oligarchic man”
(572d). Without sufficient guidance from the father, and with enticement by
complete freedom, the son is “stung to frenzy.” It is understandable, Socrates
says, that “love from old has been called a tyrant,” and “a man who is de-
ranged undertakes and expects to rule not only over human beings but gods
too” (573). A tyrannical man is drunken, erotic, and melancholic, someone
who revels in parties, feasts, prostitutes, and all manner of excessive desires.
Such a man will willingly throw over any loyalty to his parents or to the law
“for the sake of a newly-found lady-friend and unnecessary concubine” or a
“newly found and unnecessary boyfriend” (574). All constraints are stripped
away, both externally in the regime and internally in the order of the soul, and
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in such a man “love lives like a tyrant in all anarchy and lawlessness” (575).
The soul that is governed by love of this sort is one that is slave rather than
free. Maddened by love, Socrates argues that the tyrant actually is the most
miserable of men.

The images of corporality and sensuality in Socrates’ accounts of tyranny
are striking. Those who live with “no experience of prudence and virtue” are
always brought down “after the fashion of cattle” to the gratification of the
senses, “fattening themselves and copulating” (Plato 1968, 586). In one
telling passage, Socrates says that the pleasure pursued by the tyrannical souls
are always mixed with pains. “Each takes its color by contrast with the oth-
ers, so that they look vivid and give birth to frenzied lovers of themselves in
the foolish and are fought over, like the phantom of Helen that Stesichorus
says the men at Troy fought over out of ignorance of the truth” (586c). The
face that launched a thousand ships is thus cited as a catalyst for tyrannical
desire. The spirited part of the soul—that which is aimed at honor and vic-
tory—is enslaved to desire when it is not instructed by the more “calculating
part” of the soul. Inclining toward tyranny, men turn their ambitions and their
energies toward the gratification of desires.

Apart from the reference to Helen, there are no other references specif-
ically to women in Socrates’ account of the degeneration of the tyrannical
soul to women. But we can draw some obvious parallels from the refer-
ences we have drawn from other parts of the text, and from other philoso-
phers. The “womanish soul” is one that is covetous, disdainful of the pru-
dence and virtue of the philosophic “father,” prone to celebrate honor, but
easily led from true honor to the worship of opinion and flattery. Women
love democracies and tyrannies because they have more freedom under
them. Women are physically weak and inclined toward the indulgence of
the body. The love of women by men is a cause of political degeneration
and of deviation from the highest callings of philosophy and prudence. Is
woman not the embodiment of the tyrannical psyche in some manner? Is to
love women to incline toward tyranny because in fact to love women is
to become more like them?

The most compelling characterization of this that I know of is in the por-
trait of Alcibiades, that most arresting and dynamic of Greek rulers, whose
love of the demos and of women is well documented.8 We know from
Socrates’ admission in the Gorgias that Alcibiades was the only love in his
life that could rival his love of truth. Famously, in the last speech of Plato’s
Symposium, Alcibiades unsuccessfully attempts to seduce Socrates, and
Socrates responds to these advances by saying, “I shudder at his madness
and his passion for love” (213d6). My reading of Alcibiades is profoundly
influenced by the account given by Martha Nussbaum in The Fragility of
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Goodness, which is among the most arresting pieces of political philoso-
phy that I have ever read. Nussbaum begins her portrait of Alcibiades with
this depiction.

He was, to begin with, beautiful. He was endowed with a physical grace and
splendor that captivated the entire city. They did not decline as he grew, but
flourished at each stage with new authority and power. He was always highly
conscious of his body, vain about its influence. He would speak of his beauty
as his “amazing good fortune” and his “windfall from the gods” (Nussbaum
1996, 217a), but this was not the limit of his natural gifts. Energy and intel-
lectual power had made him one of the best commanders and strategists
Athens had known, one of the most skillful orators ever to enchant her people.
In both careers, his genius was his keen eye for the situation—the way he
could discern the salient features of the particular case and boldly select ap-
propriate action. About all these gifts he was equally vain—yet almost mor-
bidly concerned with criticism and gossip. He loved to be loved. He hated to
be observed, skinned, or discovered. His heart, generous and volatile, was rap-
idly moved to both love and anger, at once changeable and tenacious (165).

The way in which Nussbaum describes Alcibiades vividly arouses for us
the picture of the successful demagogue, a man whose flamboyance and
splendor captivates the people. He was shameless, except before Socrates. He
was profoundly democratic, and as Nussbaum remarks, “those who hated
democratic disorder hated him as its inspiration” (Nussbaum 1996, 165). As
Allan Bloom says, “Alcibiades is distinctly not a good man, but is certainly a
splendid one” (Bloom 1993, 506). While in one respect, Alcibiades appears
to us as the most glorious and impetuous of men—waging battles, smashing
the faces and genitals of Greek statues in a rage, walking off with an un-
precedented number of victories in the chariot competition at Olympia—he
lacks the moderation of the timocratic man. He is excessive in every way, and
according to Nussbaum, “his story is, in the end, a story of waste and loss, of
the failure of practical reason to shape a life” (Nussbaum 1996, 166).

There are other characteristic features of Alcibiades, which Nussbaum de-
scribes, that can be identified with the “womanish” elements of his soul. Al-
cibiades in his pursuit of Socrates, according to Nussbaum, seems to take on
the role of the erastes (the sexually active partner), while Socrates is the
eromenos (“a beautiful creature without needs of his own”).9 This makes Al-
cibiades the needy one, one who, according to Nussbaum, is both open and
has a desire to open up the other. “Alcibiades reminds us,” says Nussbaum,
“that the urge to open things up, to get at and explore the inside concealed by
the outside, is one of our earliest and strongest desires, a desire in which sex-
ual and epistemological need are joined and, apparently, inseparable” (Nuss-
baum 1996, 190).
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But perhaps they are inseparable only for those who are “womanish,” that
is, those who have all the characteristics ascribed to Alcibiades. Alcibiades
may have loved Socrates, but in his life, he was a great lover mostly of
women, and he exhibited many of the traits ascribed to women by philoso-
phers in the tradition: lack of moderation and restraint, a taste for luxury and
license, and incapacity to rule himself.10 Plutarch records the exploits of Al-
cibiades, many of which have to do with bold conquest, but many also con-
cerning the conquest of women. At one time, Alcibiades “selected for himself
one of the captive Melian women, and had a son by her, whom he took care
to educate.” The Athenians forgave Alcibiades this indiscretion, Plutarch
writes (as they forgave him many), since he nobly took upon himself publicly
the acknowledgment and education of his son, yet it was Alcibiades himself
who was the instigator of the slaughter of all the young men of Melos. In an-
other example, Plutarch writes that Alcibiades had the artist Aristophon ren-
der a portrait of him reclining in the arms of a prostitute, and displayed it in
public. “The multitudes seemed pleased with the piece, and thronged to see
it, but older people disliked it and disrelished it and looked on these things as
enormities, and movements toward tyranny” (Plutarch 1992, 269). Alcibiades
appears in his drunken and erotic state at the symposium, crowned with a
wreath of ivy and violets, a sign of Aphrodite, and suggestive, as Nussbaum
notes, of “the strange fact that this aggressively masculine figure sees himself
as a female divinity” (Nussbaum 1996, 193). The violet crown stands also for
the city of Athens, “the delicate, growing sign of the flourishing of this
strange and fragile democracy, now, in the time of Alcibiades, in its greatest
danger” (Nussbaum 1996, 193). We know, from Plutarch, that the night be-
fore he died, Alcibiades dreamed of himself garbed in women’s clothes. Al-
cibiades was trapped and killed while he was secluded with a courtesan, and
after the arrow had killed him, “the courtesan Timandra ‘Honour-the-Man,’
wrapped his bitten body and his soul of flesh in her own clothes and buried
him sumptuously in the earth” (Nussbaum 1996, 199).

Could it be that the most “masculine” of men, as depicted in Alcibiades,
those unrestrained by the tempering effects of philosophy (think back to the
decline of regimes in Book VIII of the Republic) are those drawn to the love
of women, and to the things that women love, and hence to degeneration and
ultimately toward tyranny? What appears to be hypermasculinity may not be
the opposite of what is womanish; it may in fact be an aspect of what is wom-
anish, because it is enthralled by womanish things. The alternative to Alcibi-
ades given us in the Symposium is Diotima, the female goddess, who shows
us the way of abandoning particular loves for the love of the good in itself.
Nussbaum describes this life as one that is attached to an “immortal object,”
rather than to mortal flesh, “instead of painful yearning for a single body and
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spirit, a blissful contemplative completeness” (Nussbaum 1996, 183). The
model for this kind of life is Socrates, the man who appears to have no needs,
a man who can drink without ever getting drunk, who is not sexually tempted,
who cares nothing for luxury, or even apparently for ordinary sustenance,
who certainly cares nothing for the reputation of others. This is the picture of
the “philosophic father” whom we encounter at the beginning of the decline
of regimes in Republic, Book VIII. This is the man whom women disdain as
being indifferent to their charms, and indifferent to the positions and honors
accorded by the city. This is a man who is not seducible by women or men.
This is a man whose eros is categorically different from that of most people.
Here is Nussbaum on this difference: “We are not allowed to have the cozy
thought that the transformed person will be just like us, only happier. Socrates
is weird. He is in fact ‘not similar to any human being.’ We feel, as we look
at him, both awestruck and queasy, timidly homesick for ourselves. We feel
that we must look back at what we currently are, our loves and our ways of
seeing, the problems these cause for practical reason. We need to see our-
selves more clearly before we can say whether we would like to become this
other sort of person, excellent and deaf” (Nussbaum 1996, 184).

I have quoted Martha Nussbaum at length because I think she captures so
well the dissonance between Alcibiades and Socrates, though she does not
draw the explicit parallels that I am attempting between the tyrannical and the
“womanish” soul. Nussbaum’s reading of the Symposium raises important
questions about the pursuit of philosophy, and its relationship to the political
world, but it may, by inference, raise also some important questions about the
relationship between the love of philosophy and the love of women, and the
relationship of both of these loves to the political world.

Here are some of the questions. Can one love both truth and women? If one
tries to do this, is this in fact the prototype of the timocratic man? Is the tim-
ocratic project a tragic project necessarily, because the love of women (and
the things they love) will put in motion an inevitable decline from pursuit of
honor, to the pursuit of money, to the pursuit of power? Is it the case that the
love of women makes men incline toward a “womanish soul,” a soul that be-
comes more and more wed to the desire of desire itself? Socrates says in the
Republic that a man who has a healthy and moderate relationship to himself,
who feasts his soul on fair argument and considerations, who “soothes the
spirited part,” who sets the prudent part of his soul in motion, is one who
“most lays hold of the truth and at this time the sights that are hostile to law
show up least in his dreams” (Republic, 572ab). The contrast would indeed
seem to be the man who is not self-contained, the man who gives in to the en-
ticements of women, boys and slaves, those who water “the desiring and spir-
ited parts” of the soul (Plato 1977, 550b).

Tyranny and the Womanish Soul 173



The most radical conclusion is that the political world is a world in which
women and the desires of women play an absolutely paramount role. If we
take our understanding from Plato, we know that one is shaped by the things
one loves. To love the truth is to become more like it. And so too to love
women is to become more like them. If women are, as Aristotle suggests,
incapable of moderating their emotions (even though they have the capac-
ity for deliberation), and if we add on to that Rousseau’s suggestion that the
sexuality of women is devouring, insatiable, and “tyrannizing,” and we fur-
ther add the many references from Plato that associate women with the
promotion of honor in their men, and their own acquisitiveness, then the
picture is striking of the womanish elements of political deterioration. To be
“manly” is, paradoxically, to be ruled by women, and is to develop a “wom-
anish soul.” We can understand how it is that Alcibiades, that most manly
of men, ends his life dreaming of himself painted by a courtesan, and
dressed in the robes of women.

Perhaps, too, we can understand much about democracies and tyrannies
in general from making these associations between sexual identity and pol-
itics. In her profile of Madonna, whom she regards as “pornographic,”
“decadent,” and “avant-garde,” and as “alternatively a cross-dressing dom-
inatrix and a slave of male desire,” Camille Paglia calls Madonna “the true
feminist” of the modern democratic world (Paglia 1998, 4). “Madonna
loves real men,” Paglia says. “She sees the beauty of masculinity in all its
rough vigor and sweaty athletic perfection. She also admires the men who
actually are like women: transsexuals and flamboyant drag queens”
(Paglia 1998, 5). The “many coloured coat” of democracy, as Socrates
warns us, appeals to women and young boys. The spectacle of Madonna
reminds me, in overblown form, of the cabaret phenomenon of Berlin in
the last breaths of the Weimar Republic. The flirtatious interface of de-
mocracy, fluid sexuality, and tyranny is captured brilliantly in the 1972
film Cabaret. Alex de Jonge writes that “cabaret was in many ways the
supreme form of Weimar Berlin. Not only did it inspire works like The
Blue Angel and The Three Penny Opera, it had a kind of ironic quality and
informal looseness and cheekiness, a sense of political awareness that
combined to make it capture the spirit of its age” (Jonge 1978, 160). The
author characterizes cabaret star Anita Berber, whose “urgent dancing
seemed to contemporaries to express the feverish urgency of their age”
(162). “She was to be seen at boxing matches, six-day bicycle races, and
in nightclubs keeping dubious company. She loved men but probably pre-
ferred women, and was fond of brandy, morphine and cocaine. . . . She was
myth as much as, if not more than, artist—rather like the image of Isadora
Duncan, filtered through the movies, a German version of the beautiful
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and the damned.” As one commentator put it, “she personified the feverish
twenties in Berlin, in public, as no one else” (162). So many images of
Weimar and the decline into Nazism are images of this sort, including
beautiful but doomed women, ambiguous sexuality, brownshirts and big
boots, drugs, revelry, and decadence.

Waller Newell, in his book What Is a Man?, a fascinating compendium of
fragments on being male, starts his introduction by announcing that “as
America heads into the twenty-first century, there is an increasing widespread
feeling that we have forgotten the meaning of manliness” (Newell 2000,
xvii). According to Newell, in his chronicling of the manly virtues through-
out the Western tradition, there is remarkable consistency in the identification
of what the manly virtues are: “honour tempered by prudence, ambition tem-
pered by compassion for the suffering and the oppressed, love restrained by
delicacy and honour toward the beloved.” According to the sources examined
in this chapter, none of these manly virtues is conferred by the association
with women, in fact, quite the opposite. Women lack prudence (Aristotle),
they are ambitious for their sons in a way that detracts from real honor
(Plato), and they by nature have a sexuality that is avaricious (Rousseau).
Newell calls for a “return to the highest fulfillment of which all people are ca-
pable—moral and intellectual virtues that are the same for men and women
at their peaks—while recognizing the diverse qualities that men and women
contribute to the common endeavor for excellence” (xix). In the conclusion
of his book, Newell invokes Diotima from Plato’s Symposium. “Diotima’ s
ladder ranks the objects of erotic longing in a hierarchy, ascending from bod-
ily love upward through family life, the civic virtues and, on the highest rung,
philosophical contemplation. Properly explored, and articulated, our erotic at-
tachment to another leads us in and of itself to cultivate the virtues of char-
acter—moderation, honesty, gratitude, compassion and honour” (784).

All of this is true of Diotima’s account, as far as I understand it, but it
does not necessarily make sense to invoke Diotima’s account as a resolu-
tion to the problem of manly virtue, at least insofar as that virtue is seen in
relation to women. Diotima’s account does indeed draw one away from
bodily love, and from the love of particular human beings, and almost cer-
tainly from the love of women. We are drawn back to the harrowing ac-
count of Alcibiades in Martha Nussbaum. It is Alcibiades who loved
women, and women loved him. He was neither moderate, nor compas-
sionate, nor grateful, nor honorable in any conventional way. We are drawn
back also to consider Shakespeare’s comical account of the taming of Kate
in the Shrew, and to Machiavelli’s powerful but not-often-cited remarks
about the subduing of fortune and women, and women’s love of the im-
petuous, the reckless, and the brave. Newell closes his book by telling us
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that “love perfects,” but it is difficult to see from the canon of Western phi-
losophy how love perfects manliness, except in the way that one might see
it in Diotima’s account.

There is another message in Diotima’s speech in Plato’s Symposium that
may support the argument in this chapter regarding the association of tyranny
with the “womanish soul.” Eros, Diotima tells us, is a son born of his mother,
poverty, and his father, resource. Poverty “formed the plan of relieving her
lack of resource by having a child by Resource; she slept with him and be-
came pregnant with Love” (203c). Love (eros) resembles both his mother and
his father, as children are wont to do: from his mother “he’s always poor; far
from being sensitive and beautiful, as is commonly supposed, he’s tough. . . .
Sharing his mother’s nature, he is always in a state of need.” Insofar as he re-
sembles his father, “he schemes to get hold of beautiful and good things”
(203d). “He desires knowledge and is resourceful in getting it; a lifelong lover
of wisdom; clever at using magic, danger and sophistry” (203e).

Eros is between wisdom and ignorance, Diotima says, as between his fa-
ther who is “wise and resourceful” and his mother “who has neither quality”
(204b). From this in-between state, born of woman and man, Eros can fulfill
his proper end only when he moves toward the father, toward a greater share
in wisdom and resource. To embrace the mother, Poverty, is to embrace ig-
norance, which Diotima tells us is to behave in some fashion as if one were
a god. The ignorant have in common with the gods a lack of love of wisdom,
and a lack of the desire to become wise. We may be able now to understand
Nietzsche’s infamous statement that “Truth is a woman.” This is so only in
a world in which the pursuit of wisdom is eclipsed, and Resource is trumped
by Poverty. To follow the ways of the mother, to love the neediness of
women, is to cultivate a “womanish soul” and, inevitably, to fall into
tyranny. Love perfects when it goes beyond the love of women. Love de-
stroys and corrupts when it is enthralled by women. Love perfects when it is
love of the good. Love destroys when it is the love of love itself (the Socratic
definition of tyranny).

NOTES

1. This is the view of Leo Strauss. Strauss holds that tyrannical rule is the extreme
case of political rule in general. “The difference between the tyrant and the non-
tyrannical ruler is ultimately not a simple opposition but rather that in the case of the
tyrant certain elements of the character of the ruler are more strongly developed or
less easily hidden than in the case of the non-tyrannical ruler.” Leo Strauss, On
Tyranny, 94. For Strauss, all forms of political rule incline toward tyranny. Only phi-
losophy resists this inclination.
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2. This is the view of Hannah Arendt. Arendt ascribes this view to Plato (though
Strauss may have disagreed with Arendt’s attribution). “Classical political theory used
to rule the tyrant out of mankind altogether,” writes Arendt, “and to call him a ‘wolf
in human shape’” (Plato). “What Is Authority,” Between Past and Future, 99.

3. Allan Bloom writes in Love and Friendship of this divide between the philo-
sophic temperament and all others. “If they [men] really wanted to pursue the good
simply, they would have to give up their cities, their homes, those who by habit they
call friends, and even perhaps themselves. This is what Socrates actually does. He
lives in Athens but is not really of it; he is married and has children but pays little at-
tention to them” (508).

4. Leon Craig in his book The War Lover analyzes at length the timocratic man,
and Craig draws a clear distinction between honor loving and victory seeking. Timo-
crats can be further divided, Craig claims, between those who seek the acclaim of oth-
ers (honor seekers) and those whose ambitions are more singularly directed at victory.
The latter are the spiritual types open to the possibility of philosophy, argues Craig,
because they are by disposition immune to the judgment of the many. The lover of
victory “enjoys a kind of self-sufficiency insofar as he is the judge of his own ac-
complishments. . . . The good he seeks does not necessarily wed him to the crowd.”
It is from the ranks of this victory-loving nature, Craig claims, “that the most prom-
ising prospects for the philosophic life are to be found” (78). Craig makes a persua-
sive argument, but in this paper I am looking at the timocratic soul as one “fallen from
grace” from the standpoint of philosophy. I am not looking at the potential rescue of
timocrats by philosophy, but at their degeneration through political decline.

5. A contemporary, cranky turn on this is provided by Camille Paglia. She writes
that male homosexuality in the contemporary world is a reassertion of the spirited,
masculine, world-forging characteristics of the Greek pagan timocrat. “Male lust . . .
is the energizing factor in culture. Men are the reality principle. They created the
world we live in and the luxuries we enjoy. . . . Maleness at its hormonal extreme is
an angry, ruthless density of self, motivated by a principle of ‘attack.’ . . . There is
nothing deviant or effeminate in this kind of homosexuality. On the contrary, I view
the modern gay male as occupying the ultimate point on a track of intensifying mas-
culinity shooting away from the mother, who begins every life story. Gay men and
straight men have much more in common than do gay men with lesbians or straight
men with straight women.” Camille Paglia, “Homosexuality at the Fin-de-Siecle,”
Sex, Art and American Culture, 22–25.

6. For the former, see Susan Okin, Women in Western Political Thought, where she
identifies the city in speech as still the strongest and clearest model in Western polit-
ical thought for the equality of men and women. For the latter, see Allan Bloom, “In-
terpretive Essay,” where he argues that “Socrates has elaborated a regime in which no
citizen has a family and thus no one can be unreasonable in the name of the family.
Socrates’ demand that the city be unified is identical to the demand that the body and
its extensions—property and the family—be perfectly mastered. If that mastery is im-
possible, so is the city. We would learn from this fact that philosophy is essentially a
private activity and that the city must always be ruled by prejudices” (The Republic
of Plato, 387).
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7. I have written elsewhere at length about Aristotle on women. “Political Rule,
Prudence and the Woman Question in Aristotle,” Canadian Journal of Political Sci-
ence 24: 3.

8. I would like to thank the Liberty Fund, and especially Professor Charlotte
Thomas of Mercer University, who invited me to a conference in December 2003
on “Alcibiades and the Democratic Soul.” It was out of that conference, and the
extremely interesting conversations there, that I first conceived the ideas for this
chapter.

9. Nussbaum takes this from Kenneth Dover’s study Greek Homosexuality.
10. In the dialogue Alcibiades, Socrates tried to persuade Alcibiades to take the

road of justice, and that the appropriate course for a free man is a life of virtue. Al-
cibiades pledges to “attend” on Socrates and to have him as his constant companion,
and to “start to cultivate justice in myself.” Socrates responds skeptically: “I should
like to believe that will persevere, but I’m afraid—not because I distrust your nature,
but because I know how powerful the city is—I’m afraid it might get the better of
both you and me” (135e). In Plato’s Symposium, Alcibiades claims that Socrates is the
only person who has ever made him feel shame, “I’m well aware that I can’t argue
against him and that I should do what he tells me; but when I leave him I am carried
away by the people’s admiration” (216b).
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On the face of it, it would be rather odd for any of us to put much energy into
worrying about Saddam Hussein’s soul. We want him in custody, we want
him put on trial, we want civil rights for the Iraqis he oppressed, and we want
security for neighboring states. But should we worry about the state of his
soul? Yet concern about Saddam’s soul, about the soul of the tyrant, is pre-
cisely what should interest us if we pursue a Platonic approach to the analy-
sis of tyranny. And Plato’s purpose in steering us toward radical reflection on
the nature of the tyrant’s soul, it turns out, is to get us to reflect simultane-
ously on the nature of our own souls. To what extent do we want what the
tyrant wants? To what extent are the tyrant’s temptations also our tempta-
tions? What is the radical problem in the soul (in the human soul per se) to
which philosophy is meant to be a response (i.e., the authoritative response)?

What I want to suggest in this essay is that tyranny occupies the fundamen-
tal place that it does in Plato’s Republic not because Plato is preoccupied with
tyranny as a type of regime but because he’s preoccupied with tyranny as a
type of soul. What Plato tells us in his preoccupation with tyranny is that pol-
itics is fundamentally about the soul, and that the decisive political alternatives
are defined by, on the one side, the well-ordered soul, and on the other side,
the corrupted soul. According to this interpretation, one has to see the central
importance of the fact that tyranny is present in the drama of The Republic not
just in the explicit analysis of regimes in Books VIII and IX, but right from the
beginning of the dialogue. The sophistic soul is a tyrannic soul (like the
“drones with stings” discussed in Book VIII: 564b–e); therefore Thrasy-
machus, as a representative of the sophistic type, also represents the tyrannic
type. And Glaucon and Adeimantus, insofar as they feel moved to express
Thrasymachean temptations in their own arguments with Socrates, also give
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expression to the tyrannic temptation within their own souls. One might ex-
trapolate from this to say that all human beings who don’t already enjoy a
philosophic or Socratic ordering of their souls are vulnerable to the tyrannic
temptation, and therefore political philosophy must address as its central con-
cern this impulse in all nonphilosophic types to swing to the Thrasymachean
pole rather than to the Socratic pole. Tyranny lies close to the center of Plato’s
theoretical universe because Plato’s politics is a politics of the soul.

Socrates, at the beginning of Book VIII, refers to the preceding analysis of
the best regime as a “detour” (543c) to remind us that the real question of the
dialogue remains: “which man is [absolutely] best and which [absolutely]
worst” and whether it’s true that “the best man is happiest and the worst man
most wretched” (544a). In this sense, the whole of The Republic presents it-
self as a complicated set of detours, for all the discussion of the ideal regime
and all the discussion of inferior regimes never changes the fact that the con-
test between the best/most just man and the worst/least just man with respect
to happiness and wretchedness remains the undisplaceable center of the dia-
logue, and the unalterable center of Plato’s reflection on politics. As Plato
puts it at 545a, the account of the tyrannic man is privileged in relation to the
other bad regimes because only by “seeing the most unjust man [can we] set
him in opposition to the most just man,” and thereby address the original and
still central issue of the dialogue: “how pure justice is related to pure injus-
tice with respect to the happiness and wretchedness of the men possessing
them,” such that “we may be persuaded either by Thrasymachus and pursue
injustice, or by the argument that is now coming to light and pursue justice”
(545a–b). That is, what is truly at stake in moral and political life is only
comprehensible in the light of the two ultimate extremities of that life
(namely, human life as such). If the tyrant is a happy man, then both justice
and philosophy are refuted. But if the tyrant is a wretched man, and his life,
the most wretched life, then justice and philosophy are vindicated, and polit-
ical philosophy has accomplished its purpose. In that sense, the ends of hu-
man life (as apprehended by philosophy) hang on the happiness or wretched-
ness of the tyrant.

If we attempt to read the regime analysis in Books VIII and IX as a serious
and methodical political science, we will surely experience the same frustra-
tion with it that Aristotle expressed (Aristotle 1984, bk. 5, chap. 12). But
notwithstanding Aristotle’s objections from the point of view of political sci-
ence proper, Plato makes sufficiently clear what his real purpose is. As
Socrates very significantly emphasizes at 548c–d, one can content oneself
with a mere outline of the various regimes precisely because the true purpose
of the catalog of regimes is only to clarify the relationship between “the
justest man and the unjustest one,” and from this point of view it wouldn’t be
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worth the bother “to go through all regimes and all dispositions and leave
nothing out.” In other words, political science for the sake of political science
is not the purpose here. The purpose is to stage an all-or-nothing confronta-
tion between absolute justice and absolute injustice and to see which wins
with respect to a life of happiness versus a life of wretchedness. The survey
of regimes is conducted in the shadow of the problem posed by the story of
the ring of Gyges in Book II. (The ring of Gyges confers invisibility upon its
wearer, allowing one to commit the most unspeakable crimes without suffer-
ing the least harm to one’s public reputation; it thereby provides the most ex-
acting test of one’s love of justice in the face of the temptations of injustice:
358b–362c; cf. 612b.) The challenge posed by the supposed happiness of a
life of unlimited injustice (i.e., the tyrant’s life) constitutes the problem of the
dialogue, and hence Socrates sketches the various regimes only to the point
where the ultimate challenge of the ring of Gyges story can be addressed.

Even the least bad of the four bad regimes, namely timocracy (the honor-
loving regime), which Socrates presents as a “middle between aristocracy and
oligarchy” (547c), actually already contains much that is latently tyrannical:
for instance, Plato highlights the fact that the timocrat is “brutal” in his deal-
ings with slaves, not just contemptuous toward them (549a). In general,
Plato’s purpose is to highlight the vices of this regime, not its virtues: “pushed
on by desire, [the timocratic men] will love to spend other people’s money. . . .
They will harvest pleasures stealthily, running away from the law like boys
from a father” (548b). Even to the extent that the timocratic regime may dis-
play certain virtues (at least relative to subsequent regimes), it’s unable to sus-
tain these virtues in the next generation. Central to this analysis of timocracy,
as it’s central to the other analyses in Book VIII, is the idea that whatever
virtues may be present in the fathers of this regime unavoidably dissolve in
their sons (549c–550b; cf., for instance, 553a–e, 560a–b, 568e–569b, 572c–e,
574a–c). This is supposed to be Plato’s account of the highly disciplined Cre-
tan-Spartan regime, “praised by the many” for its superior civic spirit, yet
judging by this description, it doesn’t sound very different from the demo-
cratic regime that Plato sees as a short step away from tyranny. Far from be-
ing exemplars of civic virtue, even citizens of the Cretan-Spartan regime will
be carousing boys stealing pleasures behind the backs of their fathers. If tim-
ocracy is the least tyrannical of the four bad regimes, it’s hard to escape the
conclusion that we’ve already crossed the threshold into tyranny (or virtual
tyranny) as soon as the aristocratic/kingly regime has been undone by the
miscalculation of the nuptial number.1

The timocratic man’s love of honor doesn’t prevent him from turning into a
“money-lover” (549a–b), thus anticipating the characteristic vice of the second
bad regime. The very fact that there’s so much emphasis on money loving
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within the analysis of timocracy makes it a bit hard to see why oligarchy is a
worse regime than timocracy. Indeed, much of the discussion of oligarchy is
anticipated in the discussion of timocracy (as also applies to the relationship
between democracy and oligarchy). One can say, however, that in the analysis
of oligarchy, we are given a sharper account of virtue and moneymaking as con-
tradictory ends: the more we love wealth, the less we love virtue—like a bal-
ancing scale that can only tip in one direction or the other (550e). The oligarchic
man “puts the desiring and money-loving part [of the soul] on the throne and
makes it the great king within himself” (553c). That is to say, the oligarchical
type has a soul ruled in the manner of a Persian despot, with the other parts of
the soul turned into slaves that are at desire’s disposal (553d).

If the oligarchic man has a soul that is ruled by a despot, the democratic
man has a soul that is ruled by the mob. Anticipating Hobbes’ claim that
Thucydides gives us the most compelling indictment of democracy (“Life of
Thomas Hobbes of Malmesbury,” 2), Plato renarrates the Thucydidean narra-
tive of the stasis (civil discord) in Corcyra (History of the Peloponnesian War,
III 82) as a narrative of anarchy within the soul (560c–561a). What Plato de-
scribes under the rubric of democracy in fact captures much that we would
associate with a liberal society. It is not a form of social life that offers much
attraction to Plato—yet he makes the colossal concession to the democratic
regime that it is a form of society that’s uniquely conducive to living a So-
cratic life (557d).

Just as the seed of oligarchy (love of money) is, according to Plato, already
planted in timocracy, so the seed of democracy (license, or licentiousness) is
already planted in oligarchy (555c–d). Each bad regime is already developing
the vices of worse regimes. Hence it’s hardly surprising that the tyrannic dis-
positions are much in evidence in Plato’s depiction of democracy. Again an-
ticipating Hobbes, Plato presents democracy as rule by demagogues (564d–e;
cf. 572e: “dread enchanters and tyrant-makers”; Hobbes 1840, 141; cf.
Hobbes 1996, 132; Hobbes 1998, 120, 122–25; Hobbes 1843, xvi–xvii). Aris-
totle, in The Politics, 1292a, allows for this demagogic or tyrannical democ-
racy as one possible variety of democracy (cf. 1296a, 1305a, 1312b, 1313b),
but then states that it’s really a perversion of democracy, not a proper de-
mocracy qua regime.

Democracy is a kind of prototyranny just as oligarchy is a kind of pro-
todemocracy (and timocracy is a kind of proto-oligarchy): “tyranny [comes]
from democracy in about the same manner as democracy from oligarchy”
(562a–b). “The same disease . . . as that which arose in the oligarchy and de-
stroyed it, arises also in this regime—but bigger and stronger as a result of the
license” (563e). Just as the stingy money lovers of the oligarchical regime
breed sons who are licentious spendthrifts (555b–c), so the excessively freedom-

184 Ronald Beiner



loving character of democracy breeds contempt for law and therefore, even-
tually, absolute slavery (563d–e, 564a, 569c). Sons react against the charac-
teristic traits of their fathers; hence the graspingness of oligarchic fathers
turns their sons into licentious democrats. By the same logic, these licentious
democrats undergo a reversal whereby they or their sons aren’t averse to put-
ting all their liberty into the hands of tyranny-oriented populist leaders
(565c–d). The gravitational pull of tyranny upon the three bad but nontyran-
nical regimes is unstoppable, and of course it becomes more inexorable with
every transformation of regime; by the time we arrive at democracy, it has be-
come a full-blown free fall into outright tyranny. Because the evolution of
regimes is governed ultimately by the natural gravitational pull exercised by
tyranny, the change from one regime to another can only go in one direction
(hence Aristotle’s complaint that Plato presents the succession of regimes as
unidirectional, whereas in reality the transition between regimes is multidi-
rectional: Aristotle 1984, 1316a). Plato’s whole regime analysis leads inex-
orably toward the conclusion that there are really only two human possibili-
ties: Socratic justice, and one or another mode of tyranny. The teaching of
Book VIII is that honor, wealth, and freedom are all tyrannic temptations, and
hence each of the first three bad regimes is an anticipation of the fourth. It fol-
lows that if tyranny is condemned, then all political (i.e., nonphilosophical)
regimes are condemned.

Sure enough, the main features of tyranny as a regime are those that have
already been anticipated in the account of other bad regimes: for instance,
tyranny, like oligarchy, is characterized by bleeding dry established proper-
ties (573d–574a). Tyranny is also associated with the “money-loving” and
“gain-loving” part of the soul (580e–581a) that looms so large in the other
three bad regimes. Most significantly, the father-son motif that pervades the
analysis of the other regimes is also applied to the sketch of tyranny:
568e–569b. Democracy is the “father” of the tyrant, and gets abused by its
“son” just as all the other regimes fall into corruption through a collapse of
generational discipline. Notwithstanding Plato’s hostility to democracy, at
572c–d he concedes that there is the possibility of a certain kind of modera-
tion in democracy, but all it takes is one more father-son succession to im-
plant the “great winged drone” in the thoroughly tyrannic soul (572d–e).

There is a common disease that “grow[s] naturally in oligarchy and de-
mocracy alike” (564a–b). What is the common disease that grows naturally
in both (all?) regimes? It’s the general human incapacity for fathers to inocu-
late their sons against tyrannic desire. Timocratic fathers can’t control their
money-loving (and therefore virtue-averse) sons. Oligarchic fathers can’t
control their licentious sons. Democratic fathers can’t control their tyrannical
sons. The evolution of regimes thus repeatedly replicates the pattern inscribed
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in the succession of Socrates’s first three interlocutors in Book I: father-son-
tyrant. This continual replication of the logic of tyranny can be broken only
by instituting a new pattern: father-son-philosopher (namely, the pattern in-
scribed in Aristophanes’ The Clouds, although this pattern appeared to Aristo-
phanes himself as merely another instance of father-son-tyrant). What ties to-
gether the whole of the regime analysis in Books VIII and 9IX, and connects
this in turn with the beginning of the dialogue in Book I, is precisely the mo-
tif of fathers, sons, and tyrants. The common thread that runs through all the
transitions of regime is the incapacity of the father, without philosophy (and
in the case of aristocracy, even with it!), to prevent the wayward son from be-
ing seduced by tyrannic desire. This dynamic is what drives the moral decline
of all the regimes, which suggests that tyranny as a force of seduction is pres-
ent in all souls (democratic, oligarchic, timocratic, and even aristocratic).2 All
regimes, and therefore all souls, are united by their vulnerability to “the idle
desires” stoked up by the “tyrant-makers” (572e). Hence Book IX begins with
an account of the human psyche as revealed in dream-life in order to suggest
that dreams prove to us that “some terrible, savage, and lawless form of de-
sires is in every man, even in some of us who seem to be ever so measured”
(572b; cf. 574e). The tyrant is the one who “has the biggest and most extreme
tyrant within his own soul” (575c–d), but if the testimony of dream-life is to
be believed, there is a tyrant—perhaps not so large or so extreme—within the
souls of each of us.

What we get at the end of Book VIII (562a–569c) is a sketch of tyranny as
a regime, whereas what we get in Book IX is what fundamentally concerns
Plato: an account of the tyrannic soul. The challenges put to Socrates by
Glaucon and Adeimantus in Book II raised the question of whether the most
unjust man can live a happy or even the most happy life, and the account of
the tyrannic soul in Book IX promises finally to answer this long-postponed
challenge, namely, “how [the tyrannic man] lives, wretchedly or blessedly”
(571a). Following the project initially laid out in Book II (368e–369b) of em-
ploying patterns of justice and injustice in the city as a guide to justice and in-
justice in the soul, the state of the tyrannic city instructs us in the state of the
tyrannic soul. In the city ruled by a tyrant, the populace, including those in it
who are decent human beings, are in a state of absolute slavery (577c–d), and
are reduced to poverty, fear, and misery (577e–578a). The wretchedness of
life in the tyrannic city is proof of the wretchedness of the tyrannic soul
(576d–e). The life of tyranny is essentially a life without friendship, for the
tyrant always stands in relation to others as either flatterer (slave) or master.
Tyrannic natures “live their whole life without ever being friends of anyone”;
the “tyrannic nature never has a taste of . . . true friendship” (576a). What the
tyrant aims at is boundless freedom in the satisfaction of his desires, but what
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results from tyranny is the opposite of freedom for the tyrant himself. Be-
cause he is essentially and necessarily friendless (cf. Xenophon 1991, 10, 13),
his life is dominated by fear, and hence he becomes a prisoner in his own
house, unable to “go anywhere abroad or see all the things the other free men
desire to see” (579b). The tyrant learns the hard way that without friendship
there can be no freedom (hence the connection between freedom and true
friendship at 576a), and tyranny is the destruction of friendship (just as phi-
losophy is the best foundation for true friendship).

Socrates presents Glaucon with three arguments for rejecting the tyrannic
life as a happy life. According to the first argument (575e–580c), even if we
unproblematically accept at face value what are taken by most human beings
as the goods of life (satisfying conventional desires, obtaining honor from fel-
low citizens, living freely according to a conventional conception of free-
dom), these goods are unavailable to the tyrant because he is utterly impris-
oned by his condition of being friendless, of being unable to trust anyone but
himself. We can call this the “Xenophontic” argument against tyranny since
it basically replicates the arguments presented in Xenophon’s Hiero by the
tyrant himself in order to demonstrate that the life of the tyrant is one that is
wretched rather than blessed. By implication, the fact that Plato goes on to
present more ambitious arguments against tyranny shows that he wants to
carry the argument against tyranny to a philosophically deeper level than that
upon which Xenophon conducts his critique.

The second argument (580c–583a) is what we can call the argument from
asymmetry of experience. Since acquaintance with the goods associated with
a life devoted to pleasure loving and a life devoted to honor loving is easily
available to all, the lover of wisdom is familiar with the kinds of pleasure that
those kinds of life supply. But since the joys associated with the life of wis-
dom are rare, and therefore not available to the pleasure lover and the honor
lover, the latter two are poorly positioned, relative to the wisdom lover, to
judge which kind of human satisfaction is truly pleasurable.3

The third and most important argument (583b–588a) is a kind of radical-
ization of the second argument. We can call it the argument from the onto-
logical status of human goods. Various goods present themselves as good not
in themselves but in relation to the range of goods along the whole spectrum
of human experience. If one has a truncated experience of the full spectrum,
one will misperceive or have a distorted perception of the good in question—
for instance, respite from pain will be experienced as a substantial pleasure
not because it really is a substantial pleasure but simply because the experi-
ence of it will be determined by its relation to states of being that are less
pleasurable (583c–584c). It follows that one can only properly assess the ful-
fillment conferred by a state of being through a correct apprehension of its
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place within the full range of experiential possibilities. And since only the
wisdom-loving man, or the wisdom-loving part of the soul, aspires to an ap-
prehension of the whole, only this man, or this part of the soul, has the pos-
sibility of apprehending goods as they truly are (as they are “immortally” and
not merely contingently: 585c). One can summarize this argument by saying
that true pleasure attaches to fullness of being (see 585d–e), and fullness of
being can be experienced only by a kind of soul dedicated to its intellectual
apprehension (the wisdom-loving or philosophic soul).

The first argument is the most straightforward (but least philosophical): it
draws upon familiar features of tyrannical regimes, including such regimes as
they continue to present themselves in contemporary political life (the tyrant
as ever fearful, always on the lookout for the next conspiracy against his rule,
absolutely isolated by his hatefulness and ugliness of soul, alternatively flat-
tering or servile and domineering, catering to populist caprice and enslaving
the populace to his own capricious desires).4 This argument clearly applies di-
rectly to tyranny proper. But—and this is important for the interpretation de-
veloped throughout this essay—the two more philosophically sophisticated
arguments impugn not only tyranny as a form of life, but all experience of hu-
man goods that fall short of a fully philosophical mode of life. If the latter two
arguments are correct, not just tyranny as a kind of human life but all non-
philosophical forms of life involve misperceptions or distorted perceptions of
pleasure and the good, are caught up in mere contingency rather than what is
immortal, and fall decisively short of an experience of the fullness of being.
The philosopher alone is properly inoculated against tyranny because only the
philosopher has a proper apprehension of the full spectrum of human goods.
The second and third arguments aim at doing more than merely displaying the
ultimate wretchedness of what the tyrant wants; they are meant to make a
case for the illusory character of what is desired by all non-wisdom-loving
souls. Although Socrates’s first argument suggests that the tyrant’s life is
wretched because the tyrannic life can’t deliver the pleasure, honor, and free-
dom it promises, the deeper subsequent arguments contend that the tyrannic
life cannot be a satisfying one because it operates according to a conventional
conception of human good that it shares with other nontyrannic types, and the
goods postulated by this conventional conception are not real goods. When
Socrates states that the philosophic part of the soul is the part that “cares least
for money and opinion” (581a), he makes clear that the uniquely nontyranni-
cal character of the philosophic experience of life is founded on the philoso-
pher’s immense distance from the ordinary goods and aspirations of ordinary
human life. Kant beautifully captures Plato’s view of the resolutely non-
tyrannic character of the Socratic soul when he writes, “reason, matured by
experience into wisdom, serenely speaks through the mouth of Socrates, who,
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surrounded by the wares of a market-fair, remarked: How many are the things
of which I have no need!” (Kant 1992, 355). Naturally, Kant is indirectly de-
scended from the Socratic line through his theoretical debt to the Stoic tradi-
tion (namely, the idea of self-dependence as a central moral conception), so
in that sense one could speak of Kant as himself in a significant way a de-
scendant of the Socratic tradition.

In fact, there’s a final argument put to Glaucon concerning the unattractive-
ness of the tyrannic life (588b–591d) that deals precisely with “autonomy” in
the sense of proper rule over one’s own soul. (In order to highlight the Platonic
pedigree of this idea as developed in the Stoics and in Kant, we can call this
fourth argument the autonomy argument.) The tyrant (and all human beings to
the extent that tyrannic forces rule in their souls) has a bad soul, a soul that is
unhealthy, because it is ruled by the bestial elements in the soul. This finally
explains why Gyges gorging his desires with impunity is not happy or living
a good life: to be sure, his ring exempts him from outward punishment in-
flicted by his society, but he suffers inward punishment by virtue of living with
a soul that is disordered, “unmusical,” and hence unfree. As Kant was later to
argue, Plato, too, argues that the unjust soul is therefore more free, and profits
better, if it is punished than if it evades punishment (591a–b).5 The truly free
human being is one who is not ruled by beasts within, and no quantity of out-
ward goods or outward honors can compensate for forgoing the health or mu-
sicalness of soul that goes with rule of the bestial parts of the soul by the in-
telligent parts of the soul. The ephemeral goods of the world are trivial in
comparison with the true good associated with freely ruling one’s soul.

There are two important criticisms that one can make of Plato’s under-
standing of tyranny as I have presented it. First, as undeniably harsh as is his
account of tyranny proper, the fact that he draws the true boundary between
nontyranny and tyranny at the miscalculation of the nuptial number has the
consequence that tyranny proper appears not as some extraordinary evil at the
extremities of the human condition, but rather virtually as the norm, or at least
as an extension of the norm, of human life as we generally experience it. One
can interpret this as the suggestion that there’s a bit of Saddam Hussein in all
of us, which is not exactly a flattering or hopeful way to think of the human
situation. Second, for the same reason (namely, the miscalculation of the nup-
tial number as the essential boundary between nontyranny and tyranny), the
prospects for decent political life in nonphilosophic regimes are made to look
extremely grim. The purpose here is to present philosophy as the necessary
condition for good politics, but it has the effect of making all nonphilosophi-
cal regimes appear as semityrannical or latently tyrannical. It’s true that Plato
structures his political science in such a way that all regimes other than king-
ship ruled by a philosopher/aristocracy ruled by philosophers are characterized
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from the outset as bad regimes, but Plato goes well beyond this when he spec-
ifies the badness of the bad regimes as culminating naturally in tyranny. The
whole range of ordinary political life from Spartan timocracy to Athenian de-
mocracy, and the whole range of ordinary moral life corresponding to these
regimes, are in effect reduced to various modes of virtual tyranny.

In what follows, I’ll focus on Plato’s minimalization of the prospects of de-
cent political life (apart from the philosophic regime) through a juxtaposition
with Aristotle. Although there is a vast affinity between the political philoso-
phies of Plato and Aristotle (i.e., Aristotle’s debt to Plato is obviously huge),
in light of Aristotle’s vindication of moral life in the Ethics and his vindica-
tion of political life in the Politics, one could plausibly view Plato’s account
of the relation between the tyrannical soul and the ordinary non-Socratic soul
as a slander against moral life and a slander against political life. One might
even hypothesize that Aristotle undertook to vindicate moral life and political
life in these two works because he understood that Plato’s teaching on
tyranny has the effect of doing the opposite. There’s space for ordinary poli-
tics in Aristotle that there isn’t in Plato precisely because Aristotle doesn’t see
the stark encounter between the philosopher and the tyrant that Plato depicts
as the central problem of The Republic.

The fact that Plato devotes an entire book of The Republic to tyranny
(Book IX), whereas the political-psychological analysis of the three interme-
diate regimes are almost absurdly compressed into one book (Book VIII)
constitutes an essential key for interpreting the dialogue. One way of formu-
lating this interpretation is to say that Plato is only interested in timocracy,
oligarchy, and democracy to the extent that they culminate in tyranny and
thus set the stage for the final reckoning between philosophic kingship/aris-
tocracy and tyranny; only two regimes matter to Plato because only they shed
light on the happiness/wretchedness of the just and unjust souls that defines
the core problem of The Republic.6 A more blunt way of formulating the in-
terpretation is to say that Plato’s view of politics, precisely insofar as it gives
excessive emphasis to the problem of tyranny, is bound to result in a distorted
account of political life. Aristotle, by contrast, gives much more serious at-
tention to democracy and oligarchy as distinct regimes in their own right—
not just as barely distinguishable anticipations of tyranny—and thereby re-
stores tyranny to its rightly marginal status within political life. Or
conversely, Aristotle, in what is likely intended as a deliberate rejection of
Platonic politics, restores the middle regimes, the regimes that are neither
philosophic nor tyrannic, with both their vices and virtues, to their rightful
place at the center of political life.7

The analysis of (existing) regimes in The Politics extends from Book III,
chapter 6 until the end of Book VI, and throughout this whole core of the
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book, apart from passing references, only one brief chapter (Book IV, chap-
ter 10) is devoted to tyranny as a regime per se; in addition, the three last
chapters of Book V (chapters 10–12) are devoted to transitions among
tyranny and other regimes, including an explicit criticism in the final chapter
of Book V of the account of regimes in The Republic. If, as we’ve suggested
throughout this interpretation, Plato’s true purpose in his catalogue of regimes
is simply to steer us toward a psychological-philosophical encounter between
the soul of the tyrant and the soul of the philosopher, it can hardly be a big
surprise that his categories of regime analysis strike one as more caricaturish
and mythologized than serious and literal. (When Plato says, introducing his
discussion of the original fall from the best regime, “the Muses . . . speak to
us with high tragic talk as though they were speaking seriously, playing and
jesting with us like children” [545d–e], the thought naturally occurs to us, as
it perhaps occurred to Aristotle, that this description applies not just to
Socrates’ presentation of the nuptial number [546a–547a], but to the whole of
his “political science.”) Responding to Aristotle’s criticisms in Book V, chap-
ter 12, one could say that Plato’s typology looks like “amateur political sci-
ence,” certainly relative to Aristotle’s more complicated, more nuanced, more
“professional” regime analysis, mainly because it wasn’t really intended as
political science at all. Rather, what it was meant to supply was an illumina-
tion of the human condition in relation to an analysis of possibilities of or-
der/disorder in the soul—that is, an analysis geared toward the two decisive
extremities of psychic ordering: the Socratic or just soul, and the tyrannical,
unjust soul.

In Books VIII and IX of The Republic, tyranny looms enormously large,
and the ordinary regimes that define the preponderant political experience of
human beings are given short shrift because Plato’s “science of regimes,” in-
sofar as he can be said to offer one, is dominated by the continuing challenge
of how to respond to the ring of Gyges story told by Glaucon in Book II
(hence Plato makes a point of reminding us in Book X that the ring of Gyges
is still the most powerful encapsulation of the question whether “justice by
itself is best for soul itself”: 612b). The point of the story is that anyone (with
the exception of those with specially equipped Socratic souls) can feel the
compulsion of tyrannic desire.8 Not just the tyrant but the common person
will ask, If I can have all my desires (wealth, power, living entirely as I
please) unjustly but with impunity fulfilled, why shouldn’t I? I’d be a fool
not to! It says something astounding about Plato’s view of the souls of ordi-
nary people that he thinks only living a Socratic life offers a proper remedy
to the tyrannic temptations encapsulated in the ring of Gyges story. The life
of philosophy occupies the enormous place that it does in Plato’s scheme of
human life precisely because tyranny is seen to be the completion of desires
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in the souls of you and me. When Plato says that the timocratic man has a
soul that is not properly ordered because he’s been abandoned by his
supreme guardian, the savior of his virtue, namely “argument mixed with
music” (549b; cf. 560b), what he’s saying is that philosophy, and philosophy
alone, is the answer to the tyrant in all of us.9 But again, if tyranny is as it
were the “default position” of the soul, for which the Socratic life (“argu-
ment mixed with music”) provides the only possible fully reliable remedy,
then this implies an extremely grim assessment of the possibilities of politi-
cal life, for Socratic politics—turning all citizens into Socratic types—is an
impossible project.

According to Hobbes, the ancient political philosophers take their bearings
by the summum bonum, whereas he, more appropriately, takes his bearings by
the summum malum (Hobbes 1998, chap. 11). There is an important sense in
which this isn’t quite true. Plato’s Republic takes its bearings as much from
the summum malum as from the summum bonum. But of course the summum
malum that decisively concerns Plato is not an evil in the world or in the pub-
lic relationships between human beings but an evil in the interiority of the pri-
vate soul. This is why he concludes Book IX by saying that the man with a
truly musical soul “looks fixedly at the regime within him” (591d–e), that it’s
his soul that constitutes “his own polis” (592a), and that what matters is the
polis he has “[founded] within himself,” for “he would mind the things of this
city alone, and of no other” (592b). Contrary to what Hobbes suggests, Pla-
tonic politics is not simply preoccupied with virtue as “the Good,” the posi-
tive telos of human existence, but just as much preoccupied with honor,
money, and the desire for ruleless living as corrupted ends. The tyrant, pre-
cisely by developing these ends to a state of absolute corruption, clarifies
their nature as corrupt. In this sense, philosophy and tyranny stand in a sym-
metrical relationship. It’s not just that philosophy enlightens us by revealing
what’s “wretched” about the soul of the tyrant. It’s also the case that tyranny,
by exposing the illusory character of everyday human ends, illuminates phi-
losophy as a positive good.

What guidance can Plato give us in dealing with contemporary tyrants?
First of all, Plato would tell us that we should not be surprised that tyrannical
politics, with all its brutality, ruthlessness, and its subordination of whole so-
cieties to the whims of the tyrant, are still on the scene. As long as human be-
ings in general are still in the grip of desires less sublime than the eros for
eternal wisdom—that is, as long as human beings are human beings (and not
gods)—we have to expect that certain individuals will be gripped by base de-
sires with far greater ferocity and criminality than the rest of us. This is the
fundamental source of tyrannical politics. If we are surprised by this, it shows
that we have not yet reflected on human nature with the seriousness that po-
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litical philosophy requires. As Mark Lilla has helpfully argued in “The New
Age of Tyranny,” we moderns have been too quick to flatter ourselves that the
politics of tyranny belongs to the premodern past. Plato would suggest that
we look on this as another symptom of modern hubris.

Philosophically speaking, the prior question, of course, is whether tyranny
actually exists as something real in the world of political experience. One
cannot simply assume that this is the case, or assume that it will be theoreti-
cally uncontested. Hobbes, famously, denied the reality of tyranny
(Leviathan, chap. 19; cf. Leviathan, “A Review, and Conclusion,” p. 486),10

and Hobbes certainly has followers in this respect among contemporary stu-
dents of politics. In that sense, Plato’s assertion of the reality of tyranny as a
political category and as a category of the soul is a substantive philosophical
claim, in intellectual competition with philosophical claims to the contrary
(such as that of Hobbes). Even if it were the case, as we’ve argued in this es-
say, that Plato gives exaggerated attention to tyranny within his table of
regimes, this certainly doesn’t prove that Plato was wrong to include tyranny
as a distinct regime, nor does it give us reason to think that tyranny as a
regime is limited to the ancient world. On the contrary, Plato and the other an-
cient political philosophers would find it very easy to identify twentieth- or
twenty-first-century tyrannic regimes whose rulers have the soul of a tyrant.

What is tyranny? A philosophical investigation into tyranny begins with the
awareness that it’s in no way obvious what the phenomenon is (or indeed
whether it exists). According to a Platonic view, tyranny is a disorder in the soul
where the lower part of the soul rules and enslaves the higher part of the soul.
All human beings suffer this psychic disorder to some extent, but in the tyrant,
the disorder is enflamed to the point where it not only enslaves the tyrant’s
own soul, but also enslaves all other members of the society. The reality of
tyranny therefore flows from the reality of an objective structure in the soul.
People who are skeptical about the idea of a natural ordering of the soul will
also, from this point of view, be skeptical about tyranny as a natural type in
the world that philosophy confronts and analyzes. There are, of course, other
ways in which to recognize tyranny as a political phenomenon, or to accept it
as a legitimate category of social analysis. But Plato gives us an especially ro-
bust philosophical basis for affirming the reality of tyranny.

Above all, Plato will insist to us that “the soul” is not a dispensable cate-
gory in arriving at political understanding, and therefore his doctrine of the
inextricable connection of soul and regime, if it applies to anything in the
world of political experience, certainly applies to our understanding of con-
temporary tyrannies. Comprehending the full range of political possibilities
(emphatically including the absolutely worst regimes) requires an under-
standing of the lower desires of the soul in the light of the higher or highest
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desires of the soul. The spectrum of human possibilities as Plato would see it
is bounded at one extremity by the lust, murder, and sadism11 of Saddam and
his sons, and bounded at the other extremity by the simple desire for under-
standing on the part of Socrates and his successors within the philosophical
tradition (especially the Stoics, for whom the soul is also the main site of pol-
itics). Politics fundamentally concerns “the just,” and the nature of justice
will not be fully visible to us until we appreciate that certain bestial regimes,
ruled by bestial souls, embody perfect injustice.

The problem of tyranny as Plato understands it is a problem implanted in
human nature. The problem is that human beings are fundamentally oriented
toward the things that are mutable rather than toward the things that are of
everlasting being. If we could somehow reorient human beings toward that
which is of everlasting being, then we could create a polis that would be more
Spartan than Sparta—perhaps a polis infinitely more Spartan than Sparta, the
“perfection” of Sparta as it were, a city of perfect citizenship. But of course
this can’t be done. Why not? Because the tyrant is in all of us.

NOTES

1. Barry Strauss, in his chapter in this book, makes the Rousseauian argument that
among the Greek city-states, Sparta was uniquely free from the tyrannic temptation.
By implication, that was not Plato’s view in his account of timocracy in Book 8.

2. Cf. Nathan Tarcov’s chapter in this book: “[the Republic’s] implicit attribu-
tion of tyrannical aspects to all actual cities”; and: “Classical political philosophy
. . . reveals the tyrannical aspects of all societies.” One might well ask: If the city
in speech is such a perfect regime, why does it, too, degenerate in the direction of
tyranny? (And the fact that there is already much that is latently tyrannic in timo-
cracy suggests a shockingly quick jump from philosophic aristocracy or kingship
to de facto tyranny.) The inescapable answer seems to be that while for Plato cer-
tain souls can be secured in a stable way against tyranny, regimes (even the best)
never can be.

3. This line of argument is a direct inversion of what Simonides the poet says to
Hiero the tyrant at the start of their dialogue in the Hiero: “Since you have experi-
enced both [the private life and the life of a tyrant], you also know better . . . how the
tyrannical and the private life differ in human joys and pains” (Xenophon 1991, 3).

4. In “The New Age of Tyranny,” Mark Lilla makes the interesting argument that
the epic theorists of modernity from Hegel to Weber regarded political tyranny as a
thing of the past; as a result, modern political theory has been poorly equipped to re-
flect on tyrannic regimes as a continuing presence in political life. It’s possible that
Plato’s characterizations of tyranny are still quite relevant to contemporary experi-
ence precisely because he focused his account of tyranny so emphatically on the na-
ture of the soul. One might argue that even if certain forms of political life fade away
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while others rise into prominence, the things of the soul remain more or less the same.
In that sense, it’s not surprising that Plato’s descriptions remain true to the phenome-
non of tyranny as we encounter it today. Although Waller R. Newell is skeptical that
the Platonic psychology of tyranny suffices as an account of modern tyranny, the Pla-
tonic characterization as summarized by Newell (“a monster of desires who plunders
and ravishes his subjects”) still works pretty well as a description of modern tyrants
like Saddam.

5. In the Hiero (Xenophon 1991, 15), the tyrant argues that he dare not cease his life
of tyranny, however wretched, because he will then be subject to punishment for his
crimes. Plato’s response is that it is in the tyrant’s own interest to be punished for his in-
justice.

6. Bloom (The Republic of Plato, 425): “In the Republic Socrates has included
both god and beast in the city, and this accounts for the difference between his polit-
ical science and Aristotle’s.” What my interpretation has tried to highlight is not sim-
ply that Plato has included the regimes corresponding to god and beast, but that he has
privileged them to the extent that the three commonplace (merely human) regimes
nearly cease to be theoretically significant.

7. Cf. Bloom (The Republic of Plato, 415): Aristotle “turned [Socrates’ sketch] into
a true political science by adjusting his standard to the possibilities of political life.”

8. Bloom, in his commentary on Books 8 and 9 (The Republic of Plato, 412–26),
makes the important point that one should distinguish between Book 8 as a discussion
whose main addressee is Adeimantus, and Book 9 as a discussion whose main ad-
dressee is Glaucon. According to Bloom, Books 8 and 9 aim at transforming the in-
terlocutors such that “Adeimantus must no longer see philosophy as an enemy of the
city, and Glaucon must no longer be tempted by tyranny” (415). It would follow from
Bloom’s interpretation that the vindication of justice in Book 9 is not a response to
the general human vulnerability to tyrannic temptation, but more specifically a re-
sponse to the distinctively erotic type represented in Glaucon (as opposed to the more
civic-minded type represented in Adeimantus). Running counter to Bloom’s reading
is Socrates’ suggestion at the beginning of Book 9 that it’s “plain in dreams” that “the
lawless form of desires is in every man” (572b). Bloom’s attention to the dramatic in-
terplay between Socrates and his specific interlocutors is a good and useful corrective
to interpretations of The Republic that are over hasty in ascribing various doctrines to
Plato; but here it leads Bloom to discount any universal doctrine whatever (apart from
the doctrine of the superiority of the philosophic life). In particular, it leads Bloom to
question Plato’s commitment to the doctrine of the intrinsic goodness of justice as in-
stantiated in the just soul (411). This is an interesting interpretation of Book 9, but it
would seem to take too far the hermeneutical policy of interpreting The Republic
strictly as a set of responses to the souls of particular interlocutors.

9. Cf. Gadamer (1980, 62n9) for a nice encapsulation of how, for Plato, philoso-
phy is indispensable for resisting the tyrannic corruption of the polis.

10. See Tarcov’s observation concerning the more subtle way in which Machi-
avelli drops the concept of tyranny. However, unlike Hobbes, Machiavelli—as Tarcov
also notes—does use the term “tyranny” pejoratively and even endorses the ancient
critique of tyranny in Discourses on Livy (bk. 2, chap. 2).
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11. Sadism is a pretty reliable indicator of having a tyrannical soul (and of course
the Saddam Hussein family easily qualifies). The relevant attribute is nicely captured
by Gershom Scholem in the following phrase (referring to the Nazis): “The gentle-
men enjoyed their evil” (Scholem 2002, 402).
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The purpose here is to speak out from the great texts of political philosophy
and address the world as we experience it, not merely to run errands of ap-
plication or to indulge in antiquarianism, but to speak to the phenomenon of
tyranny. For tyranny is evident in the world now as always, and the word is
increasingly and appropriately finding its way into our political discourse,
which could be informed through the study of classical political philosophy.
I would like to see what can be learned specifically from Plato’s attempt to
moderate the tyrant Dionysius through a philosophical education, the story of
which is told in Plato’s letters,1 the theory of which we see in the Republic,
first in order to understand the nature of tyranny, and second to consider how
we should go about confronting it.

Though we may not find direct applications from classical political phi-
losophy to contemporary politics, we can adopt its principles as standards
of justice and its virtues as guides for good living and reform. I will get to
virtue later in this essay when I look at the story of Plato and Dionysius,
but we should start with what is simplest. One of the guiding principles
that Plato teaches is that tyranny is bad, that it is the “most miserable”
(Plato 1999, 575c) of regimes because a person cannot live a free and
happy life under it, even if one is the tyrant himself. Tyrant and subject
alike are compelled by insatiable lusts, nervous agitations, and an impos-
sible quest for absolute security. A tyrant is free from fear only when he is
locked in his bedroom, and then he has his lovers to worry about. It is also
hard to be a virtuous citizen in a tyranny, because tyrants call upon their
subjects to do vicious things. Indeed it requires a rare courage to speak out
against a regime armed and ready for insurrection, under threat to property,
life, and family.2

Chapter 13

The Education of a Tyrant
Toivo Koivukoski



These may seem like unremarkable statements in line with common sense,
but this is more than modern political science can say. Machiavelli for one ad-
mits the usefulness of tyranny and the necessity of evil in politics. He advises
rulers to learn how not to be good when it is necessary to preserve the secu-
rity of the state (Machiavelli 1977, XV). Hobbes, too, drops the distinction
between just and unjust regimes, and so for him tyranny falls from usage as
a term of analysis (Machiavelli 1977, XIX). In modern political science, there
are no true tyrannies in the classical sense of deviant, essentially bad regimes;
rather there are states more or less capable of maintaining social order. This
is not to say that there is no distinguishing between good and bad forms of
government for modern political science, but rather that the bar is lowered
from the high standards set by Plato and Aristotle, so that the kind of regime
that the classics abhorred as incompatible with the good life is accepted for
its instrumental value. The use of tyrannical means may even be compatible
with some form of republicanism, as Rousseau suggests in his deconstructive
reading of Machiavelli (Rousseau 1967, III.vi), which has Machiavelli re-
vealing the tyranny inherent in statecraft, even as he advises the prince to act
as a tyrant. My own sense is that Machiavelli does have the people’s good in
mind when he advises the prince to dispense cruelty quickly rather than over
a protracted time, and when he recommends slaughtering a city to save it: bet-
ter one generation of oppression and murder than many if the founding and
security of a state require brutal measures. This ruthless republicanism pro-
moting dictatorial power as necessary for the security of the state and safety
of the people is consistent between The Prince and The Discourses: in the lat-
ter Machiavelli recommends that tyrants secure their power backed by the
masses (I.40); he insists that exceedingly cruel and morally repugnant means
are sometimes necessary for security, especially during the founding of new
states (I.26); and he advises collective punishment and racial profiling in
times of crisis to preserve freedom within a multicultural republic (III.49).
Rousseau likewise promotes the necessity of dictatorship in times of crisis—
silencing the laws and rising above the democratic basis of sovereignty in
consent of the governed to ensure the security of the state (Rousseau 1967,
IV.vi).

3

Such openness to tyranny as a means to an end has contributed to the ter-
rible excesses of modernity, from the terror of the French revolution, to the
dictatorship of the proletariat in the Russian revolution, to China’s cultural
revolution. In such times of revolutionary crisis, tyrannical means are con-
sidered necessary for the good of the people. In light of our horrible experi-
ences with tyrannies in the twentieth century, a return to classical political
philosophy and the unequivocal condemnation of tyranny is in order. How-
ever, to this moral note we must add their practical realization that tyranny is
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a danger coeval with politics, along with the observation that attempts to
make a perfect world and drive out tyranny once and for all may paradoxi-
cally and unintentionally require tyrannical means.

After the early modern assault on tyranny as a moral term for political sci-
ence, a final purge was executed by Max Weber, as questions of good and
bad—which the term “tyranny” necessarily implies—were separated from
facts, considered the proper domain of an objective social science. Tyranny
became a subjective, emotive, and rhetorical term. With that change in mean-
ing, social science lost a standard based in reason by which to judge good and
bad in politics. For to call a regime a tyranny is to include a value judgment
within the terms of one’s analysis, and therefore to fail the standard of objec-
tivity that such a science sets out. An objective social scientist can express
value judgments, but such judgments must remain separate from statements
of facts. According to this view, judgment on the essential goodness of any
one regime over another could not be included in one’s terms of analysis,
which would consist rather of “systems” and “structures” or, more objectively
yet, cold, hard statistical data. On this leveled landscape, talk of tyranny, re-
vived and sustained through the twentieth century largely by Leo Strauss and
Hannah Arendt, seems inflated, rhetorical, un-Enlightened, and hopelessly
old-fashioned.

4

Now, however, the possibility and desirability of a purely neutral social
science are in serious doubt; for given strict neutrality the social scientist be-
comes a mere instrument for measuring public opinion and a tool for social
engineering, and citizens lose their capacity for making rational judgments
about political affairs. Such tendencies of course make recognizing and con-
fronting tyranny that much more difficult. Yet against the tide of objectifica-
tion in social science and society, tyranny has reentered political discourse
to inform political action. We can see this most clearly in an American for-
eign policy articulated in the language of good and evil and directed toward
confronting tyrannies. This direction was declared when American President
Ronald Reagan cast the Cold War in theological terms and called the Soviet
Union an “evil empire.”5 It continues with the American-led war in Iraq,
most recently justified as a war against an evil tyrant and his oppressive
regime—not at all the terms of neutral statecraft. David Frum borrowed from
Reagan’s lexicon when he penned the “Axis of Evil” speech in which Pres-
ident George W. Bush put all tyrannies on watch, effectively marking them
for regime change.6 A world-historic mission to battle evil and pit freedom
against terror and tyranny is front and center in the 2002 U.S. National Se-
curity Strategy, which makes preventative wars against tyrannies into a cen-
terpiece of American foreign policy.7 We may doubt the sanity of religion-
inspired millenarianism in geopolitics, and disagree whether preventative wars
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against tyrannies are practically necessary and prudent courses of action for
democratic states, but in any case it is clear that judgment concerning
tyranny has a renewed importance in the debates around global politics.

We use the term “tyranny”—with all its moralistic baggage—in the first in-
stance to keep close to the phenomenon studied, to give voice to the com-
monsense revulsion toward tyranny felt by all those who enjoy their freedom
and see it threatened. As academics and political thinkers, we of course enjoy
our freedom, too, it being a necessary condition for our liberal studies. There-
fore, when we speak about tyranny we should also in some manner speak out
against it, so that our analysis of what tyranny is includes some guidance on
what to do about it.

Of course, the particulars of action depend upon changing circumstances,
and beyond articulating general principles and goals and recognizing tyranny
as the worst kind of regime, political philosophy can do little to direct action
except to keep it within proper limits and in accordance with virtue. Plato’s
letters to a tyrant and to reformers are a good place to look for such guidance
in forgotten virtues. The letters are the only instance in which Plato attempts
to establish a clear connection between his thoughts on politics and actual po-
litical reform, where he and his friends set out to “take-in-hand and bring-to-
an-end our thoughts on laws and politics” (Plato 1999, VII.328c). There is
one immediately practicable limit and lesson to be found in the letters: Plato
summarily and emphatically rejects assassination as a way to deal with
tyrants in the “Sicilian fashion” (Plato 1999, VII.336c), what we might call
the Mafioso school of diplomacy. Virtuous statesmen must “detest the meth-
ods of assassins who would do anything” to remove a tyrant (Plato 1999,
VII.336d). Reformers should instead be patient and demonstrate worthy ex-
ample and self-restraint for the tyrant to imitate, however unlikely that may
be. One cannot trust a tyrant, it is true, but one cannot trust an assassin either;
both kinds of treachery undermine the faith that is necessary for future good
relations, and instead give rise to unintended consequences and cycles of re-
ciprocal, escalating violence.

8

Plato also vigorously discourages revolution as an answer to tyranny. He
writes that one “must not apply force to change his fatherland; whenever ex-
iling and slaughter are necessary for reform,” one should wait instead of act
(Plato 1999, VII.331d). As with assassination, the remedy is worse than the
evil, since revolutions have unpredictable outcomes, and their violence tends
to beget violence—perhaps even yet another tyranny. According to Plato
there are no final solutions to the problem of tyranny: it is coeval with poli-
tics, and cannot be eliminated. The effort to decisively eradicate tyranny
through assassination or revolution is as delusional as the tyrant’s paranoid
compulsion to violently suppress all forms of dissent. In both cases, violent
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means do not pacify; rather they produce, in Plato’s words, “a state of terror”
(Plato 1999, VII.333a).

Tyranny, whether it is just one man and his private army, or if it is repre-
sented by a totalitarian state with a shadowy bureaucracy and secret police, is
sustained by terror. The substance of tyrannical rule is enforced consent and
obedience through terror. Tyranny is rule without law, that is rule with its ba-
sis in the raw fear of the masses. In tyrannies there can be no trust, either in
the government or in the future, except in periodic indiscriminate violence to-
ward subjects and neighbors, if we can call that trust.

At a deeper level, Plato provides us with a psychology of the tyrant that ex-
tends from an analysis of the psyche of the tyrant as overflowing with frantic
desires and anxious fears to the mass psychology that sustains tyrannical
regimes.9 Plato’s tyrant is the personification and radicalization of the com-
pulsive, terrorized social psyche of the masses. For tyranny is not only in the
person of the tyrant and his troubled mind, but has its own culture that per-
meates into the masses, that is, a culture of terror. Tyranny is in the minds of
the subjects of tyranny as much as it is in their oppressors. In tyrannies, peo-
ple live in fear of the secret police knocking on their doors; they live in fear
that their neighbors could be spies, that spies are everywhere, and these fears
morph into terror—not knowing where danger will come from next, and so
seeing it everywhere. The amorphous fear of plots and uprisings that keeps
the tyrant awake at night translates into a general terror and an impossible se-
curity dilemma—the quest for absolute security, undertaken through the fran-
tic violence of a strong-arm state.

Liberating the oppressed from tyranny has to involve more than lashing out
against tyrannical regimes and deposing tyrants; it must address the culture of
terror that sustains tyrannical rule and that infects the minds of subjects un-
der tyranny. This lesson is now being learned at great cost in Iraq, where sim-
ple decapitation of a tyrannical regime has not truly liberated the Iraqi people
from fear, and where tyranny echoes with every gunshot, haunting the Iraqis
and their would-be liberators.10

Plato’s social psychology of tyranny has also significance closer to
home, and indicates a present danger. Not that Americans are subjects to a
tyranny—certainly they are not—but that their democratic society is agi-
tated by compulsive consumption, anxious paranoia, and lack of trust be-
tween citizens—shades of Plato’s scatterbrained demos—that could make
them potential willing subjects to a tyrannical government offering per-
sonal indulgence and corporate security. Given the possibility of more ter-
rorist attacks on American soil, with states of emergency resulting, de-
mocracy could be moved in the direction of tyranny, with democratic
freedoms fatally compromised. Guilt by association, restrictions on public
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gatherings, surveillance of private communications, secret detentions
without charges laid or access to legal counsel, and torture are all fixtures
of tyrannical rule, and are now being called upon as means to secure state
and society in our time of crisis. This is a warning, not a prediction, though
if we follow Plato’s account of the succession of regimes in the Republic—
from democracy to tyranny—we at least see this possibility opened up, so
as to guard against it. However, what we might experience in a tyranny
equipped with contemporary technology would be beyond Plato’s imagi-
nation, a more efficient tyranny capable of sorting out potential subver-
sives from passive subjects, and with far greater powers of propaganda for
the passive and policing for the resistant. We put too much trust in Hobbes’
machinelike state if we believe that we have progressed beyond the possi-
bility of tyranny, that mechanical checks and balances make watchful, vir-
tuous civic involvement unnecessary. What we can trust is Plato’s princi-
ple that no human being can live a happy life under tyranny, and that
whatever security dilemma it may be called upon to resolve is not worth
the suffering of its subjects. We should guard the protection of liberty by
law and do our best to preserve the “sweet regime” (Plato 1991, 558c) that
we now enjoy against emergency dictatorial powers and the slide from de-
mocracy to tyranny.

Tyranny does give the false promise of usefulness in emergency situa-
tions: it is a quick and dirty way to impose order within a state and to mar-
shal a state’s powers of war for the purposes of defense and conquest. It is
for such security concerns that Machiavelli recommends tyrannical meth-
ods to Lorenzo de Medici—to protect against barbarous invaders and de-
fend Italian nationhood—and it was under similar circumstances that the
tyrant of Syracuse, Dionysius I, came to power. Plato notes that the Syra-
cusan tyranny was originally established to protect colonies in Sicily
against the Carthaginians and local barbarians and to extend Hellenic civi-
lization to the island (Plato 1999, VIII.353a–b). Dionysius I was at first
elected into office and later, as a war measure, was given the office of strat-
egos autokratôr, supreme commander in war, a position for which he was
annually reelected by the Syracusan assembly. Tyrannies concentrate the
military and policing powers of the state in one person for the sake of effi-
ciency, to rise above the petty quarreling of democratic politics for the
higher purposes of security in times of crisis. Dionysius I billed his acces-
sion to autocratic power as necessary for the safety of the democracy that
preexisted his tyranny, though only the superficial institutions of democracy
survived his rule, while true freedom did not.

11

Dictatorship may seem to be a necessary evil for dire circumstances and a use-
ful defense against the enemies of a threatened civilization. Plato gives a pow-
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erful rejoinder against both the instrumental use of tyranny and violent counter-
measures against it—in general the “ends justify the means” attitude—when he
writes to those who would reform tyranny that,

the end of evils is never reached, but the apparent ending of the old is always
bound together with the budding of a new beginning, a dangerous circle that
threatens to utterly destroy the people along with the tyrant (Plato 1999,
VIII.353d).

Tyrannies do not produce political stability, but their violent means beget
violent reactions from the populace, which in turn prompt ever more desper-
ate attempts at the imposition of order.

Rather than using violent means to do away with tyranny, Plato undertook
to educate and reform tyrants. Plato made three visits to Sicily, taking coun-
sel first with Dionysius I, then educating the son Dionysius II when the
tyranny was passed on. However, Plato’s efforts to tame these father-son
tyrants had less to do with making philosopher kings out of them than with
moderating their violence by encouraging them to observe conventions and
tradition. The letters from philosopher to tyrant only occasionally betray hints
of Plato’s philosophical teachings, which are preserved even in their presen-
tation as esoteric wisdom (Plato 1999, II.312d, 314c). Rather, in the thirteenth
letter, for instance, Plato dwells on such practical concerns as the provision of
dowries for grand nieces, the construction of a tomb for Plato’s mother, and
equipping a chorus, all along advising Dionysius to repay his debts and to ob-
serve the conventions of his city and civilization (Plato 1999, XIII.361c–362e).
Outwardly, this is a request for payment for Plato’s services as a philosophi-
cal advisor, while implicitly it is encouragement to Dionysius to think of pub-
lic reputation, both at home in Syracuse and abroad in Athens. Concern with
reputation is a key pedagogical hook that Plato uses in trying to persuade
Dionysius to moderate his behavior, raising the tyrant’s sights above his own
personal pleasures to more enduring and universal goods—honors over ap-
petites. Plato urges Dionysius to think of how he looks to others in his own
city and abroad. A similar approach is used today when the international com-
munity expresses its revulsion at tyrants who abuse their populations and
threaten their neighbors; true, these are only expressions of indignation not
enforceable through arms, but they carry with them the force of moral sua-
sion and the incentive of public honor. The tyrant’s appetite for aggrandize-
ment is close to honor seeking, and he could be rehabilitated through this fas-
cination with reputation.

In terms of explicit advice, Plato counsels Dionysius to watch carefully
over the financial affairs of his city and to practice fiscal conservatism, not
wasting public funds on monuments and expansionist wars,12 and not 
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appropriating private property for his own purposes. Plato does not ask
Dionysius to make a radical conversion to philosophy; though he encour-
ages the tyrant to lead a philosophic life (Plato 1999, XIII.363c), philoso-
phy properly so-called is not reducible to the good habits of moderate liv-
ing. Retiring early from the banquets and orgies that were common in the
courts of Syracuse would be a necessary condition for living the life of a
philosopher, but doing so would not make Dionysius a philosopher king;
it would only make him perhaps less dangerous, less indulgent of his ap-
petites, and hopefully by consequence less excessive in his indiscriminate
violence and thievery. Plato simply asks Dionysius to keep still for a mo-
ment: “Be always the same” is how he signs off the thirteenth letter.

That introductory letter deals mainly with practical business and lays out
the preconditions for a friendship between Plato and Dionysius. The issue of
friendship is the central focus of the second letter and a recurring theme in
Plato’s letters as a whole. If Plato’s rudimentary purpose is to moderate the
tyrant through fiscal conservatism, adherence to tradition, and the cultivation
of good reputation, his most ambitious purpose is to bring about a friendship
between philosophy and political power. However, this does not mean a fu-
sion of wisdom and power in one person, or even a permanent position for
Plato as advisor to the king. Rather, an intermediary is involved: Plato at-
tempts to warm Dionysius up to his friend and student, Dion, who would act
as a liaison between the philosopher and the tyrant, and a friend to both (Plato
1999, III.316e). But making Dionysius capable of friendship would prove no
easy task for Plato, since the tyrant sees friendly reformers as potential
usurpers. Although Dionysius was enamored of Plato’s reputation of wisdom,
he did not fully trust the intentions of his advisor and detained Plato as his
songbird sage when it was rumored that the philosopher’s pupil was foment-
ing dissent.

There was of course some substance to Dionysius’ concerns. Beyond gos-
sipy paranoia, it would seem that the tyrant who takes advice from the
philosopher does, in a sense, become his disciple and subordinate. In fact,
Plato’s letters to Dion and the friends of Dion betray some cause for Diony-
sius’ wariness. In the last letter to Dionysius after their falling out over his
preventative detention, Plato cheekily describes his role as philosophical ad-
visor to the tyrant as that of “supreme commander” (“autokratôr,” Plato
1999, I.309b). Indeed, Plato had a fairly active role in the shaping of the Syra-
cusan regime, drafting a prelude to its laws that would anchor the government
in a written constitution of sorts, through which Plato took a guiding hand in
Syracusan politics and attempted to reign in Dionysius.

As the great teacher of philosophy represented a challenge to the tyrant’s
absolute rule by subordinating him to law and philosophical tutelage, so did
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Plato’s students pose real threats to Dionysius’ dictatorship. According to
Plato, Dion “believed in liberty for the Syracusans under the guidance of the
best system of laws” (Plato 1999, XII.324b). To realize this political creed in
Syracuse under Dionysius would have amounted to revolutionary regime
change; and indeed Dion would go on—against Plato’s vigorous insistence—
to remove the tyrant using arms, unleashing nearly twenty years of civil war
for Sicily. And whatever Plato’s explicit arguments against the use of force in
reforming tyranny, in the tyrant’s eyes Plato would be guilty of subversion,
too, just because he was Dion’s friend and teacher—guilt by association be-
ing a fixture of “justice” under tyranny. However, it would not be right to
paint Plato as a tutor of revolutionaries. As Plato tells the friends of Dion, his
own initial enthusiasm for revolution in Athens was deflated by his experi-
ence with the Thirty Tyrants that the revolution vomited up. Under the Thirty
and in the reinstated government of exiles that replaced them there was no
ground for trust between friends, and politics was reduced to reciprocal ex-
changes of retributive violence between factions, a downward spiral that
would eventually lead to the death of Socrates (Plato 1999, VII.324b–325c),
much as factional violence in Sicily would eventually lead to Dion’s death.

Plato’s disillusionment with revolution in Athens and reform in Syracuse
led him to believe that philosophy is best practiced from a vantage over and
above the mess of politics. Along with this elevated attitude goes Plato’s
tragic commentary that,

evil will not cease for mankind until either those who are right and true philoso-
phers come to sole political authority or those who have political power, by
some divine fate, are really philosophic (Plato 1999, VII.326b).

Bearing witness to both his failures to educate tyrants and the vicious de-
generation of revolution into tyranny, Plato’s judgment on the possibility of
eradicating tyranny and of progress in politics is not encouraging. In the end,
after his aspirations for applying ideals to reality were exhausted, Plato gives
up on the possibility of an end to evil, calling it a matter of “some divine
fate,” that is, beyond human powers to effect. We find an almost identical pas-
sage in Book V of the Republic (473d), which we can take as a warning, along
with the letters, that efforts to engineer the best of all possible worlds require
the same tyrannical means that they are intended to remove.13

The religious aspect of Plato’s counsel is telling. Plato’s letters are, in a
sense, advice for angels, that is, for those removed from the exigencies of po-
litical power. Those concerned with acquiring political power (like Dion) or
keeping it (like Dionysius) cannot really afford the kind of purity that Plato
recommends. Dionysius had likely cause to be suspicious of his advisors and
to violently suppress dissenters, and Dion had every incentive to take up arms
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against the ruthless tyrant. At least, that’s the sort of thing that usually hap-
pens (Plato 1991, 566b). But in the face of realistic assessment, we should re-
member that the realities of power do not make such courses of action just,
only predictable. And predictably also, neither cruel oppression nor violent
revolution produced a lasting, lawful peace for Syracuse. By calling us to-
ward a pure peace and a lawful order over and above the reciprocal exchanges
of belligerence that characterize power politics, Plato moves us to a vantage
outside of that violent circle. Certainly, the principle repeated here—that
tyrannies are bad—cannot act as a charm to ward off the evils of the world,
but it can allow us to see those evils with perspective, so that we are not our-
selves compelled to blindly follow the exigencies of the moment, driven by
mad fear on a frenzied quest for an elusive, absolute security, so that we do
not become tyrannical in our response to tyranny.

While Plato doubts the likelihood of reconciliation between wisdom and
power and the eradication of tyranny, he did carry on after his failed exper-
iment with Dionysius to encourage friendship among the students of phi-
losophy. In his sixth letter to Hermias, Erastus, and Coriscus, Plato sets out
to encourage friendship between these friends of Dion, telling them to make
their friendship secure, guard against the evils of men, read his letters aloud,
practice philosophy together, and pray. What Plato demonstrates in his let-
ters to the tyrant and those friends of philosophy subject to tyrannical rule
is not only the difficulty of fostering a friendship between wisdom and
power, but also the difficulty of friendship as such in a tyrannical regime,
where rumor and paranoia crowd out reasonable discourse and mutual trust
(Plato 1999, VII.329b–c). Friendship and faith are the bases of political
community, and one of the effects of tyranny is to make friendship difficult
by terrorizing citizens so that they trust neither state nor neighbor. Tyrants,
too, have their own fears. Tyrants fear free association and prosecute ene-
mies of the state based upon guilt by association, so that all political friend-
ships become suspect. In the culture of terror endemic to tyranny, living the
good life becomes difficult, limited to private nooks sheltered from the
storms of power politics gone berserk.

Judging from the practical success of Plato’s missions to Syracuse, the
friendship of philosopher and tyrant and the reform of tyranny are unlikely
possibilities. For although the philosopher is attracted to the tyrant’s reputa-
tion for power, and the tyrant attracted to the philosopher’s reputation for wis-
dom, it is not clear that the two can be friends, or that the philosopher is suited
to educating the tyrant. Both are proud types, and the philosopher would no
sooner stoop to flattery than the tyrant would subjugate himself as a compli-
ant student. And it may be better that way, with wisdom kept separate from
power. For the tyrant’s excessiveness could be dangerously increased by a su-
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perficial education and a half-cooked notion of philosophy. Abstract univer-
sals brutally applied liberate tyrannical violence from natural constraints, as
the history of ideological tyranny in the twentieth century clearly shows. In-
stead of seeing the city as an extended, prosthetic stomach for the satisfaction
of personal desires, the tyrant set loose by an incomplete philosophic educa-
tion—in modern terms, by ideology—could imagine grander designs for con-
quest. A tyrant with a full belly in his fortress is less a hazard to his subjects
and neighbors than a tyrant with stars in his eyes. Hence a prudential reluc-
tance to represent philosophy as a doctrine, expressed in Plato’s intriguing,
repeated claims in his letters never to have written his philosophy down
(Plato 1999 II.314c, VII.341c).

This would make it difficult to find application for Plato’s philosophy to
contemporary politics, or to the realities of power at all, Plato’s time included.
Indeed, Plato’s working advice to tyrant and reformers seems more conven-
tional than critical, more conservative than radical, and more religious than
rational, that is, not properly philosophical in character.

So, aside from religious prohibitions and beyond Plato’s judgment on
tyranny as the worst of all regimes in which none can be truly happy, what
should we take from Plato’s encounter with tyranny? We should take note of
his social psychology of tyranny, which links the paranoid psyche of the
tyrant to the terrorized subjects he oppresses. Tyranny is not limited to the
person of the tyrant himself, but gains its impetus from a collective paranoia,
a perceived security dilemma according to which all are seen as potential en-
emies. Within this environment of mutual distrust, the superficial strong-arm
security that the tyrant promises starts to seem preferable to a life spent in ter-
ror. At least then fear has a definite source. But what is lost when terror is pro-
moted as the glue that binds a state together are the capacities for political
friendship and communal faith.

Given this social psychology of tyranny, and as we now see in Iraq, sim-
ple decapitation of a regime cannot be expected to bring about reform when
tyranny so deeply affects the minds of its subjects and propagates its own
culture of terror. In the words of Major General James M. Marks, who served
as the chief intelligence officer during the invasion of Iraq, “We did not ap-
preciate the ‘fear factor’ and the grip that the regime had on the people.”14 It
is curious to suppose that a war would relieve this terror, as if a few well-
aimed missiles and midnight house-to-house raids could be the instruments
of liberation. Enlightened nations should not conduct themselves in the man-
ner of paranoid tin-pot tyrants lashing out against shadowy threats, nor
should liberal democracies adopt the political culture of anxiety and terror
endemic to tyrannies. And yet, the mind-set of the tyrant seems to approxi-
mate today’s Weltenshauung, cueing in as it does to a terror instinct that is
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as powerful as it is base. This is precisely why tyranny is a recurrent and a
present danger, and something that we should be on constant guard against,
because it takes as its animus our basest fears and desires, turning them back
on themselves, making a continuous feedback circuit of desire after desire
and terror after terror. To the end of stepping out of this paranoid, compul-
sive, and oppressive circle, Plato’s encounter with tyranny serves better as a
cautionary tale than as a program for revolutionary change, as a warning
rather than a remedy.

NOTES

1. I accept Plato’s letters, whether authentic or not, as instructive narratives: not
windows into Plato’s private mind, but illustrations of the philosopher’s sojourn in
public life. The claim that some or all of the letters are spurious is based in a precon-
ceived notion of who the real Plato was. Apparently to some, the rhetorical style of
the letters, which trumpet the reputation of philosophy, does not match the self-critical
tone of “authentic” Platonic dialogues. But this is to be expected, given the audiences
of the letters: students of philosophy in hostile territory needing steady encourage-
ment, and a tyrant not open to Socratic elenchus but impressed by reputation. The let-
ters, especially the second letter, give a superficial impression of philosophy, but this
is probably all that a tyrant could take.

Even if the letters were written by a gifted student of Plato and not the teacher him-
self, still they provide us with a narrative of a failed reconciliation between wisdom
and power, a theme consistent with the Platonic corpus, here given dramatic, histori-
cal content.

I have used the Loeb Classical Library edition as my source for Plato’s letters. Quo-
tations from the letters are my translation.

2. For first-person accounts from those who lived under tyranny and resisted—
from a resistance fighter in the Polish underground to a lawyer for Algerian rebels to
a German officer who helped in an attempt on Hitler’s life—see Eugene Meinler, ed.,
Resistance against Tyranny (London: Routledge, 1966).

3. For a contemporary version of this argument from a liberal democratic per-
spective, see Michael Ignatieff, The Lesser Evil: Political Ethics in an Age of Terror
(Toronto: Penguin, 2004). Ignatieff argues that democracy and dictatorship can be
complimentary, that “democracies are not self-sustaining; rather, as the Romans
thought, their executives recurrently need dictatorial prerogatives to cope with cri-
sis” (38).

4. For an example of this kind of criticism applied to the related term “totalitari-
anism,” see Benjamin Barber and Herbert J. Spiro, “Counter-Ideological Uses of ‘To-
talitarianism,’” in Politics & Society, 1 (1970).

5. President Ronald Reagan’s “Evil Empire” speech to the National Association of
Evangelicals in Orlando, Florida, March 8, 1983,  http://cbn.org/CBNNews/News/
Reagan_NAESpeech.asp (accessed August 10, 2005).
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6. President George W. Bush’s State of the Union Address, January 29, 2002,
http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2002/01/20020129-11.html (accessed Au-
gust 10, 2005).

7. 2002 National Security Strategy of the United States of America, http://www
.whitehouse.gov/nsc/nss.html (accessed August 10, 2005).

8. A Human Rights Watch report shows that the fifty failed assassination at-
tempts on Iraqi leadership early in the Iraq war (a one-hundred-percent failure
rate) were the major exception to the generally low incidence of civilian casualties
from U.S. bombing raids. See Marc Garlasco, Off Target: The Conduct of the War
and Civilian Casualties in Iraq (New York: Human Rights Watch, December
2003), http://www.hrw.org/reports/2003/usa1203/ (accessed August 10, 2005).
Figures for Iraqi casualties are not officially recorded, though a number could not
adequately represent the scope of human tragedy and the lasting effects on Iraqi
civil society. The bomb blasts echo in the minds of the survivors and spur the on-
going insurgency.

One example, from a missed attempt on the life of Lieutenant General `Ali Hassan
al-Majid, the notorious “Chemical Ali,” gives some sense of the effects. In the early
morning of April 5, 2003, two five-hundred-pound laser-guided bombs were dropped
on a “target of opportunity” in a densely populated neighborhood. Though the Gen-
eral was not killed, the homes of the Hamudi and al-Tayyar families were destroyed.
Those who died in the Hamudi home include the following:

Dr. Khairiyya Shakir, 68, wife, gynecologist;
Wisam `Abid Hassan, 38, son, computer engineer;
Dr. Ihab `Abid Hassan, 34, son, gynecologist;
Nura, 6 months, granddaughter (daughter of Dr. Ihab);
Zainab Akram, 19, granddaughter, pharmacist;
Zain al-`Adidin Akram, 16, grandson;
Mustafa Akram, 14, grandson;
Hassan Iyad, 11, grandson;
Zaina Akram, 12, granddaughter;
`Amr Muhammad, 19 months, grandson.

The dead from the al-Tayyar family include the following:

As’ad `Abd al-Hussain al-Tayyar, 30, son;
Qarar As’ad al-Tayyar, 12, grandson (son of As’ad);
Haidar As’ad al-Tayyar, 9, grandson (son of As’ad);
Saif As’ad al-Tayyar, 6, grandson (son of As’ad);
Intisar `Abd al-Hussain al-Tayyar, 30, daughter;
Khawla `Ali al-Tayyar, 9, granddaughter (daughter of Intisar);
Hind `Ali al-Tayyar, 5, granddaughter (daughter of Intisar).

Certainly, bombing civilians in hit-or-miss assassinations is not a good way to lib-
erate them from a tyrant and assuage the terror that sustains tyranny. If the war in Iraq
is being fought for a virtuous cause—liberating Iraqis from tyranny—then the war
makers should be judged by accordingly high standards of conduct.
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9. Roger Boesche has a similar reading of Plato’s account of tyranny as a pathol-
ogy that affects the psyches of both tyrant and demos in a mutually reinforcing way.
See Theories of Tyranny from Plato to Arendt (University Park: Pennsylvania State
University Press, 1996), 25–48.

10. I point to Larry Diamond’s essay in Foreign Affairs (Sept/Oct 2004), “What
Went Wrong in Iraq,” in which he addresses the need for social reconstruction, “in-
cluding the renewal (or in some cases, creation) of a civil society and political culture
that foster voluntary cooperation.” The successes of American rule in Iraq that Dia-
mond trumpets loudest are not its military and counterinsurgency campaigns, but its
support for local civil-society organizations.

11. For more on the conditions surrounding Dionysius I’s accession to power, see
Brian Caven, Dionysius I: War-Lord of Sicily (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press,
1990), 50–59. Also see Ludwig Marcuse’s philosophical narrative, Plato and Diony-
sius: A Double Biography (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1947), 3–39. On the succes-
sion of the Syracusan tyranny from father to son, with emphasis on its popular sup-
port, see Diodorus’ history of Sicily (bk. 15, 73–74).

12. Republic, 566e.
13. On the question of the authenticity of the letters, we could take this parallel

passage from the Republic as an argument for either side: it could be taken to demon-
strate consistency of authorship, or it could point to a forgery by a student copying his
teacher’s words—an irresolvable antinomy.

14. Quoted in Michael Gordon, “Poor Intelligence Misled Troops about Risk of
Drawn-Out War,” New York Times, October 20, 2004, http://www.nytimes.com/2004/
10/20/international/20war.html?pagewanted=4&th&oref=login (accessed August 10,
2005).
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The Lord of the Rings is an anti-quest. The point is not for a strong knight to
attain some grail of strength, but for a weak hobbit to destroy a token of
power. Yet the Ring Frodo sets out to destroy is the very thing that the heroes
in the book apparently need to defeat the tyranny that threatens to overwhelm
them. By rejecting it, they open themselves up to a powerful objection: the
high-minded abandonment of power in the name of morality is actually cruel
insofar as it allows evil to triumph.1 Perhaps the only reason the heroes’ re-
sponse to tyranny works lies in the author’s control of the narrative. From this
point of view, Tolkien’s fantasy is an expression of a childish wish fulfill-
ment: if we refuse to play the game of power, tyranny will be defeated.

What sense can we make of Tolkien’s response to tyranny? The wizard
Gandalf personifies it. He is clearly the wisest character in the story.2 Further,
Gandalf rejects the Ring when Frodo offers it to him, and later recommends
that the hobbit walk into the tyrant’s land to destroy it. Is Gandalf foolish in
this? Two other characters in the books who enjoy a reputation for wisdom
think so.3 Saruman the wizard and Denethor the steward of Gondor have very
different strategies for dealing with Sauron, the tyrant in Lord of the Rings.
We must restate their alternatives in order to see whether or not Gandalf’s
course of action, and thus Tolkien’s response to tyranny, makes sense.

Saruman has a preferred policy and a second-best option. Each is based on
a hardheaded recognition of the situation Sauron’s enemies face. Saruman has
an accurate assessment of Sauron’s vastly superior military strength due to
the palantír of Orthanc, which allows him to see things at great distances.
Saruman reasonably concludes that Sauron will win the coming war—easily
if he discovers the Ring and regains his full power, less easily if he does not.
Saruman’s first choice is to find the Ring and use it himself. This will allow
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him first to defeat Sauron’s tyranny. It would then enable Saruman to use the
Ring to rule according to his own superior wisdom. Saruman thinks his own
rule would be infinitely preferable to Sauron’s because he seeks order and
justice rather than mastery.4 If all this fails, however, Saruman’s second-best
option is to recognize Sauron’s inevitable triumph, ally himself with Mordor,
and use this cooperation as an opportunity to moderate the tyrant’s rule.
Speaking to Gandalf, Saruman says,

A new Power is rising. Against it the old allies and policies will not avail us at
all. . . . We may join that Power. It would be wise, Gandalf. There is hope that
way. Its victory is at hand; and there will be rich rewards for those that aid it. As
the Power grows, its proved friends will also grow; and the Wise, such as you
and I, may with patience come at last to direct its courses, to control it. We can
bide our time, we can keep our thoughts in our hearts, deploring maybe the evils
done by the way, but approving the high and ultimate purpose: Knowledge,
Rule, Order; all the things we have so far striven in vain to accomplish, hindered
rather than helped by our weak or idle friends. There need not be, there would
not be, any real change in our designs, only in our means (LotR, 253.II.2).

These policies have much to recommend them. They are realistic about the
probable outcome of the coming war and the nature of the enemy’s rule if he
wins it. They seek to defeat the enemy first, but failing that, to make his rule
less oppressive.

Denethor’s policy is different. He believes that using the Ring against
Sauron would have morally disastrous consequences because the Ring cor-
rupts those who use it (LotR, 795.V.4). So he recommends that it be kept
hidden from the enemy, only to be used in a situation of extreme need
(LotR, 795.V.4). Denethor has been pursuing a successful containment pol-
icy against Sauron for a long time, and at the beginning of the story he
seems to think that it will keep working, provided the enemy does not get
the Ring. Yet Gandalf’s policy practically guarantees this. Indeed, whatever
their differences, Denethor and Saruman agree on one thing: sending the
Ring into the heart of the enemy’s realm with two weak hobbits is idiotic.
It practically guarantees that the tyrant will acquire the power he needs to
triumph decisively. For these men, Gandalf’s policy has nothing to recom-
mend it. For Saruman, it wastes opportunities both to get rid of Sauron once
and for all and to gain access to the kind of power that is needed to order
society with wisdom. For both Saruman and Denethor, it guarantees
Sauron’s victory because the hobbits are almost certainty doomed to failure.
These are powerful, commonsense observations. Gandalf seems foolish be-
cause he both ignores the realities of the situation and relies on weakness
when strength is demanded.
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Let me expand my point about Gandalf’s apparent foolishness in a different
way. When Frodo offers Gandalf the Ring, the wizard rejects it, saying that it
tempts him by playing on his desire for mercy and justice, especially for the
weak. He says, “Yet the way of the Ring to my heart is by pity, pity for weak-
ness and the desire of strength to do good. Do not tempt me! I dare not take it,
not even to keep it safe, unused. The wish to wield it would be too great for
my strength. I shall have such need of it” (LotR, 60.I.2). Gandalf is not tempted
to power for its own sake. Rather, he wants to order the world with justice and
mercy, and the Ring promises him that ability. Yet if so, why reject it? Are not
his desires manifestations of the virtues of a good statesman? If so, the Ring is
an opportunity to be embraced. Again, why does Gandalf reject the Ring if it
can be used not only to defeat tyranny, but to ensure justice?

FANTASY AS AN ESCAPE TO REALITY

Let me begin answering these objections by reflecting on contemporary fan-
tasy, which Tolkien practically invented. The authors of this genre reject the
conventions of the modern novel. Since its inception, the characteristics of
the modern novel dictate that its readers will encounter only reality. That is,
we will read about people more or less like us, and situations that we would
expect to encounter in everyday life. Supernatural beings will not enter the
story, nor will it suspend the physical laws that govern the natural world. In
this sense, the birth of the modern novel signals the death of the ancient and
medieval worldview. It expresses disenchantment with the notion that the fan-
tastic can intrude into everyday life.

Don Quixote is considered . . . the first—and probably the greatest—novel in the
European tradition in part because it makes this claim to represent “ordinary
life” a central and profound aspect of the plot. Cervantes’ fiction is a sort of birth
announcement—droll and yet decisive—for realism itself. It betokens a new hu-
man attitude. By showing Quixote driven mad by the involuted, highly stylized,
comically implausible heroic romances of the later Middle Ages, . . . Cervantes
was not just spoofing an out-of-date literary mode; he was also marking the ob-
solescence of the philosophical world-view it embodied. Don Quixote is far
more, one soon realizes, than just a comic assault on some fanciful old stories;
in its deepest aspect it is a metaphysical statement—a revolutionary affirmation
of that secular and humanistic point of view we associate with modernity itself.5

However, if the birth of the modern novel signals a turn to realism, those
who reject its conventions are expressing a different disenchantment. For
many fantasy writers, modern notions of realism tilt at windmills insofar as
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they neglect or render opaque central dimensions of human life, categories
like mystery or soul. Fantasy is a postmodern genre. In the twentieth century,
modern reductions of reality bore fruit in tyranny and violence, and this led
to massive disillusionment with those notions. This point has led Tom
Shippey to argue that “the dominant literary mode of the twentieth century
has been the fantastic.”6 Fantasy writers like Tolkien, Ursula LeGuin, William
Golding, George Orwell, Aldous Huxley, J. K. Rowling, C. S. Lewis, Kurt
Vonnegut, or Bill Pullman understand their work this way. Often these au-
thors are particularly concerned with exploring the nature and reality of evil.
Several lived through various horrors of the twentieth century, and

were bone-deep convinced that they had come into contact with something ir-
revocably evil. They also . . . felt that the explanations for this which they were
given by the official organs of their culture were hopelessly inadequate, out of
date, at best irrelevant, at worst part of the evil itself.7

For Tolkien, a survivor of the Somme, the “realism” that the official organs
of his culture promoted was revealed as at best unrealistic about the human
condition and at worst disastrous.8 As Shippey writes,

If one considers the whole history of Tolkien’s youth and middle age, from 1892
to 1954, a period marked not only by two world wars and the rise of Fascism,
Nazism, and Stalinism, but also by—I give them more or less in chronological
order—the routine bombardment of civilian populations, the use of famine as a
political measure, the revival of judicial torture, the “liquidation” of whole
classes of political opponents, extermination camps, deliberate genocide and the
continuing development of “weapons of mass destruction” from chlorine gas to
the hydrogen bomb, all of these absolutely unthinkable in the Victorian world of
Tolkien’s childhood, then it would be a strange mind which did not reflect, as so
many did, that something had gone wrong, something furthermore which could
not be safely pushed off and blamed on other people.9

In response to this view of reality and its fruits, Tolkien created an alterna-
tive world in which the experiences he had lived through could be articulated
and explored. His point in doing so was not to advocate institutional or polit-
ical responses to tyranny, although he was not opposed to these. Rather, like
Plato, Tolkien believed that such responses can become part of the problem if
we do not realize that evil arises not from unjust institutional structures or in-
sufficient Enlightenment, but from the human heart—including the hearts of
those who resist evil. So political responses are worse than useless in the ab-
sence of a realistic assessment of the attractions we have to tyranny in our
own souls. Again like Plato, Tolkien believed that the recesses of our souls
can be revealed by writing them large in myth.10 The point of these stories is
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not to advocate political responses to tyranny. Rather, it is to dramatize the
workings of the human heart in order to uncover our underlying psychic at-
tractions to power so that our responses to tyranny will not participate in the
same evil we are trying to resist.

WHAT IS THE RING OF POWER?

Thus, understanding why Gandalf rejects the Ring entails understanding the
way it serves to dramatize our attraction to power and its consequences. We
should begin by recalling why Sauron made the Ring in the first place: to rule
all the lesser rings of power.11 At the time Sauron made the One Ring, the
elves had been making rings of power and giving them to the various races of
Middle Earth. They made three for themselves; the Dwarves had seven; and
nine were made for men.12 Each type had a specific power. Dwarf rings were
used for gaining wealth. The rings given to men made them “mighty in their
day, kings sorcerers and warriors. . . . They obtained great glory and
wealth.”13 Elf rings “could ward off the decays of time and postpone the
weariness of the world.”14 Despite their different functions, however, the
rings have a common element. Each kind was made to manage a different as-
pect of mortality. This should not be surprising, insofar as Tolkien says death
is the main theme of his work.15 It is not hard to understand why. Tolkien had
been an orphan since his mother died when he was twelve, and had never re-
ally known his father, who passed away when he was four. Before he turned
twenty, he had lost all of his closest friends in World War I. As Tolkien’s bi-
ographer comments, Tolkien’s experiences with mortality gave him “a deep
sense of impending loss. Nothing was safe. Nothing would last. No battle
would be won forever.”16

Dwarves used their rings for acquiring wealth. Excessive love of money
is a manifestation of the fear of death. Greed stems from a longing to pro-
tect oneself against the vagaries of life by having “money in the bank” that
promises to ward off any and all misfortune.17 In Tolkien’s work, this atti-
tude is symbolized by dragons who sit on hoards of gold, never spending
their money or doing anything with their lives, greedily holding every-
thing back, storing wealth up against their useless, inactive futures.
Tolkien’s clearest treatment of greed is found in The Hobbit. In this story,
Bilbo Baggins, a smug, wealthy, bourgeois recluse is thrown out of his
comfortable life by a wizard who aims to cure the hobbit’s fear and greed.
The wizard arranges for a group of dwarves to hire the hobbit to help them
recover their gold from a dragon who has stolen it. However, Bilbo is
cured of his own greed in the adventure, eventually giving away his share
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of the treasure to prevent a war between the dwarves and their enemies.
Bilbo’s journey away from his home to help greedy dwarves recover their
treasure from a greedy dragon is at the same time a transformative journey
into himself, undertaken in order to slay the life-denying, death-fearing
greed that lies there.18

The rings given to men were used to gain glory, wealth, and power. Ex-
cessive love of glory, too, is a manifestation of fear of death. According to
Augustine, the ancient Romans loved glory because of their desire to pur-
sue a quasidivine immortality in a tangible form. That is, the attempt to
build an empire that will last forever is a manifestation of a longing for im-
mortality, which the Romans held to be inaccessible for individuals. Thus
the desire to build something glorious that will last stems from both a long-
ing for an eternal divine life and a horror at impending death. However, the
self-conscious pursuit of this kind of earthly immortality actually height-
ens the fear of death that drives it on because as that work progresses it
makes what is inchoate more self-aware. Thus as the imperial project ex-
pands in time and space, it will yield more and more self-assertion and self-
aggrandizement. For Augustine, love of glory leads by a slippery slope to
love of domination.19

The dwarf rings and the human rings explore the desire to manage insecu-
rity by warding off death. However, the elf rings illuminate a different facet
of mortality. In Tolkien’s fiction, elves are immortal. By stretching out their
lives, Tolkien explores the burden of living in time and the grief that comes
with it. The fact that elves live forever highlights what might be called the
burden of evanescence. As Legolas the elf says,

For the Elves the world moves, and it moves both very swift and very slow.
Swift, because they themselves change little, and all else fleets by: it is a grief
to them. Slow, because they do not count the running years, not for themselves.
The passing seasons are but ripples ever repeated in the long running stream. Yet
beneath the Sun all things must wear to an end (LotR, 379.II.9).20

The point is that the transitory goods of this world are beautiful and attrac-
tive to us, and yet even as we enjoy them, we have an inkling that they will
pass away—just as we will. Our enjoyment is mixed with grief because of our
sense of impending loss.

This is why the Buddha speaks of existence as suffering. He does not mean
that there is no happiness in life. Nor does he mean that sometimes painful
moments follow happy ones in turn. Rather, he says that life is like honey on
a razor; we are cut as we taste its sweetness. Even in our most joyful experi-
ences, a tragic sense lurks that they shall pass. We tend to push that away,
shielding ourselves through various distractions. We also tend to cling pos-
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sessively to our positive experiences, unwilling to let them slip away. Clearly,
the ordinary sufferings of sickness, old age, or mental pain constitute part of
the pain of mortal life. Yet in addition to all this, there is often suffering in our
joy because the flow of time insures that the transitory goods that cause our
joy will not last. For the Buddha, at the heart of suffering is a clinging pos-
sessiveness that expects the universe to meet our all our demands, that refuses
to let the world flow on through time because this flow frustrates our wish
that enjoyment should last.21

The elves’ immortality renders their experience of this kind of suffering
particularly acute, for unlike human beings, their suffering is not ended by
death.22 Thus they somehow made their rings able to forestall the passing of
the world to such an extent that the burden of evanescence is mitigated (LotR,
379.II.8). However, in this the elves manifest a kind of clinging possessive-
ness—a desire to stall the world from unwinding as it will. The various races
that Tolkien invents are each dramatizations of different human potentials.
The longevity of the elves highlights the world-weariness that comes from the
constant frustration human beings experience when the people and things we
love pass away.

The Elves were sufficiently longeval to be called by Man ‘immortal.’ But they
were not unageing or unwearying. Their own tradition was that they were con-
fined to the limits of this world (in space and time), even if they died, and would
continue in some form to exist until “the end of the world.” But what “the end
of the world” portended for it or themselves they did not know. . . . Neither had
they of course any special information concerning what “death” portended for
Men. They believed it meant “liberation from the circles of the world,” and was
in that respect to them enviable. And they would point out to Men who envied
them that a dread of ultimate loss, though it may be indefinitely more remote, is
not necessarily easier to bear if it is in the end ineluctably certain: a burden may
be heavier the longer it is borne.23

These reflections on the different powers of the rings bring to light a set
of question mortals face: How are we supposed to deal with evanescence?
Do we hoard up our goods and talents because we are so afraid of our own
passing that we wish to have an endless supply of wealth to ward off disas-
ter? Do we protect ourselves from the grief of impending loss by refusing
to engage passing goods, in effect living our lives by holding everything at-
tractive at arm’s length? Do we seek to possess passing goods, hoping that
an increased measure of control will render our enjoyment of them more se-
cure? Or do we love these goods, recognizing their vulnerability and our
own, thus risking both grief and the anxiety that often attends our aware-
ness of fragility?
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Our mortality is a condition constituted not merely by the fact of our
death, but also by the flux of being; the passing of time. The different kinds
of rings symbolize different attempts to cling to evanescent goods so as to
guarantee that they will last, or at least that their passing will not be as much
an occasion for grief. Dwarves and men use their rings to forestall the pass-
ing away of things and people they love through a relentless pursuit of glory
and wealth. Elves forestall the weariness that comes from the frustration we
experience in the passing of temporal things by slowing down time itself.
Sauron forged the One Ring to master all of these efforts. His Ring thus
symbolizes a clinging, possessive attitude toward life that tries to force re-
ality to act in accord with the tyrant’s will. Tolkien says that Sauron partic-
ularly coveted the elven rings, for “those who had them in their keeping
could ward off the decays of time and postpone the weariness of the
world.”24 The Ring is an external manifestation of the tyrant’s soul. For this
reason, throughout the story, the Ring acts both as a touchstone that unveils
the heart’s desire of those it tempts, as well as a vehicle for testing whether
the heroes can withstand the temptation to securely possess the goods they
wish to safeguard.

The most obvious characteristic of the Ring of Power is its ability to
dominate the world and its inhabitants.25 However, Tolkien thinks that the
tyrant does not first take up the ring to dominate. Rather, at the beginning
he wants to secure some transitory good, eventually ordering his entire so-
ciety around that possession. The difficulty with this attitude is that it is ut-
terly unrealistic about the tyrant’s ability to attain secure possession in a
world where things pass away. The frustration and anxiety that attends such
a security project will lead the tyrant to domination because only domina-
tion seems to yield the control that he wants but that constantly eludes him.
In sum, for Tolkien the Ring stands for the psychic desire to possess the
goods of the world securely; to stay their passing and to alleviate the anxi-
ety and grief that comes from awareness of their evanescence. Tyranny
arises originally not out of a love for evil, but rather out of a clinging desire
to possess the good. Tolkien says, “[Sauron] had gone the way of all tyrants:
beginning well, at least on the level that while desiring to order all things
according to his own wisdom he still at first considered the . . . well-being
of other inhabitants of the Earth.”26 This point is especially critical to re-
member for those resisting tyranny, for that resistance comes from a desire
to secure some good against the tyrant. Somehow Tolkien thinks we must
defend the goods that the tyrant threatens in a way that refuses to possess
them. We must struggle against tyrants. We must also struggle against cul-
tivating the tyrant’s attitude in our soul, for adopting that attitude ruins the
goods we seek to protect.
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THE FRUITS OF POWER

Tolkien’s consistent message is that we diminish our lives if we try to secure
possession of evanescent goods through power. Another way of putting this
is that we ruin the goods we seek to possess to the extent that we seek to pos-
sess them. For instance, the consequences of the elves’ desire to stay the pass-
ing of the world through their rings of power is a retreat into the memory of
past glory—a holding fast to past achievements and a waning desire to put
forward anything creative and new. The elves practically cease to live in the
present, insofar as the present passes away. Rather, they take refuge in mem-
ories that do not change. Thus Tolkien says that temptation of the elves is “to-
wards a fainéant melancholy, burdened with memory, leading to an attempt to
halt time.”27 The fruit of the Dwarvish desire for wealth is that they were mas-
tered by greed and lost their hoards to dragons. The evanescence of the world
leads some to think that it is stingy, and so one cannot risk giving too much
away or else one will lose what one already possesses. The dragons who steal
the dwarves’ gold are outward manifestations of the way the dwarves ruined
their ability to enjoy life because of their possessive greed. The consequences
of the dwarves’ excessive love of gold thus becomes a symbol of their refusal
to live full lives, even in the face of their mortality. They pursued wealth in
order to securely possess life, yet their lives were eventually diminished by it.
Finally, Tolkien explores the fruits of the human wish for power through the
Ringwraiths. Like the characters in Dante’s Inferno, the Ringwraiths get what
they wish for. Sauron gives them rings of power, and so they achieve the un-
ending life they want. Yet their desire to possess life securely leads to lives
that are sapped of vitality and freedom. They become ghosts and cease to in-
habit the physical world (LotR, 216.II.1). They also lose their freedom to the
domination of their master. The process of “wraithing” for Tolkien is one that
highlights the addictive and ultimately vacuous consequences of the attempts
to control mortality.28 The search for control over mortality through clinging
possessiveness paradoxically yields only a kind of depressing death-in-life,
wherein one’s human qualities are stripped away. The Wraiths seek an im-
mortal life, but in the end have to endure an endless death-in-life. Apparently
for Tolkien, the more we seek to possess securely the evanescent goods of life
securely the more life slips through our fingers.

TRAGIC WISDOM AND DECENT POLITICS

All this means that for Tolkien, successful resistance to tyranny is partly a
question of cultivating ordered loves in our souls. Genuine love does not seek
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to control, secure, or manage. It accepts the fragility and vulnerability of
evanescent goods. So in effect, Tolkien holds that the only way of properly
engaging the goods we want to love well is to make ourselves vulnerable to
their passing. If we refuse—if we seek secure possession to such a degree that
we refuse to risk losing what we seek to protect—we take on an ethos that is
the same as the tyrant’s. And in doing so we choke the life out of the very
goods we seek to enjoy. Thus, for example, Frodo saves the Shire, his home,
from evil, but the risks he takes and the wounds he endures in the process ul-
timately mean that he has lost it for himself (LotR, 1006.VI.9). Or Aragorn
agrees to risk much of his army in a desperate attempt to distract Sauron in
order to give Frodo a chance to destroy the Ring (LotR, 862.V.9). Since to
love well is to love that which inevitably passes, risking loss is the only way
to love appropriately. Love that accepts its dependence and vulnerability is
more realistic than power precisely insofar as it refuses to control an evanes-
cence that is ultimately beyond its control. This is why Gandalf rejects
Denethor’s policy. His desire to secure Gondor at all costs leads him to be
unimaginative in his response to tyranny. For Tolkien, we cannot do anything
about the passing of good things in the world, including ourselves. To try is
to diminish our lives; it is to ruin the goods we seek to protect, and render our
lives a kind of sleepy death-in-life.29 Love that risks loss and that thus shoul-
ders sacrifice is at the heart of Tolkien’s response to tyranny.

All this may explain why Gandalf refuses to use the Ring of Power to de-
feat Sauron. However, isn’t Gandalf foolish to reject power in order to ensure
justice and wise rule, as Saruman the Wizard points out? If his desires are or-
dered well, won’t power provide him the ability to insure justice and protect
the weak?

For Tolkien, decent politics requires ordered desires. However, it also re-
quires a lively sense of the limits of our wisdom. That is, decent politics re-
quires the kind of wisdom Socrates practiced—knowing one does not know.
Grasping this point requires a rich understanding of the meaning of politics.
Much of the business of politics is an exercise in ordering complex systems; it
is a problem of collective action. Some of the most important work politicians
do is coordinating the various complex activities in a society in a way that
makes it flourish. Our usual notion of politics comes from a tradition that
views human beings as asocial and politics as instrumental. On this view, the
political task is to ensure the way of our future desires through the public con-
struction of individual freedom. Politics is an artificial system that provides
utilities like security and wealth that can be put to any and all private uses.
Interest-group politics determines the distribution of these utilities and the bur-
dens of paying their costs. Competition, not conviviality, is the law of the jun-
gle. By contrast, in the classical tradition, politics is architectonic because it

222 Thomas Smith



aims at fostering and protecting a way of life; in Aristotle’s terms, it seeks a
conception of human flourishing. Thus a political regime decisively affects
every aspect of human life, including the individual’s formation.30 In architec-
ture, for example, the various subcontractors and craftsmen take their cue from
the architect, who decides the shape and function of the building. The archi-
tect coordinates the work of the subcontractors responsible for lighting or
plumbing in light of the end for which the building will be employed. In a sim-
ilar way, a political regime manages the overall shape and direction of the con-
stituent parts of the community because its participants are always acting on
some conception of what is good for human beings to be and do when they
pass laws or engage in typically respectable practices. To be sure, Aristotle
takes issue with the notion of the human good most actual regimes cultivate;
he does not think most actual regimes actually foster the virtue and happiness
at which they aim. Yet this does not mean he denies that actual regimes always
aim at some determined notion of human flourishing by loving what they love.

Human life requires division of labor, trust, partnerships, and cooperation.
Harmonious life requires the practically wise coordination of the various ac-
tivities of a society. Zoning boards help determine the shape of a community.
Tax laws influence our practices of family, justice, and generosity. Laws man-
aging the shape of our economic lives affect the way we interact with each
other and the world in a host of ways. Criminal laws reflect the way we con-
ceive of our sexuality, our mortality, and our need for moderation and re-
sponsibility. Thus every political act implies an answer to the question, “How
do we become human together?”31

Gandalf sees his desire to claim the Ring so as to protect the weak as a
temptation. His point is that genuine authority serves; it exists to coordinate
the practices of a whole community in a way that fosters genuine flourishing
of every part rather than the aggrandizement of the ruling part. The Ring
seems to guarantee Gandalf the power to carry out this process. To take pos-
session of the Ring is to seek to possess what it promises to secure. However,
Gandalf understands that the conditions for genuine authority stem from the
ordering of one’s desires through right love, and the comprehensiveness of
one’s practical wisdom. He rejects the Ring because he trusts neither in his
wisdom nor his desires. His wisdom stems from a tragic realization of his
own limits. That is to say, Gandalf knows that his wisdom is partial and frag-
mentary. To order a political community for the sake of perfect justice, the
ruling authority must have the most comprehensive wisdom possible; he or
she must be able to fit all the parts of the community into a proportionate and
beautiful whole in which each part plays its part well.

Yet it seems that Gandalf’s tragic wisdom reaches the conclusion that he
can never generate sufficient knowledge of the business of his community to
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order his community’s business perfectly. That problem is simply too com-
plex for a mortal mind to resolve exhaustively. This is the problem that faces
the most well-intentioned people in politics. It is tremendously difficult to
love rightly rather than possess. Yet even when our love is ordered rightly
(which is hard enough to achieve), we can never know enough about our own
business, much less about the cosmos in which our community participates,
to order our community with perfect justice.32 And the tragic sense of the dis-
proportion between our desire to order well and the ability of our minds to or-
der well tempts us mightily to reach out for the kind of power that seems to
promise us the certainty that we can carry off that task. The love of perfect
justice, married to an overestimation of our capacity for wisdom, is part of the
origin of the desire for power.

Gandalf knows that his rule would create only a partial, fragmentary order
of justice. But if he is not careful, his knowledge that the justice he would cre-
ate is partial would drive him to want to order and then to reorder all the bits
and pieces that don’t quite fit with the program as he sees it. The Ring prom-
ises precisely a comprehensive capacity to possess this order—it promises to
“rule them all and bind them.” Yet Gandalf denies that his wisdom could yield
comprehensiveness of this kind. This is why he disagrees with Saruman’s
policies. Gandalf’s virtue is only partial, and so comprehensive power would
yield injustice. In the end, if Gandalf took the Ring, he would become a dif-
ferent kind of tyrant than Sauron; he would be a self-righteous one. Gandalf
would resemble Robespierre more than Idi Amin. He would begin wanting to
foster justice, but the partiality of his wisdom and the fragmentary nature of
his love would lead inexorably to domination and injustice. Alfred North
Whitehead once defined evil as the brute motive force of fragmentary pur-
pose.33 By rejecting the ring, Gandalf agrees. In short, for Tolkien, Gandalf is
wise because he is humble in this sense: he has a realistic notion of his need
for wisdom and love. In turn, this intimate sense of his neediness focuses his
efforts to love rather than possess because it attunes him to the fragility of
passing goods.34

TRAGEDY AND WISDOM

Tolkien’s wisdom is tragic but hopeful. As the poet says in Antigone, hu-
man beings are the masterpiece of creation. However, while mankind
might master earth, wind, sea, beast, and disease, “death he never cures.”35

Life provides us with the longing for the fullness of life, but in the end, de-
spite all our hopes and desires, our lives end in death. Yet, for Tolkien a
catharsis lies in this realization. We are shocked into wonderment and thus
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appreciation for the people and things we love precisely when we realize
we may lose them. This catharsis depends on a commiseration and there-
fore an identification with the tragic hero who risks loss in order to save
what he loves. This is the heart of Tolkien’s tragic wisdom—an apprecia-
tion for evanescent goods that arises precisely from an acceptance of their
eventual passing. Wisdom for him stems from the acceptance of limits,
from a kind of humility. Those who want the Ring of Power are tempted to
a clinging possessiveness that claims to be able to protect us by managing
the evanescence of the world. Wanting to possess the Ring manifests a de-
sire to control fate. By contrast, a wise resistance to tyranny eschews the
desire to control human destiny and relationships because it recognizes
that such control is beyond human capacity and knowledge. Tragic wisdom
issues in love.

This does not mean that Tolkien advocates passivity or even pacifism. If
his fiction teaches anything, it teaches that evil must be fought with courage.36

The point is that those who engage in this fight must do their best not to take
on the attitude of the tyrant. In this fight, one must be open to one’s need for
wisdom and love, and accept the risk of loss and suffering that neediness im-
plies. Indeed, Tolkien’s fiction shows that to be open to one’s need for wis-
dom and love is to risk loss and suffering. As in Greek tragedy, Tolkien offers
hope that our suffering can have transformative effects that cultivates wis-
dom.37 As Aristotle says, wonder is the beginning of wisdom. Tolkien be-
lieves that an incapacity to wonder at the sheer beauty and givenness of the
world has psychic causes that lie at the root of the impulse to tyranny. He ar-
gues that,

the things that are trite or (in a bad sense) familiar, are the things that we have
appropriated. . . . We say we know them. They have become like the things
which once attracted us by their glitter, or their color, or their shape, and we laid
hands on them, and then locked them in our hoard, acquired them, and acquir-
ing, ceased to look at them.38

The fruit of the unrealistic attempt to possess life securely through power
is a diminished life, a life not awake to the wonder of being. We lose our ca-
pacity to be astonished by what is around us when we cling to it possessively.
For Tolkien, the desire to possess renders the other less interesting, less awe-
some. The desire to possess is also a desire to control through power. And this
desire to exercise power stands in the way of our fascination—our wonder-
ment—at the world around us. For Tolkien, the minute we start to manipulate
through power in order to securely possess another person or good, we start
to lose the capacity to be astonished and fascinated. In this way we lose the
capacity for wonder, the beginning of wisdom.
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The heroes who try to get rid of the Ring dramatize an attitude toward life
that stands opposed to the tyrant’s. The hobbit’s journey away from home to
destroy the Ring and save his home is a symbol of the interior journey we
must make in order to rid ourselves of the attitude of possessiveness that
would stand in the way of fullness of life. Accepting loss is the only way of
protecting the integrity of our relationship to that which we love, because in
the end, it is the attitude that is most realistic about evanescence. The dialogue
between Gimli and Legolas when they leave the Edenic forest of Lórien illu-
minates this point. Gimli begins the conversations by expressing his grief at
leaving this paradise: “Tell me, Legolas, why did I come upon this Quest? Lit-
tle did I know where the chief peril lay. . . . Torment in the dark was the dan-
ger that I feared, and it did not hold me back. But I would not have come, had
I known the danger of light and joy. Now I have taken my worst wound in this
parting, even if I were to go straight to the Dark Lord. Alas for Gimli son of
Glóin!” However, Legolas reminds him that acceptance of loss is the condi-
tion for keeping trust with his friends, and thus for a decent life: “Nay!” says
Legolas. “Alas for us all! And for all that walk the world in these after-days.
For such is the way of it: to find and to lose, as it seems to those whose boat
is on the running stream [the River Anduin, throughout the book a symbol of
mortality]. But I count you blessed, Gimli son of Glóin: for your loss you suf-
fer of your own free will, and you might have chosen otherwise. But you have
not forsaken your companions.” (LotR, 369.II.8).

Tolkien’s presentation of tyranny is one with his tragic but hopeful attitude
toward our mortal condition. His fiction dramatizes the effects of a clinging
possessiveness toward life that refuses the burden of mortality and leads us to
lose our fascination with the world and ourselves. Tolkien believes that this
attitude leads to domination rather than acceptance, wisdom, and wonder. At
the same time, his fiction is a therapy that offers us consolation by viewing
the tragedy and grief of our mortal condition as “eucatastrophes” that can lead
us out of suffering to joy if we do not push them away.39 Tolkien’s fiction
gives us a catharsis if we let it. His heroes’ risks and losses give us a renewed
wonder and joy at the life we have been given for a time and seek to possess
at the cost of our soul.

NOTES

1. “And many have imagined republics and principates that have never been seen
or known to be in truth; because there is such a distance between how one lives and
how one should live that he who lets go that which is done for that which ought to be
done learns his ruin rather than his preservation—for a man who wishes to profess the
good in everything needs must fall among so many who are not good. Hence it is nec-
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essary for a prince, if he wishes to maintain himself, to learn to be able not to be good,
and to use it and not use it according to necessity,” Machiavelli, The Prince, trans.
Leo Paul S. de Alvarez (Prospect Heights, IL: Waveland Press, 1980), 93.

2. Gandalf is a wizard and a Maiar, an angelic being sent to Middle Earth to help
men and elves in their struggle against Sauron. In the Silmarillion, Tolkien writes that
Gandalf was “wisest of the Maiar” (30). Gandalf learned wisdom from the Valar (an
angel of a higher order) called Nienna. Tolkien writes of her, “She is acquainted with
grief, and mourns for every wound. . . . But she does not weep for herself; and those
who hearken to her learn pity, and endurance in hope,” J. R. R. Tolkien, The Silmar-
illion, ed. Christopher Tolkien (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1977), 28. I will
return to this theme later, but it is crucial here to emphasize the relationship of wis-
dom to suffering in Tolkien’s work.

3. In fact, Gandalf himself entertains this possibility. For Gandalf’s doubts about his
policy, see Lord of the Rings, 797.V.4. All citations to Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings
(henceforth LotR) are taken from the one-volume edition published by Houghton Mif-
flin (New York, 1987). Due to the many editions with their different paginations, I will
refer to the book and chapter numbers, as well as to the page numbers from that edition.

4. Saruman says, “The time of the Elves is over, but our time is at hand: the world
of Men, which we must rule. But we must have power, power to order all things as
we will, for that good which only the wise can see,” LotR 252.II.2. See also 253.II.2.

5. Terry Castle, “High Plains Drifter,” The Atlantic Monthly, January/February
2004, 186–87.

6. J. R. R. Tolkien: Author of the Century (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 2001),
vii. As Bruno Bettelheim has pointed out, “Myths and fairy stories both answer the
eternal questions: What is the world really like? How am I to live my life in it? How
can I truly be myself?” The Uses of Enchantment: The Meaning and Importance of
Fairy Tales (New York: Alfred Knopf, 1976), 45.

7. Shippey, Author of the Century, xxx.
8. For accounts of Tolkien’s experiences during World War I and its effect on his

work, see John Garth, Tolkien and the Great War: The Threshold of Middle Earth
(New York: Houghton Mifflin, 2003).

9. Tom Shippey, The Road to Middle Earth (New York: Houghton Mifflin,
2003b), 324–25.

10. So, for example, in Plato’s Republic, Socrates constructs the city in speech to
show the effect of injustice on the individual soul, for the soul is difficult to see. Plato
also believes that children should be raised on myth, not discursive accounts of real-
ity (Republic, 376aff). And his dialogues are peppered with fables and myths aiming
to explore experiences and realities that discursive rationality cannot exhaust. For a
sympathetic treatment of Plato’s use of myth, see Eric Voegelin, Plato and Aristotle
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1957).

11. “Now the Elves made many rings; but secretly Sauron made One Ring to rule
all the others, and their power was bound up with it, to be subject wholly to it and to
last so long as it too should last. . . . And while he wore the One Ring he could per-
ceive all the things that were done by means of the lesser rings, and he could see and
govern the very thoughts of those that wore them,” Silmarillion, 287–88.
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12. Thus the importance of the famous opening poem: “Three Rings for the Elven-
kings under the sky, / Seven for the Dwarf-lords in their halls of stone, / Nine for Mor-
tal Men doomed to die, / One for the Dark Lord on his dark throne / In the Land of
Mordor where the Shadows lie. / One Ring to rule them all, One Ring to find them, /
One Ring to bring them all, and in the darkness bind them / In the Land of Mordor
where the Shadows lie.”

13. Silmarillion, 289.
14. Silmarillion, 288.
15. See Humphrey Carpenter, ed., The Letters of J. R. R. Tolkien (Boston:

Houghton Mifflin, 1981), 267.
16. Humphrey Carpenter, J. R. R. Tolkien: A Biography (New York: Houghton

Mifflin, 2000), 39.
17. Tolkien says, “[The dwarf lords] used their rings only for the getting of wealth;

but wrath and an overmastering of greed of gold were kindled in their hearts,” Sil-
marillion, 288–89.

18. Thus The Hobbit is a paradigmatic example of a classic mythical hero narra-
tive. For a good description of the characteristics of this genre, see Joseph Campbell,
The Hero with a Thousand Faces (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1972).

19. Augustine, City of God, V.12, V.14, XVII.2. For an elaboration of this point,
see Thomas W. Smith, “The Glory and Tragedy of Politics,” in Augustine and Poli-
tics, ed. John Doody, Kevin Hughes, and Kim Paffenroth (Lanham, MD: Rowman &
Littlefield, forthcoming).

20. To this, Frodo replies, “But the wearing is slow in Lorien. The power of the
Lady is on it. Rich are the hours, though short they seem . . . where Galadriel wields
the Elven-Ring” (LotR, 379).

21. “What is it that the Buddha is telling the world here? First, that by the mere
fact of being born under the conditions of finite existence every living creature is sub-
ject to the evils of sickness, old age, and death, and to the sadness that comes when
his loved ones are stricken by these ills. These inevitable occasions of unhappiness
(dukha) constitute the problem of life. But they would not make us unhappy were it
not for the blind demandingness (tanha) in our nature which leads us to ask of the uni-
verse, for ourselves and those specially dear to us, more than it is ready or even able
to give. Moreover, it is this same unrealistic and selfish craving which, frustrated as
it inevitably becomes, moves us to act in ways that increase the unhappiness of oth-
ers,” E. A. Burtt, ed., The Teachings of the Compassionate Buddha: Early Discourses,
the Dhammapada, and Later Basic Writings (New York: Mentor, 1982), 28.

22. The elves call death “the Gift of Men,” Letters, 267.
23. Letters, 325 (letter 245). For a paradigmatic dialogue between elves and men

concerning mortality, see Silmarillion, 265.
24. Silmarillion, 289.
25. For this, see Matthew T. Dickerson, Following Gandalf: Epic Battles and

Moral Victory in The Lord of the Rings (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2004), 96.
26. Letters, 243–44 (letter 183). The nature of Sauron’s attempt to cling posses-

sively to a fragmentary good is captured in Tolkien’s description of the changes he
brought to Numenor after he repented his misdeeds and offered to make amends early
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in his career. Note the implicit connection between the desire to secure the good and
its underlying sense of insecurity that leads to a lust for domination: “At first he re-
vealed only secrets of craft, and taught the making of many things powerful and won-
derful; and they seemed good. Our ships now go without the wind, and many are
made of metal that sheareth hidden rocks, and they sink not in calm or storm; but they
are no longer fair to look upon. Our towers grow ever stronger and climb higher, but
beauty they leave behind upon earth. We who have no foes are embattled with im-
pregnable fortresses—and mostly on the West. Our arms are multiplied as for an age-
long war, and men are ceasing to give love or care to the making of things for use or
delight. But our shields are impenetrable, our swords cannot be withstood, our darts
are like thunder and pass over leagues unerring,” J. R. R. Tolkien, The Lost Road and
other Writings: Language and Legend before ‘The Lord of the Rings,’ Vol. 5, History
of Middle Earth, ed. Christopher Tolkien (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1987), 67.

27. Letters, 267.
28. For an illuminating account of the “wraithing process,” see Shippey, Author of

the Century, 121–28.
29. See Plato, Apology of Socrates, 30e; Gorgias, 505d.
30. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1141b21, 1141b24–28; Politics, 1252a1–8,

1260a17–19. For an elaboration of this point, see Thomas W. Smith, Revaluing
Ethics: Aristotle’s Dialectical Pedagogy (Albany: State University of New York
Press, 2001), chap. 1.

31. Nicomachean Ethics, 1093a27–1094b10.
32. This is why in Tolkien’s fiction, practical wisdom is manifest in a healthy dis-

regard for rules and laws when they stand in the way of the good. It is astonishing to
note how many of the best characters in the Lord of the Rings break the law in order
to uphold right. Faramir, second in command of Gondor, disobeys his father’s orders
when he decides not to bring Frodo and the Ring back to Gondor. Hama, the door-
warden of King Theoden, refuses to confiscate Gandalf’s staff out of a concern with
hospitality, and so betrays his king’s orders. Yet Hama actually winds up saving the
king because Gandalf uses his staff to heal the king. For an excellent account of the re-
lationship between law and justice, see Edward A. Goerner, “Letter and Spirit: The
Political Ethics of the Rule of Law versus the Political Ethics of the Rule of the Vir-
tuous,” Review of Politics 45 (1983): 553–75.

33. Cited in Gerhart Niemeyer, Aftersight and Foresight: Selected Essays (Lan-
ham, MD: University Press of America/Intercollegiate Studies Institute, 1988), 231.

34. See, especially, Tolkien’s comments on Gandalf in Letters, 202.
35. Sophocles, The Oedipus Plays, trans. Paul Roche (New York: Penguin Books,

1996), 207.
36. The only pacifist in the Lord of the Rings is Tom Bombadil. Tolkien explains

the importance of the character this way: “The story is cast in terms of a good side,
and a bad side, beauty against ruthless ugliness, tyranny against kingship, moderated
freedom with consent against compulsion, and so on; but both sides in some degree,
conservative or destructive, want a measure of control. But if you have, as it were,
taken a ‘vow of poverty,’ renounced control, and take your delight in things for them-
selves without reference to yourself, watching, observing, and to some extent even
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knowing, then the question of the rights and wrongs of power and control might be-
come utterly meaningless to you, and the means of power quite valueless. It is a nat-
ural pacifist view, which always arises in the mind when there is a war.” However,
Tolkien continues by pointing out the limits of this attitude: “But the view of [the
Wise] seems to be that it [Bombadil’s attitude toward the world] is an excellent thing
to have represented, but that there are in fact things with which it cannot cope, and
upon whom its existence nonetheless depends. Ultimately, only the victory of the
West will allow Bombadil to continue, or even to survive. Nothing would be left for
him in the world of Sauron,” Letters, 178–179.

37. For an excellent statement of the relationship of wisdom to Greek tragedy, see
Joe Sachs, “Aristotle’s Poetics,” Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, http://www
.utm.edu/research/iep/a/aris-poe.htm.

38. See J. R. R. Tolkien, “On Fairy Stories,” in The Monster and the Critics and
Other Essays (London: Harper Collins, 1997b), 147.

39. Tolkien, “On Fairy Stories,” 155–56.
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High on a ridge dominating the city of Syracuse in Sicily sits the fortress of
Euryelus. Magnificent and fearsome, the imposing stone structure covers
15,000 square meters (54,000 square feet) with its still-standing catapult
towers, its deep defensive ditches, its network of underground galleries, and
its high walls. It is the most complete and important surviving ancient Greek
fortification. Built between 402 and 397 B.C. by Dionysius I, tyrant of Syra-
cuse, and refurbished by his successors, it kept all enemies out for nearly 200
years. It also kept the Syracusans in. (For an introduction, see Grady 2003,
329–30).

Euryelus is the symbol of tyranny. No other ancient Greek city had as many
or as famous tyrants as did Syracuse, from Gelon to Dionysius to Agathocles
to Hieron. No other ancient Greek tyranny made so much progress in the per-
verted art of mass killing: it was, for example, Dionysius I’s engineers who
invented the first catapult and Hieron II’s engineer who invented antisiege
machines so destructive that they terrified even the Romans (that engineer
was no less a figure than Archimedes). By the same token, no regime other
than a tyranny could have mustered the resources to build a fortress like Eu-
ryelus—or could have tolerated its symbolism of control.

The Syracusan tyrants were no savages. They subsidized poets and
philosophers from Pindar to Plato to Theocritus, and they left behind the ru-
ins of theater and temples. But these tyrants were not liberals either.

To contemplate the ruins of Euryelus today is to engage in an act of polit-
ical theory. The splendid structure symbolizes not just the crushing power of
tyranny but its allure. Tyranny offers not merely repression but grandeur. But
it was grandeur at a price, and Euryelus stands witness to the cost.

We contemporaries make a mistake if we measure freedom by a regime’s
ability to erect monuments, to patronize the arts, or to build protective walls.
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Likewise, we need to resist the temptation of letting artists, actors, or archi-
tects play a leading role in the politics of a free society. They are entitled to a
voice, of course, but it must be measured skeptically against the knowledge
that art and liberty do not necessarily share the same interests. Likewise, we
must not let ourselves be distracted from the business of self-government by
undue attention to monument building. There is something unseemly about
the intense focus of the public mind in recent decades on memorials ranging
from the Vietnam Wall to the Holocaust memorials in Berlin and Washington
to the rebuilding of Ground Zero in New York City. A free society is too busy
to have much time for monuments; freedom’s greatest monument is itself.
Nor does a free society place its defense in walls so much as in an aroused
and active citizenry.

These points become clearer in the case study of classical Greece. Let us
turn to an examination of Greek tyranny and freedom, of the relationship of
each regime to the arts, and of the commentary of classical philosophers on
these matters.

Today there is a common perception that artists are the strongest supporters
of freedom of speech and that artists are the plainspoken truth tellers of the
land. John F. Kennedy, for example, is quoted in the rotunda of the James
Michener Art Museum in Doylestown, Pennsylvania, as saying, “If art is to
nourish the roots of our culture, society must set the artist free to follow his vi-
sion wherever it takes him.” Censorship is considered a particular disaster for
artists. On its website, for example, the American Civil Liberties Union warns,

Today, the creators, producers and distributors of popular culture are often
blamed for the nation’s deep social problems. Calls for censorship threaten to
erode free speech (http://www.aclu.org/FreeSpeech/FreeSpeechMain.cfm).

Yet as a matter of historical record, artists have not always supported free-
dom of speech. Indeed, artists have not only survived in unfree societies, but
have sometimes emigrated from a free republic to a tyranny in order to secure
the patronage of a tyrant. But how could that be the case? Do not artists re-
quire freedom, which all tyrants oppose? In fact, artists require only artistic
freedom, not political freedom. The two are not the same thing. The Ameri-
can Civil Liberties Union equates artistic freedom with freedom of expression
(ACLU Briefing Paper Number 14, “Freedom of Expression in the Arts and
Entertainment,” http://archive.aclu.org/library/pbp14.html). But this is
wrong. History shows that given a choice between, on the one hand, complete
freedom of expression along with poverty and, on the other hand, little free-
dom of expression but generous funding for their art, many artists choose the
latter. For example, neither the composers Richard Strauss, nor Carl Orff, nor
the conductor Wilhelm Furtwängler considered it necessary to emigrate from
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Hitler’s Germany, and the conductor Herbert von Karajan joined the Nazi
Party there. Strauss was not a supporter of the Nazis, but nonetheless he com-
posed the Olympic Hymn for the 1936 Games, held in Berlin and turned into
a showcase of the Third Reich by Hitler and his propaganda minister Josef
Goebbels. Albert Speer thrived under the Nazis as an architect and a top in-
dustrial official. Expressionist poet Gottfried Benn not only declined to join
other literary émigrés from Germany but staunchly defended the Third Reich.
German actor Emil Jannings won an Oscar in America and then returned to
Germany where he eventually starred in Nazi propaganda films. None of
these artists felt the need for freedom of expression. What they wanted, in-
stead, was to make art. Political freedom calls for as little as the ability to
speak one’s mind in public. Artistic freedom is frequently expensive: for ex-
ample, a sculptor cannot make a fine statue without marble, nor can a con-
ductor conduct a symphony without an orchestra and a concert hall.

Nor is the creative process the same as the process of expressing a politi-
cal opinion. Artists are craftsmen, able to take satisfaction in the process of
creation. Poets and painters, says Socrates in Plato’s Republic, are more in-
terested in beauty than in truth; more interested in emotion than in reason
(602a–605b). He adds that artists have no practical wisdom, except in their
ability to make things—even ugly things—look beautiful (600a, 601a–b). Art
qua art is not about changing the world.

Politics, by contrast, is indeed about change and is an example of practical
wisdom. Since political freedom may effect change, it is necessarily inimical
to tyranny. Artistic freedom is flexible: a poet may write fine dactyls under a
tyrant, but a politician is strictly limited in what he can say.

Besides, artists and tyrants share a common commitment to sensuality. An
artist must explore his senses, and who better than to guide him than a tyrant,
with his well-known appetite for sensual amusement. Tyrants are famous for
their access to any pleasure, including sights, sounds, food, drink, and sex.
For Plato’s Socrates, the tyrant is the sensualist par excellence (Plato 1984,
571a–575a). Indeed, as Xenophon has the poet Simonides say to the tyrant
Hiero, ordinary people envy tyrants because of their extraordinary enjoyment
of pleasures (Xenophon 1997, 1.8–9).

Tyrants like artists, as Aristotle writes, because artists flatter them (Aristo-
tle 1984, 1313b1). For instance, just as in modern times, German dictator
Adolf Hitler enjoyed the services of filmmaker Leni Riefenstahl, who glori-
fied Nazism in her documentary Triumph of the Will—a classic both of cin-
ema and propaganda, so in ancient times Hiero, tyrant of Syracuse (chief city
of Greek Sicily) was celebrated in the classical verse of the poet Pindar. Hi-
ero was as patron as well of other leading Greek poets, including Aeschylus,
Bacchylides, and Simonides.

In the Shadow of the Fortress 235



Italian dictator Benito Mussolini had his praises sung by the leading Italian
poet Gabriele d’Annunzio and the world-famous inventor Gugliemo Marconi,
while Polycrates, tyrant of the island Samos (ca. 535–ca. 522 B.C.) basked in
the flattery of the great Anacreon as a court poet and considered his prize pos-
session to be a ring made for him by the gem cutter Theodorus. Many other
poets, craftsmen, architects, and engineers graced Polycrates’ court, but not the
philosopher Pythagoras: a native of Samos, Pythagoras moved to Italy—it is
said, because of the growing severity of Polycrates’ tyranny (Laertius
1972–1979, 9).

Aristotle also mentions two less direct reasons for tyrants’ affection for
artists. First, art is expensive, and tyrants have an interest in raising taxes and
spending the people’s money because otherwise that money might be used to
buy arms to support a revolt; besides, poverty deprives people of the leisure
time needed plot revolution (ibid.) The height of tyrannical patronage of the
arts, suggests Aristotle, is monumental construction, presumably because of
its huge expense. The philosopher comments,

Examples of this are the pyramids in Egypt, the monuments of the Cypselids
[tyrants of Corinth], the construction of the temple of Olympian Zeus by the Pi-
sistratids [tyrants of Athens], and the work done by Polycrates [tyrant of Samos]
on the [temples] at Samos. All of these things have the same effect—lack of
leisure and poverty on the part of the ruled. (Aristotle, Politics, 1313b1, trans.
Lord, 1984, 174)

A second indirect reason why tyrants subsidize artists, according to Aristo-
tle, is that art is international. Great artists can be brought in from abroad,
which gives a tyrant the company of foreigners—and that is companionship
that a tyrant indeed craves, knowing as he does the enmity of his own people
(Aristotle 1984, 1314a1).

To sum up, ancient Greek history and philosophy demonstrate a commu-
nity of interests between artists and tyrants, as well as a certain similarity of
temperament. Freedom of speech does not appear necessarily to have been a
matter of concern to artists in ancient Greece. This is not to say that ancient
artists were unanimously indifferent to political freedom. It is hard to imag-
ine democratic Sophocles or irreverent Aristophanes at a tyrant’s court, for
example. But they were exceptions to the usual relationship between artists
and tyrants, which is better represented by their fellow Athenian dramatists
Aeschylus (in Sicily) and Euripides (in Macedon under the tyrannical king
Archelaus), each of whom ended his life as a poet in residence in a tyranny
far from their native Athens.1

Let us return to Euryelus, that mighty symbol of tyranny. The fortress sig-
nifies not only what ancient Syracuse was, but of what it wasn’t. Euryelus is
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no monument to freedom. Strictly speaking, freedom is incompatible with
monuments unless the monument is the result only of voluntary activity. In
general, the bigger the monument, the greater the taxes imposed to build it.
Nor are fortresses compatible with freedom, strictly speaking, since fortresses
entail a system of passive defense, while a free people engages in active de-
fense. Free people do not wait for enemies to attack them; rather, they go out
and fight trouble abroad before it threatens their homeland. No wonder the in-
spiration for modern freedom lies not in Syracuse but in Athens and Sparta.

Freedom is threadbare. Consider first Athens, the greatest ancient example
of democracy, and a polity whose watchwords were freedom and equality. To
be sure, Syracuse, too, experienced periods of democracy, for example, when
Syracuse defeated Athens’ invading armada in the harbor of Syracuse in 413
B.C. But no monuments to this victory survive; Euryelus comes from the next
generation, when Syracuse had become a tyranny.

By the same token, democratic Athens also produced fortresses, whose im-
posing ruins may be seen today in the hills of Attica at sites such as Gyph-
tokastro (perhaps ancient Eleutherae) and Fili (ancient Phyle). But these
works date not to the era of Athens’ greatest power but to a period a hundred
years later, in the mid-fourth century B.C., when Athenians had lost the con-
viction that freedom was worth fighting for abroad in expeditions in which
they risked their own bodies. The orator Demosthenes constantly tried to con-
vince his countrymen to serve as citizen soldiers and to battle Philip of Mace-
don in northern Greece before he attacked the Athenian homeland. But the
Athenian public had no stomach for the enterprise, preferring instead to sit
behind an ancient Maginot Line of border forts—until in 338 B.C. they fi-
nally fought in Central Greece, at Chaeronea. But by then it was too late (On
these forts, see Ober 1985; cf. Munn 1993).

Yet some may object that except for the accident of survival, Athens’ great-
est ruined fortress today would consist of the remarkable Long Walls that
once connected the city to its ports at Phaleron and Piraeus, about three and
four miles away, respectively. The Long Walls date precisely to the era of
Athenian greatness under Pericles in the fifth century B.C. So, for that mat-
ter, does one of the most famous monuments of antiquity, the Parthenon. This
temple was built by the Athenian democracy, using public funds. But the
Parthenon is no monument to freedom. It was paid for by tribute from the ca.
250 allied city-states in the naval confederacy of which Athens was hegemon,
the so-called Delian League (478–404 B.C.) Pericles famously characterized
works such as the Parthenon as “refinement without extravagance” (Thuc.
2.40.1, trans. Strassler, 1988, 113). His political opponents spoke for many
Greeks, however, when they called the Parthenon an abuse of power. They
said that Athens’ allies would consider the beautiful temple to be “an act of
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bare-faced tyranny, when they see that with their own contributions, extorted
from them by force for the war against the Persians, we are gilding and beau-
tifying our city, as if it were some vain woman decking herself out with costly
stones and statues and temples worth millions of money” (Plutarch Life of
Pericles, 12.3, trans. Scott-Kilvert, 1960, 177–78).

Indeed, they could point to other Athenian examples of Athenian arrogance
and of high-handedness toward the allies, such as requiring them to use
Athenian weights, measures, and coins and insisting that all major court cases
in the allied states be decided not locally but centrally, in Athens with Athen-
ian juries. And the Long Walls represented Athenian determination not to give
in to the pressure of invasion by other Greeks who insisted that Athens make
concessions to the allies—what the invaders called “freeing the Hellenes.”
No wonder that Athens’ detractors at the time referred to her as the “tyrant
city” (Thuc. 1.122.3, 1.124.3; on the Athenian Empire, see Meiggs 1972).

Athenian freedom, therefore, went hand in hand with measures of repres-
sion. For an example of a Greek city-state that exercised hegemony without
imposing taxes abroad to support public works at home, we need to turn
southward, to the Peloponnese. The classic case of a free society without
walls or substantial monuments is found there: it is ancient Sparta, which had
its heyday between ca. 600 and ca. 350 B.C. For most of this period, Sparta
was the leading land power of all the ca.1500 Greek city-states. Its people had
a reputation for prowess, toughness, and public-spiritedness. The Spartan
ideal was one of citizen service: every male was supposed to serve the city in
war and government, while every female was supposed to bear children and
to raise a new generation of heroes. Solidarity was highly esteemed. For ex-
ample, Sparta dubbed its adult males “Peers” because of what made them
similar: citizenship, military service, a voice in the assembly, the possession
of a state-granted, inherited land allotment, and a common responsibility to
educate the next generation in the duties of a Spartan. Solidarity even ex-
tended to the bedroom: adult Spartans practiced wife swapping in order to
produce more children, while teenage Spartan males idealized homosexual
love among soldiers.

The flip side of the coin was the presence of a common enemy to unite
Spartans: the large, restive population of unfree laborers known as helots, a
group far outnumbering the citizens. Repression of the helots was a shared re-
sponsibility (and preoccupation) of Spartans. Although Spartan citizens were
expected to sacrifice private interests for the good of the community, they en-
joyed freedom from having to earn their daily bread, thanks to the public land
grants and the forced labor of helots.

By today’s standards, the helots might qualify the entire Spartan state as a
tyranny, but all ancient Greek city-states employed unfree labor; Athens, for
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example, had a big population of slaves. Yet the contrast between slavery and
freedom at Sparta seemed particularly glaring to some in antiquity: Plutarch
cites a saying, apparently by the late-fifth-century B.C. Athenian critic and
revolutionary Critias, that “there is nothing to match either the freedom of the
free man at Sparta or the slavery of the slave” (Plutarch Lycurgus, 28.2, trans.
Talbert, 1988, 41).

Spartans prided themselves on a citizen army so good that theirs was the
only great city in Greece left unfortified; all the other major cities of Greece
were protected by walls. Spartan urban space was also unique. In order to
promote the military virtue of toughness, Spartan citizens were required to
live very austerely. The result was a city of modest public buildings adorned
with little of the sculpture, wall paintings, or mosaics that were common else-
where in Greek temples, stoas, gymnasia, and baths. With its spectacular
buildings and art, Athens gave a visitor the impression of wealth and power,
while the unembellished public space of Sparta did little justice to the might
of Greece’s greatest land power. Thucydides comments on this paradox:

For I suppose that if Sparta were to become desolate, and only the temples and
the foundations of the public buildings were left, that as time went on there
would be a strong disposition with posterity to refuse to accept her fame as a
true exponent of her power. And yet they occupy two-fifths of the Peloponnesus
and lead the whole, not to speak of their numerous allies outside. Still, as the city
is neither built in a compact form nor adorned with magnificent temples and
public edifices, but composed of villages after the old fashion of Hellas, there
would be an impression of inadequacy. Whereas, if Athens were to suffer the
same misfortune, I suppose that any inference from the appearance presented to
the eye would make her power to have been twice as great as it is. (Thuc. 1.10.2,
trans. Strassler, 1996, 8)

The early modern philosopher Rousseau, a great admirer of Sparta, writes
in a similar vein, “Of its inhabitants nothing is left to us except the memory
of their heroic actions” (Rousseau 1964, 43).

Rousseau associated the arts and sciences with decadence, so he gloried in
Sparta’s know-nothing attitude toward culture. The arts did not ennoble
Athens, he argues; they corrupted it. It was no accident, says Rousseau, that
a tyrant, the Athenian Pisistratus (ruled ca. 560 and ca. 546–527 B.C.), spon-
sored the first canonical version of Homer, or so tradition has it. Rousseau
writes,

Could I forget that in the very heart of Greece rose that city as renowned for its
happy ignorance as for the wisdom of its laws, that republic of demi-gods rather
than men, so superior did their virtues seem to human nature? O Sparta! you
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eternally put to shame a vain doctrine! While the vices which accompany the
fine arts entered Athens together with them, while a tyrant there so carefully
collected the works of the prince of poets, you chased the arts and artists, the
sciences and scientists away from your walls. (Rousseau 1964, 43)

The Greeks saw Sparta’s polity and tyranny as ideal types at the opposite
ends of a scale of regimes. A historian today might well see a great deal of
truth in this. Spartans prized freedom, austerity, and citizen solidarity, while
tyrants practiced repression, aimed to keep citizens divided from each other,
and promoted art and public works.

Alone among the major city-states of Greece, Sparta did not experience a
tyranny (until the third century B.C.) Opposition to tyrants was a guiding
principle of Spartan foreign policy in the sixth and early fifth centuries B.C.
Not that Sparta was always consistent on that score: its cagey and oppor-
tunistic leadership was more than capable of making alliances with tyrants
such as Hippias of Athens and Polycrates of Samos when such a policy pro-
moted Sparta’s self-interest. But the antityrannical ideal always struck a
chord in Sparta, and Thucydides was impressed by its practical application
over time:

But at last a time came when the tyrants of Athens and the far older tyrannies of
Hellas were, with the exception of those in Sicily, once and for all put down by
Sparta; for this city, though after the settlement of the Dorians, its present in-
habitants, it suffered from factions from an unparalleled length of time, still at a
very early period obtained good laws, and enjoyed a freedom from tyrants
which was unbroken; it has possessed the same form of government for more
than four hundred years, reckoning to the end of the late war, and has thus been
in a position to arrange the affairs of other states. (Thuc. 1.18.1, trans. Strassler,
1996, 13–14)

Austere, militaristic, uncultured, and class-ridden: what can Sparta, which
was all these things, have to offer us today? It offers us an invaluable lesson.
Sparta demonstrates that the opposite of tyranny is not creativity; the oppo-
site of tyranny is freedom. Neither charming nor artistic, freedom is fierce
and frugal. Every major city-state in Greece boasted better art and better mon-
uments than Sparta, but no Greek citizens were as free as were Spartans. In
fact, the more tyrannical was a city-state, whether at home or abroad, the
more likely it was to sponsor great art. Athens, Corinth, Syracuse, and Samos
all had beautiful monuments, and they all were tyrannies at one time or an-
other. Sparta had no walls to compare with Euryelus and no temples to com-
pete with the Parthenon, but it was always free of tyrants.

Measure a country’s freedom not by its creativity and even less by its mon-
uments. Measure it, rather, by a people’s public-spiritedness, by their vigi-
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lance against tyrants, and by their willingness to sacrifice luxuries in order to
forge the weapons of freedom. In order to enjoy the fruits of the refinement
of Athens and the science of Syracuse, we must first accept the duties of
Sparta’s citizens. That is the best way to step out from under the shadow of
the tyrant’s fortress.

NOTE

1. Aristotle even reports that Archelaus handed over a man named Decamnichus to
Euripides for flogging, because the man had made an infuriating insult about Euripi-
des’ bad breath. Later, the vengeful Decamnichus stirred up a revolt against
Archelaus. (Aristotle 1984, 1311b).
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In his 2002 State of the Union Address, President Bush described Iraq, Iran,
and North Korea as an “Axis of Evil” and expressed his resolve to meet any
threat they might pose to the United States. This phrase, obviously meant to
echo Ronald Reagan’s characterization of the Soviet Union as an “evil em-
pire” two decades ago, was coolly received at home and abroad, and the pres-
ident has not emphasized it since. Yet we would be unwise to forget it. While
rhetorical overreach in the wake of the 2001 terrorist attacks may be under-
standable, the hollowness of the president’s formulation betrays a strategic
disorientation that merits examination.

This disorientation affects all Western governments today and not just the
United States, although ours is certainly the most consequential. It arises from
the fact that the political language for describing the international environ-
ment remains rooted in the distinctive experiences of the twentieth century.
The birth of the fascist axis, its defeat partly through democratic mobilization
and resolve, the postwar spread of the Soviet empire, the gulags and concen-
tration camps, the genocides, the espionage, the nuclear arms race—these are
the political phenomena for which the century is today remembered. Already
we are beginning to see that this was not the whole story, that other develop-
ments—such as decolonization, the integration of world markets, the techno-
logical shock of digitalization—were also revolutionary. Conceptually and
rhetorically, however, the twentieth-century confrontation with totalitarian-
ism still sets our intellectual compass.

The term “totalitarianism” first entered the English language in the 1920s
after Benito Mussolini popularized it in Italian, referring in his speeches to
“lo stato totalitario” and “la nostra feroce voluntà totalitaria.” The word then
gained wide currency after the Allied victory in World War II and the onset of
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the Cold War, and was used as a general noun describing both fascism and
communism, and distinguishing them from earlier forms of tyranny. Hannah
Arendt was only the most prominent thinker to maintain that fascism and
communism had given birth to a genuinely new type of political regime, for
which new concepts and standards were required. Historians and political sci-
entists alike have debated the concept ever since, as well as related terms like
authoritarianism, dictatorship, absolutism, autocracy, praetorianism, sul-
tanism, patrimonialism, and others still more arcane. But in the public mind,
the concept of totalitarianism remains firmly planted.

However adequate one finds that concept for describing fascism and com-
munism, the fact is that the phenomenon it once referred to has all but disap-
peared. A ghostly, emaciated version of it still exists in North Korea, and one
can argue about the degree to which the term still applies to, say, China or
Cuba, but elsewhere the main institutions of totalitarian rule— charismatic
leadership, a mobilizing ideology, relentless surveillance—have broken
down, leaving in their wake a piebald map of tyrannical regimes that harm
their own people and threaten their neighbors in very different ways. But
what are we to call such nations? New terms like “rogue states,” “failed
states,” and “illiberal democracies” point to the problem of nomenclature but
don’t go far in resolving it. Nor do they help us to distinguish among such
states morally and strategically. Our situation is extremely paradoxical: the
more conscious the West has become of the evils of twentieth-century totali-
tarianism, the less capable it has become of understanding the phenomenon
of tyranny in the twenty-first.

The ancient Greek term tyrannos, which may have come from Lydia, was
originally neutral and interchangeable with monarchos, and simply meant one
who rules alone. By the fifth century, however, a distinction had grown up be-
tween a king who rules with the consent of the governed through established
laws and institutions (basileus) and a tyrant who does not. Both of these po-
litical arrangements, kingship and tyranny, were distinguished from despot-
ism (despoteia), which the Greeks used to describe non-Greek regimes they
considered to be unpolitical and under a kind of household rule.

In the writings of Plato and Xenophon, we discover a Socrates who makes
the first sustained inquiry into the nature of political tyranny, which he asso-
ciates with a spiritual disorder in which the natural hierarchy of the soul and
the polity are similarly disturbed. Tyranny, on this view, is the most corrupt
form of government because it serves only the base desires of the ruler and
ignores the counsel of the wise. Aristotle offered an important refinement of
this analysis by pointing out that a tyrannical style of rule is not limited to evil
kings or princes, that extreme forms of oligarchy and even democracy can be
considered tyrannical if they are lawless, arbitrary, and set against the public
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interest. Tyranny thus understood is a general class of extremely bad regimes
that deny the basic goods political life can offer.

During the European Middle Ages, this more general understanding of the
many species of tyranny was lost to view for the simple reason that monar-
chy became the only form of government Europeans knew at first hand, and
thus the term “tyrant” referred again narrowly to an unjust king (rex iniustus).
Scholastic thinkers developed a voluminous philosophical and theological lit-
erature on this problem, which concerned the virtues of the ideal Christian
prince, how he should be educated, and when and under what circumstances
tyrannicide might be justified. The concepts and terms used in this literature
were rooted in the Christian tradition and later were used against the church,
or at least against the popes, during the Reformation. As modern political
thought began to develop, this Christian scholastic language became less
compelling, and new concepts and terms entered political discourse, such as
“rights” and “sovereignty.” Yet the classic problem of tyranny remained para-
mount for all early modern thinkers—even for figures like Machiavelli and
Hobbes who played with tyrannical fire. By the time of the Enlightenment,
explicit reference to the Christian political tradition had all but ceased, and
the campaign against the current form of tyranny, absolute monarchy allied
with Church dogma, had to be waged differently. In France, for example, one
attacked despotisme, a term that traditionally referred only to non-European
regimes but now provided a convenient way of criticizing absolutist French
kings by appearing to condemn the Turks.

Despite the changes in conceptual language, however, it is no exaggeration
to speak of a continuous tradition of political theory, running from the Greeks
down to the Enlightenment, that took the phenomenon of tyranny as its theo-
retical starting point, and the establishment of barriers against tyrannical rule
as its practical aim. That tradition came to an effective halt with the French
Revolution. This need not have been the case, but it was. Because the main
focus of Western political thinking for nearly a millennium had been on tyran-
nical kingship, little thought had been given to the tyrannical propensities of
other political arrangements, including republican democracy, which many
considered a simple antidote to the evils of absolutist monarchy.1 The Revo-
lution was seen by its partisans and critics alike as an epochal event, after
which the paternalistic claims of monarchy would have no place, and a
wholly new order of things would be established, for better or worse.

They were right, at least about Europe. But did that mean that tyranny, too,
was a thing of the past? The Terror and Napoleon gave alert thinkers like Ben-
jamin Constant and Tocqueville the disturbing premonition of new forms of
political tyranny, having little to do with monarchical despotism, arising in
the democratic age. In the end, though, it was thinkers like Hegel in Germany
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and Auguste Comte in France who set the tone in Europe by offering a loftier
historical vantage point from which to see the democratic age, one in which
the problem of tyranny seemed to disappear. Hegel and Comte expressed
themselves in different conceptual languages, but their vision was identical:
the Terror and Napoleon were mere detours on the road from absolutist
monarchy to rational, bureaucratic, industrial states, which all European na-
tions were destined to become. This destiny left no room for political tyranny,
as traditionally understood.

Interestingly, the concept of tyranny did not disappear in the nineteenth
century, it simply migrated from the realm of politics to that of culture: polit-
ical optimism and cultural pessimism went hand in hand. Tocqueville set the
tone when he spoke of the “soft despotism” of public opinion and the
“tyranny of the majority” that modern mass forms of democracy made possi-
ble. For John Stuart Mill, the real challenge to human liberty no longer came
from wicked kings or corrupt institutions; it came from “the tyranny of the
prevailing opinion and feeling,” while for Marx industrial capitalism main-
tained its tyranny over the working classes through the subtle workings of
bourgeois ideology, which was more successful than political force in main-
taining the modern system of production. As the great nineteenth-century in-
tellectual system builders probed ever deeper into the shadows of human ex-
perience, they found tyranny everywhere—everywhere, that is, except on the
surface of political life.

Freud and Max Weber were the last representatives of this tradition. Freud
wanted to help modern individuals cast off the tyranny of a past that enslaved
them unconsciously. Weber wanted to reconcile them to living in the “iron
cage” of a rationalized, bureaucratic world that had been thoroughly “disen-
chanted.” Both would die at a loss to explain the rebirth of political tyranny
in the twentieth century. It is telling that in the two hefty volumes of Weber’s
posthumously published summa of modern sociology, Economy and Society,
we find only two pages devoted to the problem of the tyrant, and these treat
it as an exclusively ancient form of “illegitimate rule.”

As one looks back on nineteenth-century Europe, it is hard to avoid the im-
pression that advances in so many domains of intellectual inquiry went hand in
hand with the atrophy of one of the most important, political science. A work
like Montesquieu’s The Spirit of the Laws—whose analysis of the nature of dif-
ferent political regimes in rapport with national customs and habits shaped the
political thinking of the entire eighteenth century—was unthinkable in the nine-
teenth century. Montesquieu was not unaware of the psychological dimension
of tyranny, as we know from his Persian Letters; but he was convinced that the
psychological harm arose from a political source, not a merely cultural one. No
such conviction was evident in the nineteenth century. Under the influence of
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Hegel and Comte, Europe gave birth to new philosophies of history, of law, and
of religion, as well as the new “social sciences” of sociology, psychology, and
economics. But there was to be no new political science devoted exclusively to
the problem of political form and its abuse, because the problem that originally
inspired that science seemed destined to disappear.

This is the intellectual background to the post–World War II debate over to-
talitarianism. The degree to which the Communist and fascist regimes of the
twentieth century were novel, what characteristics they shared, and how they
should be distinguished analytically and morally—these historical questions
are still with us, as they should be. But we need to remember that much of the
shock Europe felt when these regimes arose derived from the fact that for a
century and a half, serious thought about political tyranny had ceased in Eu-
rope. The continent was dripping with cultural pessimism in the decades be-
fore and after World War I, but somehow it never occurred to anyone that the
coming catastrophe would take distinctly political form. When it did, de-
stroying so much and so many with the aid of modern technology and ideas,
the temptation was great to see communism and fascism as entirely new phe-
nomena and not appeal to the long European tradition of understanding and
guarding against tyranny.

Had communism been defeated along with fascism in the Second World
War, it is likely that the term “totalitarianism” would have been forgotten or
remained a strictly historical concept. But in view of the cold war of attrition
against Soviet communism, and the fact that the Soviet empire was indeed an
extreme tyranny, the term seemed appropriate and useful, at least rhetorically.
Its limitations, however, were soon felt when it was applied to political de-
velopments outside the Communist bloc. As large swaths of Africa and Asia
were rapidly decolonized following the war, nations around the globe found
themselves part of a struggle for power waged in terms—democracy and to-
talitarianism—that were foreign to their experience. The architects of West-
ern foreign policy in the Cold War found themselves trapped by the rhetoric
of totalitarianism, but their critics were no less prisoners to it. It became easy
for the critics to argue that, since most third-world regimes and revolutionary
movements resisted by the West were not in the strict sense totalitarian, the
Cold War was nothing more than a cynical cover for expanding Western eco-
nomic and military dominance. What such critics failed to see, or did not per-
mit themselves to see, was that such regimes and movements were nonethe-
less tyrannical, often classically so, and that they promised nothing but
misery to their peoples.2

This is the paradox of Western political discourse ever since the Second
World War: the more sensitive we became to the horrors brought on by the
totalitarian tyrannies, the less sensitive we became to tyranny in its more
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moderate forms. Take, for example, the tortured debate within Europe over
how to respond to the recent war in the Balkans. Europeans today still find
themselves locked into the rhetoric of antifascism, understood primarily as
resistance to all forms of militarism and racism. The problem in the Balkans
was that these two elements of antifascism pointed in opposing directions:
antifascism could be used to justify intervention, on the grounds that the
Serbs were committing genocide, but it could also justify neutrality, on the
grounds that the European military should never again be mobilized except
in case of direct attack (if then). Very few Europeans were able to make the
more moderate case that while Milosevic was not Hitler, he was a dangerous
tyrant who had to be combated with means commensurate to the threat he
posed. American policymakers find themselves in a similar bind today when
building their case against Saddam Hussein’s Iraq.

Sooner or later the language of antitotalitarianism will have to be aban-
doned and the classic problem of tyranny revisited. This is not to say that an-
cient concepts of tyranny can be imported wholesale into the present—though
it is striking how many bad regimes today display pathologies that political
thinkers from antiquity to early modern Europe were totally familiar with: po-
litical assassination, torture, demagoguery, contrived states of emergency,
bribery, nepotism, and the like. Mario Vargas Llosa’s recent realistic novel
about the Trujillo years in the Dominican Republic, The Feast of the Goat,
reads as if it were copied from Suetonius; the democratic demagogue Hugo
Chavez of Venezuela, recently removed in a oligarchic coup and then re-
turned to power in a popular military countercoup, could be the subject of a
new chapter in Plutarch’s Lives.

Still, much has changed, and not simply because we live with new forms
of technology, or economic power, or ideology. The most significant differ-
ence between our situation and that of older students of tyranny is that we are
in need of political concepts that apply universally around the globe. The
Greek analysis of tyranny was limited to areas where Greek was spoken, and
“barbarians” were thought to live in an undifferentiated area of despotism.
Medieval and early modern political thinkers in the West focused on the per-
version of European monarchy and, on occasion, of republics, but there was
little felt need to develop political categories that would apply to “savages”
and “infidels” as well. Racism played a large role in this, but so did plain ig-
norance and the fact that, while the existence of other peoples posed anthro-
pological puzzles, they did not pose a political challenge to Europe until the
age of modern colonialism. Colonialism took the problems of Western poli-
tics to far-flung corners of the globe, and then through a reflux action brought
those problems back home to the West in the form of colonial wars, immi-
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gration, and economic and military integration. Greeks and medieval Euro-
peans could afford to be indifferent to the intellectual problem of tyranny out-
side their home region; modern Western governments, and especially the
United States, cannot.

But where to begin? Academic political science, which once considered the
categorization and study of different regime types one of its main tasks, no
longer does. Daunted by the variety of types and their rapid transformations,
and perhaps also worried about appearing judgmental or racist, political sci-
entists today have retreated to formal “models” or statistical studies of the
phantom “processes” of democratization and economic modernization.
Tyranny as such is simply not an issue or a recognized term of analysis. For
the human rights movement it is, and if one consults the publications of
Amnesty International or Freedom House, for example, one will find helpful
documentation regarding the human rights records of every tyranny on earth.
But these organizations are not interested in investigating the nature of mod-
ern tyranny; they are interested in combating particular human rights abuses
such as torture, arbitrary arrest, suppression of dissent, censorship, and the
like. As noble as their work is, it does not take us very far in understanding
how different kinds of modern tyranny operate or in finding feasible alterna-
tives to them in particular cases.

And so we find ourselves at an impasse today. For as long as anyone liv-
ing can remember, the fundamental political problem of our time has been
captured, well or not, by the slogan “totalitarianism or democracy,” a dis-
tinction thought useful for the purposes of serious political analysis and
public rhetoric alike. That age is definitely past. As the threat of totalitari-
anism has receded, we find in its wake few functioning democracies, only
a variety of mixed regimes and tyrannies that pose new challenges to our
understanding and our policies. From Zimbabwe to Libya, from Algeria to
Iraq, from the Central Asian republics to Burma, from Pakistan to
Venezuela, we discover nations that are neither totalitarian nor democratic,
nations where the prospects of building durable democracies in the near fu-
ture are limited or nil. The democratic West does not face an “Axis of Evil”
today; it faces the geography of a new age of tyranny. That means we live
in a world where we will be forced to distinguish, strategically and rhetor-
ically, among different species of tyranny, and among different sorts of
minimally decent political regimes that might not be modern or demo-
cratic, but would be a definite improvement over tyranny. As yet, we have
no geographers of this new terrain. It will take more than a generation, ap-
parently, before two centuries of forgetfulness about tyranny can them-
selves be forgotten.
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This chapter is reprinted from the New York Times Review of Books with kind per-
mission.

NOTES

1. The exceptions were those, like the American founders, whose reflections on the
experience of early-modern Italian republics made them aware of how even republi-
can government could decay into tyranny.

2. Even good-faith attempts to break out of this box failed. For example, when
Jeane Kirkpatrick tried to distinguish among tyrannies in Dictatorships and Double
Standards (1982), a fierce polemical struggle broke out over her views on Latin
America, and her more general argument—which cut many ways—was ignored.
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