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Thomas More and the Classical Tyrant

Jeder hat noch in den Alten gefunden,
was er brauchte oder wiinschte,
vorzuglich sich selbst.

(Fr. Schlegel, 1798)

Some four years ago, Dermot Fenlon published his inspiring contri-
bution “Thomas More and Tyranny Apart from a few small points
since objected to by Germain Marc’hadour,? Fenlon neglected to take
onc important aspect into account: the reception of the classical motif
of tyranny by Thomas More. It is my aim to disclose the emulation of
this classical tyrant-motif in the humanistic works of Thomas More
and therefore it is the pivot of my article. An introductory survey of
the history of the meaning of the words mipavvos and tyrannus is
indispensable at this point as 1t explains the varying meanings of the
English word fyrant and also illustrates the fundamental characteristics
of the classical tyrant-image.

[. Tipavvos and tyrannus

The Greek term Topavvos (presumably of Tyrrhenian origin?) initially
meant — and this is without any value judgement — an absolute
monarch and was used even by Herodotus synonymously with Bao-
Aets or pévapyos.* The harsh political contrast between the Greek polis
and an aurocracy generally made itself felt in the fact that for the citizen
of the polis there was no deed of greater merit than that of tyrannicide;
Harmodius and Aristogeiton were worshipped for centuries in Athens.’
This contrast between the polis and the autocracy is stressed by Hero~
dotus in the famous constitutional debate. Qtanes, the advocate of
democracy, accuses the autocracy of arrogance (08pus}), as in an autoc~
racy an arbitrary ruler governs, who is answerable to no one. In the
speech to the Corinthians, Socles describes autocracy as being the most
unfair and blood-thirsty form of government in the world.©

This conflict between polis and autocracy also had an effect on the
Greek stage,” perhaps most strongly on Euripides; in the tragedy Sup-
pliants he contrasts autocracy with isonomy {lgovouia) and thus The-
sens says:®

No worse foe than the despat hath a state,
Under whom, first, can be no common laws,

[108]

THE CLASSICAL TYRANT

But one rules, keeping in his private hands

The law: so is equality no more.

But when the laws are written, then the weak

And wealthy have alike but equal right.

Yea, even the weaker may fling back the scoff
Against the prosperous, if he be reviled;

And, armed with right, the less o’ercomes the great.
Thus Freedom speaks: — “What man desires to bring
Good counsel for his country to the people?’

Wheo chooseth this, is famous: who will not,

Keeps silence. Can equality further go?

More — when the people piloteth the land,

She joyeth in young champions native-born:

But in a king’s eyes this is hatefullest;

Yea, the land’s best, whose wisdom he discerns,

He slayeth, fearing lest they shake his throne.

How can a state be stablished then in strength,
When, even as sweeps the scythe o’er springtide mead,
One lops the brave young hearts like flower-blooms?
What boots it to win wealth and store for sons,
When all one's toil but swells a despot’s hoard?

Or to rear maiden daughters virtuously

To be a king’s sweet morsels at his will,

And tears to them that dressed this dish for him?
May L die ere I sce my daughters ravished!

Notwithstanding all external glory, the absolute monarch (in Euripzdes’
fon) is in actual fact unhappy, as he lives inn constant fear of his life and
musi avoid thosc who are good; his companions he finds amongst an
evil horde.®

In Thucydides’ history we find the absolute monarch described as a
downright egotist providing only for his own needs and those of his
dynasty. Even the welfare of the polis results from egoistical motives. '
In the third book, Thucydides describes very briefly the constitution of
Thebes and in doing so classifies the government there as far from the
law and wise rules and very close to a tyranny (antocracy).!! Hercby
tyranny turns out to become the counter-idea to law and order.

This is precisely the meaning that Xenophon'’s first clear definition
of a tyrant carries. Xenophon differentiates a tyrant from a king: The
king rules by the will of his subjects and by the law; the tyrant, however,
rules against the will of the people, on his own authority and in

contempt of the law.'? ,
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Xenophon'’s works mark an important phase in the development of
the image of the tyrant. In his Hiero, a dialogue between the tyrant
Hieron 1 of Syracuse and the poet Simonides, Hicron argues that the
tyrant, when compared to the private citizen, is the unhappier of the
two: the fear of losing his power binds him to his residence; ! any praise
awarded him he regards as mere flattery.'* He is unable to live in peace,
he must always be armed and surrounded by his bodyguards; and in
spite of this he 1s never safe.!” The tyrant can never place confidence in
a person as cven his own children and closest relatives seek to rake his
life.'® In the Cyrapacdia, a ‘Fitrstenspicgel which describes the devel-
opment of Cyrus from a young man into a successful general and
finally a sovereign, Xenophon is in actual fact portraying the ideal
ruler: Cyrus provides for his subjects as a shepherd cares for his sheep,
like a father for his children.'”

An ethical condemnation of the tyrant appears for the first time in
the works of Plato, as Georg Heintzeler points out conclusively.' As
Plato states, tyranny, which serves only as a means ot striving for
personal power, manifests itself in the highest degree of depravity and
at the same time in misfortune for the tyrant himself.!? According to
Plato, tyranny is morally inferior, as it is a clear contradiction of his
conception of the dikalov,

The famous chapter on tyranny in the Pofitics of Aristotle includes
the following short definition of a tyrant which will scrve as a
summary:*!

But there is a third kind of tyranny which is thought to be tyranny in
the fullest degree, being the counterpart of universal kingship; to this
sort of tyranny must necessarily belong a monarchy that exercises
irresponsible rule over subjects all of the same or of a higher class with
a view 1o its own private interest and not in the interest of the persons
ruled. Hence it is held against the will of the subjects, since no free
man willingly endures such rule.

Let us just briefly take a look at Polybius’ distinction between tyranny
and Pagureic. The Bagireia, rightful monarchy, 1s based on the vol-
untary consent given by those governed; power must be exercised
within reason.? A degeneration of the BaguAein leads to tyranny and
the tyrant is a despotic autocrat:

[tis indeed the part of a tyrant to do evil that he nay make himself the
master of men by fear against their will, hated himself and hating hus
subjects.
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This marked the end of the development of the Greck term 19-
pavves;™ to sum up it may be said that since the second century B.C.
the term tyrant has been used to describe a callous despot ruling against
the will of the people who ncither feels bound to th‘c ]:leS of\God nor
to the natural laws. This tyrant who in his role as a hlsftc)rlcai figurcisa
thing of the past was soon to become a Favourlt? subject of Greek and
Roman rhetoric; the judicial questions linked with tyranny and tyran-
nicide were often used for practice-speeches (declamations) by students
of the schools of rhetoric. ™ o

At the same time in the sccond century B.c., for the first time it was
possible to distinguish between the Greek mipavvos and \thc new Latlln
term tyrannys, used primarily tor the wanton rulcr!s of (xrcck_mytho -
ogy. However, it was not long before the Greeks hatred of tyranny
united with the Roman Republic’s no less fervent hatred ot the mon-
archy, which in respect of terminology resulted in the synonymous usc
of the words rex, dominus and tyrannus.® In the late Republican era thgsc
terms were identical in meaning; they soon became catchwords with
which the various political groups were able to accuse ea;h oth;r of
aspiring towards autocracy. Apart from the Gracchll, Marius, Cinna,
Sulla, and Clodius, it is above all Caesar who is always referred to as a
tyrant.”” The influence of Cicero, whosc letters and other v'vorks area
clear display of his hatred of tyranny, cannot be ovcrest1mqt§d; be
celebrated the Ides of March as being nothing short of tyrannicide; in
his eyes Brutus and the other conspirators are heroes who gave the res
publica her libertas.” However, Cicero’s hopes were not to be tglﬁllcd
and it was not long before he denounced Antony as an abonunab]f—:,
cruel tyrant under whose dominatio conditions were far :NE_)I‘S-C'thal‘l in
Caesar’s lifetime.” Cicero also coined a very poignant defimiion Of a
cyrant which was, however, not known in the Renaissance period:®

simul atque enim se inflexit hic rex in dominatu_m iniust.iorcm,. f:lt
continuo tyrannus, quo neque tactrius neque foedllus nec dis homini-
busque invisius animal ullum cogitari patest; qui quamquam figura
est hominis, morum tamen inmanitate vastissimas vincig bel}Jas. quis
enimt hunc kominem rite dixerit, qui sibi cum suis civibus, qui denique
cum omni hominum genere nullam iuris communionem, nullam
humanitatis socictatem velit?

Inn accordance with an interesting explanation by Cornelius Nepos in
his Life of Miltiades relating to constitutional law (which refer.red_back
to the relation between polis and autocracy) the term fyrannus indicates
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