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Choosing to be a tyrant: what does it tell about your soul?
Text 1: Souls choose their future life
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After these words, Er said that the first in the lot came up at once and chose the greatest tyranny. And in the
grip of folly and gluttony he chose without having considered everything adequately, but he failed to see that
the destiny contained in the life meant that he would eat his own children and suffer other evils. When he
examined the life at leisure, he began to beat his breast and lament his choice, ignoring the priest's earlier
pronouncement: for it was not himself that he blamed for these evils, but fortune and the gods and everything
but himself. He was one of those who had come from the sky after living his previous existence in a well-
ordered state, and having had some share of goodness by habit but without philosophy. In general, there were
just as many of those from the sky who were caught in such predicaments, because of their lack of training in
hard toils; while the majority of those from the earth, because they had toiled themselves and had seen others
doing so, did not make their choices impulsively. (transl. Halliwell 1988, italics are the translator's)

Text 2: Souls may cause harm when they do not realise that human affairs don't work like the heavens
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Then, that [souls] run to tyrannies happens though there having been ruling powers in souls descended from
the heavens; this comes through [these souls] being accustomed to heavenly things. But that all these souls
go [down] to human existence, this comes from their having come to the heavens from human existence. So,
having mixed the human State and the ruling power [of the heavens], they developed the desire for the
tyrannical life. For they removed from the human State the fact of being ordered (that which had brought
them to their stay in the heavens), and they were ignorant of the conformity of heavenly rule to intellect,
because they had made their ascent [to the heavens] without intellect. (transl. O'Meara 2016)

Text 3: Socrates deemed Alcibiades worthy of love because of his ambitions
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TG TG mINd®Gt, Kai ol HEV oDtV EIAOTILOV, 01 82 TupavVIKOV aipodvTal Biov. 0idev obV 6 TwkpdTng
Ot 10 Qidapyov ToDTO KOl GIAOTIHOV EKEIVALG TPOCTIKEL TOIG YuYdis TOAG OVPAVIOG CUUTEPTOANGEDG TOTE
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(In Alc. 137.3-138.9)

So much one may observe in regard to souls, how this quality of leadership and enterprise makes them
worthy of love, and for what sort of reason. I think one may mention too the well-known account which
Socrates relates in the Republic about the souls descending from heaven viz. that all such especially run after
power and hunt after the lives of rulers and leaders. For having accompanied the gods of heaven and be held
their powers that rule over the universe and their kingdoms which range from on high to the lowest and the
series upheld by them, they also desire a similar life and want to rule over the largest possible number: to
excel the rest of men, as the gods do the world of process, and to govern the affairs of the universe, as the
gods govern all that lies inferior to them; in their yearning for this, they jump at tyrannies, positions of power
and honours, and some choose a life of ambition, others a life of one-man rule. Now Socrates knows that this
love of authority and honour belongs to those souls which once shared the company of heaven and have
come from there to the region about the earth. Therefore in this passage he says to the young man that "he
would have long ago given up his love" if he saw him content with things present. For this is a sign of a
small-minded and ignoble nature and of one that has arrived from the parts somewhere underneath the earth
and for this reason is satisfied with the present, but does not look up to the universal or the pre-eminent nor
through great achievement attain qualities worthy of love. (transl. O'Neill 1971)

Text 4: Some souls remember being in the company of the gods
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(Phaedrus ; 250e1-2; 251al-5; 252¢8-d2)

Now he whose vision of the mystery is long past, or whose purity has been sullied, cannot pass swiftly to see
Beauty's self yonder [...] But when one who is fresh from the mystery, and saw much of the vision, beholds
a godlike face or bodily form that truly expresses beauty, first there comes upon him a shuddering and a
measure of that awe the vision inspired, and then reverence as at the sight of a god [...] And so does each
lover live, after the manner of the god in whose company he once was, honouring him and copying him so
far as may be. (transl. Hackforth 1972, my italics)

Text 5: High-minded souls choose high-standing lives
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To despise what lies at hand as illusory and worth nothing and to seek after something else superior to this,
something great and wonderful and surpassing the common variety is a clear sign of the travail of souls in
regard to beauty itself. This was indicated by the Socrates of the Republic, when he said that in the choices of
lives the authoritative, lofty and high-minded was a characteristic of the souls descending from heaven; for
they still bear an imprint of life there and for this reason run after power and despise all else as insignificant
and worth nothing. This condition, when carefully trained, is the beginning of salvation for souls.

(transl. O'Neill 1971)



Text 6: Critias the Tyrant is as such very capable, for he is used to rule the world with the gods

gmelto 0T Kol aTO TO TVPOVVIKOV EDELING 0Tl Tekunplov, mg ovv [ToAteig diddokel pdbog Tag €5 ovpavod
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Next, note that the tyrannical element itself is also evidence of natural gifts, as the myth in the Republic
teaches us when it shows those souls ‘who come down from the heaven’ specially drawn towards the
tyrannical life. That’s because, after becoming used to ‘spinning about with the gods [up] there’, and
managing the universe with them, they rush off to what appear to be roles of power here too — just as it is
those who have a memory of the intelligible beauty who welcome the appearance of beauty.

(transl. Tarrant 2007)

Text 7: The memory of heavenly life leads to the choice of tyranny

OA®G YOp 0OTO TO TVPUVVIKOV YYDV £0TL PeyEBoug AVTITOIOVUEV®VY Kol DYoug Kol SUVAUEDG TIVOG 0UT® Kol
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TVpAVVIdNG ACUEVMG dtdkovowy. (In Parm. 1, 693.14-21)

In general the tyrannical element is characteristic of souls that aim at greatness, or dignity, or power. So
Socrates in the Republic describes the souls that return from heaven as choosing, for the most part, the life of
a tyrant; for when they were up there they traversed the whole of things in their revolutions, and of this they
retain a memory when in their choices they go after power and tyranny. (transl. Morrow&Dillon 1992)

Text 8: Aristotle the tyrant is the least capable of Parmenides' listeners

Obtw toivuv kol 0 Tlapuevidng, Gre dvvotdTOTOg MV, KOl TOV EAayiomv €yovia TNV &mndeiotnto TdV
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So therefore Parmenides, being the most competent, helps even that member of the company who has the
least aptitude. Plato indicates the weakness of his capacity by calling him the youngest of the group, which is
a symbol of his undeveloped nature, and by adding to the words about him that he later became one of the
Thirty. From this we draw the plausible analogy between him and souls who are at one time inspired and live
with the angels (just as Aristotle here made his entrance with Pythodorus), but later lose the capacity to do
so. (transl. Morrow&Dillon 1992)

Text 9: Even pure souls choose tyrannical lives by Aawpapyia and sophistical/popular lives by ambition
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(In Tim. 111.235.13-22)



That Plato wants to preserve the non-rational life even after the destruction of the material body, he makes
clear to us, through his accounts of the soul being punished in Hades on account of its bouts of anger and its
desires, when it would need no punishment if he had been stripped [already] of all its passions (for it would
be pure reason); and also, before [it receives] the body at the choice of lives, making it choose tyrannical
lives out of 'sheer greed' (laimargia), or 'sophistic and demagogic' lives out of ambition, and all that when a
soul is descending for the first time from heaven and 'newly initiated' (transl. Tarrant 2007)

Platonic doctrine: Souls which are virtuous but ignorant are rewarded by heavenly bliss, then choose
tyranny. (T1)

Proclean interpretation: Such souls ruled the world with the gods, then wrongly assume they can rule human
affairs in the same way, hence the choice of tyranny. (T2-6)

Consequence 1: Therefore, a soul craving for power is promising and close to the divine. (T5-7)
OR

Consequence 2: Therefore, a soul craving for power is incompetent and close to the base affects. (T8-9)

A possible solution:

Text 10: Honour-loving souls are fallen but gihotipia is the second best condition

‘Ex oM tpitov Aeyéobm ol Ot petd tnv KoTd 1oV Adyov ToMTEIOV 1) QIAOTIHOG €0TL KOl TILOKPATIKN'
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Ta a0 mepl yiv, dmovmep €tdyOn, kai Tl Osiong (waig £avtovg E€opoidoavies. €l Toivov 1 TPMOTN TOV
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310 TavTag pv ovv tag aitiog TV @ilapyov kai eLoTLov Lony 6 Tmkpdng dtiav Epotikic drélafey sivar
knoepoviag. (In Alc. 138.7-139.10)

In the third place let it be observed that after the constitution which is in accord with reason comes the
honour-regarding and timocratic form of government; for the latter arises immediately after the former and
the departure from the best form of life proceeds to this kind first, as Socrates observes in the Republic, and
on the way back is purified from this last of all. Therefore Plato called love of honour the "last garment of
the soul." Disdain of wealth and contempt of pleasure are also qualities of the more moderate souls, but
many even of those considered powerful characters succumb before honour, reputation and power. As, then,
we ascend and cast off the emotions and the garments which we have acquired in our descent, the last
garment to be cast off is that of ambition, that being made "naked," as the oracle says, we may establish
ourselves near to god, after becoming pure and undefiled reason, leaving behind all the emotions in the
region of earth, which is the place assigned to them, and assimilating ourselves completely to the divine life.
Now if the first descent of souls is the life that loves honour, clearly this desire is not characteristic of those
who have fallen to the depths, but of those who haunt the doorway of reason. Precisely on this account
Socrates has considered such a character to be worthy of love, as being superior to the world of process and
more akin to reason; for our spirited appetite is nearer to reason than our sense appetite. For these reasons,
then, Socrates considered the life that is eager for rule and honour to be worthy of loving care.

(transl. O'Neill 1971)



