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Abstract 

Slippery Concepts: How Political Values Guide Us and Misguide Us  
in the Search for the Common Good  

By Charita Sodagum 
 

My goal in this thesis is to explore a phenomenon Zhich I call Whe SUoblem of ³VliSSeU\ 
conceSWV´. Following insights of Plato and Aristotle, I argue that value concepts are slippery 
because people tend to interpret them considering their own interests, so that often their meaning 
deteriorates and reverses as time goes on. Because of this slippery character, some value 
concepts that are initially intended to change society in a positive direction are often turned 
upside down and used as rhetorical tools to maintain the status quo instead. As Michelle 
AlexandeU ZUiWeV, ³Whe moUe WhingV change, Whe moUe Whe\ VWa\ Whe Vame´ (Alexander 1).  

To explore the problem of slippery concepts, I look first at Whe Uole of ZhaW I call ³Whe 
coUe YalXeV,´ Zhich aUe goalV WhaW Ze Whink aUe fXndamenWal foU SUomoWing a decenW VocieW\ and 
for living a better life. In Chapter 1, I discuss a list of examples of core values of a good political 
system through an analysis of PeUicleV¶V Funeral Oration and explore the reasons for the 
deterioration of core values in 4 different political regimes: epistocracies, democracies, 
oligarchies, and tyrannies.  

In Chapter 2, I discuss how ancient philosophers were preoccupied with the deterioration 
of these values and how Whe\ can be UeYeUVed Wo mainWain oSSUeVVion. I begin ZiWh PlaWo¶V 
analysis of the degradation of political regimes in Republic VIII-IX. This leads into an analysis 
of AUiVWoWle¶V Politics V 10 and 11, where he discusses reversal as one of the main tricks for 
preserving a tyranny.  

In Chapter 3, I discuss three modeUn e[amSleV of AUiVWoWle¶V WUick reversal, when 
politicians say one thing while do the opposite, and three modeUn e[amSleV of PlaWo¶V 
phenomenon of positive concepts that are supposed to be liberating but degrade into something 
oppressive. I end this chapter with a discussion of the War on Drugs as an example of both the 
trick of reversal and the phenomenon of degradation.  

I conclude with a reflection of how our political world is complicated by the fact that 
value concepts are slippery and used to maintain oppressive behaviors and suggest strategies for 
preventing these phenomena and preparing citizens to engage in political conversations without 
being tricked.  
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Introduction: A Brief Commentary on Slippery Concepts 
What is the best form of government? What are the main features we expect from a good 

political system? What values should we pursue when we try to build a good political 

community? There is no universal agreement about how to answer these questions, from 

divergences about which criteria to use (e.g., justice, freedom, material well-being, etc.) to 

variations in how to understand these criteria or value concepts (e.g., what is just or how justice 

should be upheld). From the ancients to contemporary times, philosophers and politicians have 

come up with different ideas of how to govern, and how justice, freedom, and other factors play 

a role in a well governed community. My goal in this thesis is to explore certain phenomena that 

conWUibXWeV Wo Whe difficXlW\ of anVZeUing WheVe TXeVWionV, Zhich I call (inVSiUed b\ SocUaWeV¶ 

e[SeUienceV) Whe SUoblem of ³VliSSeU\ conceSWV.´ TU\ing Wo derive a lesson from how Socrates 

struggled to find anyone who could offer a solid definition of virtue, courage, temperance, etc. 

and often encountered contradictions or experienced the feeling that even when we think we 

have finally grasped one of those concepts, it can quickly slip away, I argue that value concepts 

(i.e. ethical concepts, political concepts) are slippery because people tend to interpret them in 

light of their own interests and often their meaning deteriorates and reverses as time goes on. 

Because of this slippery character, some value concepts that are initially intended to change 

society in a positive direction are often turned upside down and used as rhetorical tools to 

maintain the status quo instead. As Michelle Alexander writes in her introduction of The New 

Jim Crow, in reference to the apparent transformation of America into a post-racial society and 

how our self-understanding as post-Uacial SUodXceV an illXVoU\ VenVaWion of change, ³Whe moUe 

things change, the more they stay the same. In each generation, new tactics have been used for 

achieYing Whe Vame goalV´ (Ale[andeU 1).  
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To e[SloUe Whe Shenomena of ³VliSSeU\ conceSWV,´ I e[SloUe Whe Uole WhaW ZhaW I call ³Whe 

coUe YalXeV,´ Zhich aUe goalV WhaW Ze Wend Wo Whink aUe fXndamenWal for promoting a decent 

society and for bettering life together, play in defining a society and in promoting narratives 

about what a society aims at. For example, one of the core values that societies are expected to 

aim at is justice, and it figures in the political proposals of ancient and modern philosophers and 

politicians, although they often have deep disagreements about how to understand the term. 

Everybody aims at justice and would even confront others in the name of justice, but they differ 

greatly on what justice looks like. As Aristotle claims in Politics III 9, both oligarchs and 

democrats aim at justice, but they have diametrically opposed concepts of it. Similarly, in 

modern times, nobody would deny to aim at justice, but while some modern authors (e.g. John 

Rawls and his followers) focus on justice as fairness, others (e.g. Robert Nozick) think that 

justice is given through freedom.1 To explain the notion of slippery concepts with an example, I 

will consider the contrast between these views and suggest that the great divergences between 

theories and interpretations facilitate that these core value concepts often turn into mere 

rhetorical tools, whose meaning is impossible to pin down. Moreover, my worry is that while 

philosophers offer good reasons to think about these goals as fundamental for a good society, 

often these value concepts have been used to justify oppression and the opposite of what they 

iniWiall\ inWend. ThaW iV, WheVe YalXe conceSWV aUe XVed aV a ³WUick´ Wo geW SeoSle Wo confoUm Wo a 

system that often does not have their best interests in mind.  

A consequence of the phenomena of slippery concepts is that, while we should  agree that 

a balance of the core values of justice, freedom, respect, knowledge, and enjoyment are the basis 

 
1 FoU claVVic foUmXlaWionV of RaZlV¶ and No]ick¶V YieZV Vee REF RaZlV (1971), No]ick (1974). I diVcXVV WheVe 
views below in Chapter 1 Section 2: Old and New Political Debates about Justice as Example of Slippery Value 
Concepts. 
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of a just government and are requirements should be used to measure the quality of a form of 

government, it turns out that simply aiming at those goals is not enough. In addition to aiming at 

the core values, I think it is important to develop a certain epistemic attitude in the citizens so 

that they do not mistake appearances for the real goals. For this reason, I argue, knowledge and 

truth play a crucial role in achieving a genuine development of these values in a society because 

of the way these values can become twisted for the benefit of the few. In other words, we need to 

watch that a society promotes these values genuinely and not merely performatively. A good 

political system, then, will be one that manages to offer strategies to its citizens to stay aware of 

the potential epistemic opacities that occur in political discourse and thus opens the possibility of 

not getting entangled in words and ultimately keep it real. 

While democracy presents risks of manipulation of the public, I conclude that a true 

delibeUaWiYe democUac\ iV Whe beVW V\VWem Wo SUomoWe Whe coUe YalXeV and Wo SUomoWe SeoSle¶V 

awareness of the slippery nature of our value concepts. Mills argues that partisan interests can 

sometimes undermine what is best for society, which is why deliberation is needed. He writes 

that  

³The UeSUeVenWaWiYe V\VWem oXghW « noW Wo alloZ an\ of Whe YaUioXV VecWional 
interests to be so powerful as to be capable of prevailing against truth and 
justice and the other sectional interests combined. There ought always to be 
such a balance preserved among personal interests as may render any one of 
them dependent for its successes, on carrying with it as least a large 
proportion of those who act on higher motives, and more comprehensive and 
diVWanW YieZV´ (Mill, CollecWed WoUkV XIX: 447, ciWed b\ Ten 1998: 379).  

Since partisans will have their own interests in mind, it is up to the citizens to keep each other in 

check regarding the content of the values they wish to pursue. If citizens do not keep their 

partisan counterparts in check, then the problem of the slippery concepts can occur.  

An example of the slippery character of core value terms is the notion of happiness. 

Ancient thinkers address this question from different angles and always coincide in posing the 
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happiness or general well-being of the citizens as a criterion to measure the decency of a society. 

For example, in Republic IV Socrates agrees with Adeimantus that their ideal political system is 

Whe one WhaW SUomoWeV haSSineVV foU all: ³We Wake oXUVelYeV, When, Wo be faVhioning Whe happy 

city, not picking out a few happy people and putting them in it, but making the whole city 

haSS\´ (420c).2 Similarly, in the Politics II, Aristotle claims that communities come together for 

Whe SXUSoVe of fXlfilling SeoSle¶V needV bXW VWa\ WogeWheU foU Whe Vake of Whe ³good life´, ³iW iV noW 

possible for the whole to be happy unless most or all of its parts, or some of them, possess 

haSSineVV´ (1264b 18-20). They also agree that it is not easy to determine what that happiness 

consists of. Many Platonic dialogXeV SoUWUa\ SocUaWeV¶ fUXVWUaWed aWWemSWV of coming XS ZiWh 

acceptable definitions of crucial ethical and political concepts. Perhaps more clearly, in 

Nichomachean Ethics I 7, Aristotle claims that the goal in life is happiness and everything we do 

in life is for the outcome of happiness, and yet, as he says, people disagree on their 

understanding of what happiness consists in and they aim at very different goals even if they call 

them by the same word:  

³NoZ VXch a Whing haSSineVV, aboYe all elVe, is held to be; for this we choose 
always for itself and never for the sake of something else, but honor, pleasure, 
reason, and every excellence we choose indeed for themselves (for if nothing 
resulted from them we should still choose each of them), but we choose them 
alVo foU Whe Vake of haSSineVV, jXdging WhaW WhUoXgh Whem Ze Vhall be haSS\´ 
(EN I 7, 1097a36-1097b6).3   

In contemporary thought, Sarah Ahmed has pointed out the tricky usage that we make of the 

notion of happiness and how it can be used in an oSSUeVViYe Za\. In heU Siece ³FeminiVW Killjo\V 

(And OWheU WillfXl SXbjecWV)´, Ahmed ZUiWeV WhaW  

³Our activist archives are thus unhappy archives. Just think of the labor of 
critique that is behind us: feminist critiques of the figure of "the happy 
housewife;" Black critiques of the myth of "the happy slave"; queer critiques 

 
2 All UefeUenceV Wo PlaWo¶V Republic are to the translation by G.M.A. Grube reviewed by C.D.C. Reeve in Cooper & 
Hutchinson (1997). 
3 All TXoWaWionV of AUiVWoWle¶V ZoUkV aUe fUom BaUneV¶ ediWion of Whe ComSleWe WoUkV (1991). 
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of the sentimentalization of heterosexuality as "domestic bliss." The struggle 
over happiness provides the horizon in which political claims are made. We 
inheUiW WhiV hoUi]on´ (Ahmed 3).  

Happiness becomes a slippery concept when politicians use the antithesis as a way to oppress 

minorities. Ahmed argues that  

³To be willing to go against a social order, which is protected as a moral 
order, a happiness order is to be willing to cause unhappiness, even if 
XnhaSSineVV iV noW \oXU caXVe´ (Ahmed 3).  

People who become activists and go against the social norms are going against what is deemed 

³haSS\´ and aUe labeled aV Whe YillainV oU Whe ³killjo\V´ b\ WhoVe Zho ZanW Wo mainWain Whe VWaWXV 

quo in order to deter people from pursuing this path.  

Just as with happiness, there are many different examples of value concepts that suffer 

the phenomenon of degradation. For instance: inclusion, diversity, freedom, law and order, make 

America great again, environmentally friendly, intersectionality. These terms are intended by 

some to promote positivity and social progress, but they can be used to maintain oppression (and 

some of them are even designed for that purpose, despite the appearances to the contrary). The 

goal of this thesis will be to use the insights of some ancient Greek philosophers with the 

purpose of analyzing this “trick” and think about strategies that could equip citizens in modern 

day society to avoid it and to find genuine ways of achieving the positive goals they aim at. 

In Chapter 1, I will discuss what the core values of a good political system are through an 

anal\ViV of PeUicleV¶V The Funeral Oration. After finding the 5 core values, I will discuss how 

the value of justice is a slippery concept in that ancient and modern philosophers have different 

definitions of what justice means. This leads to the discussion of the deterioration of core values 

in 4 different political regimes: epistocracies, democracies, oligarchies, and tyrannies. The 

chapter will end with a conclusion on how we use these values for political engagement.  
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In Chapter 2, I discuss how ancient philosophers were preoccupied with the deterioration 

of these values and with how they can be reversed in order to maintain oppression. I begin with 

PlaWo¶V anal\ViV of Whe degUadaWion of SoliWical UegimeV in Republic VII and IX, ending with how 

a democUac\ can WXUn inWo a W\Uann\. ThiV leadV inWo an anal\ViV of AUiVWoWle¶V Politics V 10 and 

11, where he discusses the trick of preserving a tyranny by disguising it as benevolent. I end with 

a brief discussion of epistocracy as a solution to the problem of slippery concepts and 

degradation of political regimes but note that a true deliberative democracy is the real solution. 

In ChaSWeU 3, I diVcXVV 3 modeUn e[amSleV of AUiVWoWle¶V WUick of Va\ing one Whing Zhile 

doing Whe oSSoViWe, and 3 modeUn e[amSleV of PlaWo¶V Shenomena of SoViWiYe conceSWV WhaW aUe 

supposed to be liberating but are truly oppressive and positive concepts that were created 

outwardly with the means of oppression. I conclude with a discussion of the War on Drugs as an 

example of both the trick (of changing things so that everything stays the same) and the 

phenomenon (of how a potentially positive term transforms into a tool for oppression). I discuss 

the birth and death of slavery, Jim Crow, and mass incarceration and ultimately how they relate 

to the discussion in Chapter 2 of Plato and Aristotle.  

I conclude with a reflection of how our political world is complicated by the fact that 

value concepts are slippery and used to maintain oppressive behaviors and suggest some 

strategies for preventing this phenomena and preparing citizens to engage in political 

conversations without being tricked. 
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Chapter 1: The Core Values of a Good Political System  

Why Do Societies Pursue Great Values? Some Examples Ancient and Contemporary 

Political communities are often organized not only with the purpose of survival but also with the 

purpose of living well, which is typically expressed by some great values that the community 

believes are worth pursuing to make common life better. Some of the great values that societies 

tend to pursue are justice, freedom, respect, knowledge, and enjoyment. Orienting the 

commXniW\¶V goalV WoZaUdV WhoVe idealV helSV Whe ciWi]enV liYe Zell and be haSS\. HoZeYeU, 

while these political communities claim to be promoting these core values, we will see that often 

this is actually not the case.  

The political system that has been typically considered most capable of bringing to reality 

many of these core values is democracy. Democracy has been long considered the best political 

system because it is thought to be the government representing the many rather than the few. In 

this chapter I explore how a balance of the 5 core values are upheld in democracy and the 

UeaVonV aV Wo Zh\ SeoSle haYe held democUac\ in higheU eVWeem b\ looking aW PeUicleV¶ 

description of the democratic Athens in The Funeral Oration.  

The reason for this discussion of the 5 core values is to show what the basic principles are 

for a society to promote for the well-being of its citizens. We see a pattern of people trying to 

encourage political participation and cooperation by getting people to support a specific value, so 

the discussion of what these values are is needed. However, it is also important to note that these 

values can become slippery because people have different definitions of the value terms based on 

their own agendas. In addition to the slipperiness, different regimes privilege certain values of 

others which leads to the degradation of those regimes.  
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PeUicleV¶ PUaiVe of DemocUac\: Anal\ViV of Whe FXneUal OUaWion 
In The Funeral Oration (Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War II 37-46), Pericles's 

discusses the virtues of the Athenian Democracy which makes it different from the other political 

systems that were around during this time. The values of a democratic society that attribute to the 

greatness of Athens, according to Pericles, are that it provides equality before the law, public 

office positions are given based on merit, freedom of action and speech, respect for diversity and 

the law, and institutional protection to its citizens. In addition, other advantages of the Athenian 

democracy are public entertainment, supply of material goods, friendly foreign policy, liberal 

education, cultural development, universal participation in politics/public affairs, and civic 

courage.  

These virtues and advantages of the Athenian democracy created the backbone of our 

modern-day democracy and the central values that Pericles highlights are very close to those that 

Ze YalXe in democUac\ Woda\. I Whink Ze can caWegoUi]e Whe diffeUenW iWemV fUom PeUicleV¶ liVW 

into five core values for a good political system: justice, freedom, respect, knowledge, and 

enjoyment. The success in each of these categories that Pericles praises in Athens is one of the 

reasons why he considers his city as the best place to live and flourish, and his explanations of 

how these different values are implemented in Athens can give us a sense of how they are 

SoViWiYe idealV Wo SXUVXe. In ZhaW folloZV, I offeU fiUVW an e[SlanaWion of PeUicleV¶ oZn 

understanding of the benefits of these values. 

The first core value of PeUicleV¶ democUac\ iV jXVWice, Zhich inclXdeV eTXaliW\ befoUe Whe 

law, institutional protection of the most unfortunate ones, universal participation in politics and 

public affairs, and the fact that all public office positions will be held based on merit not social 

position or money. Pericles believes that this type of government is one that will be copied by 

others and one that is unlike the others.  
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Its administration favors the many instead of the few; this is why it is called a 
democracy. If we look to the laws, they afford equal justice to all in their 
private differences; if no social standing, advancement in public life falls to 
reputation for capacity, class considerations not being allowed to interfere 
with merit; nor again does poverty bar the way, if a man is able to serve the 
state, he is not hindered by the obscurity of his condition (Thucydides, History 
of the Peloponnesian War II 37).  

This value of justice, understood as equality and participation in the law, belongs in 

contemporary democratic ideals. For example, universal participation is seen through the ability 

of all citizens to vote in any election. All public office positions are also a quality seen in our 

democratic system. Equality before the law is given through the 14th amendment where all 

citizens of the US are given equal civil and legal rights.  

Pericles adds that citizens should engage in public discussion and consider it as the best 

way to achieve true agency: 

³OXU oUdinaU\ ciWi]enV, WhoXgh occXSied ZiWh Whe SXUVXiWV of indXVWU\, aUe VWill 
fair judges of public matters... we Athenians are able to judge at all events if 
we cannot originate, and, instead of looking on discussion as a stumbling-
block in the way of action, we think it an indispensable preliminary to any 
ZiVe acWion aW all´ (ThXc\dideV, History of the Peloponnesian War II 39).  

This addition to what is entailed within justice is important because it creates a basis for 

deliberative democracy. The aspect of ordinary citizens being able to judge is seen in the jury 

system the United States democracy has. The judgement of the events that accord and the 

discussion is seen in the aspect of a trial that every person accused of a crime gets. In this speech, 

PeUicleV SoUWUa\V AWhenV¶ jXVWice V\VWem in a Za\ WhaW UeVembleV Whe baViV of oXU oZn cUiminal 

jXVWice V\VWem and emShaVi]eV ciWi]enV¶ SaUWiciSaWion and delibeUaWion.  

AnoWheU imSoUWanW coUe YalXe WhaW PeUicleV highlighWV in AWhenV¶ democUac\ iV UeVSecW foU 

the law, for diversity, and civic courage for the nation. Pericles makes an important distinction 

that freedom does not mean lawlessness. Instead, in order to have the freedom that a democracy 

provides, one must respect the law. He says,  
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³AgainVW WhiV feaU iV oXU chief VafegXaUd, Weaching XV Wo obe\ Whe magiVWUaWeV 
and the laws, particularly such as regard the protection of the injured, whether 
they are actually on the statute book, or belong to that code which, although 
XnZUiWWen, \eW cannoW be bUoken ZiWhoXW acknoZledged diVgUace´ 
(Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War II 37).  

Similarly, by respecting the laws you respect the people, your neighbors, and the country. Your 

respect for your country is seen through civic courage and the duty one feels to fight for their 

coXnWU\ Zhen needed.  ³YoX mXVW UeflecW WhaW iW ZaV b\ coXUage, VenVe of dXW\, and a keen 

feeling of honor in action that men were enabled to win all WhiV´ (ThXc\dideV, History of the 

Peloponnesian War II 43). Pericles explains that fighting for your country is the greatest honor 

and it produces happiness because it leads to freedom.  

We can see these values in the United States' democracy in different ways. As a US 

citizen all men must register with the Selective Service when they turn 18. While joining the 

military in general is voluntary, there is a law where all able-bodied men will be drafted if there 

is a national emergency. Another law is Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 which bans 

discrimination based on race, ethnicity, religion, and sex. Ultimately, if you do not follow the 

laZ in Whe US When \oX Zill be VenW Wo SUiVon. In WheVe Za\V Whe WeneWV foU UeVSecW in PeUicleV¶ 

notion of a democracy is seen.  

Another important value that Pericles highlights in his democracy is knowledge, which 

includes a liberal education and cultural development through the importance of the arts and the 

expansion of knowledge in general. Pericles time in Athens was considered the golden age where 

education occupied a very important place:  

³We WhUoZ oSen oXU ciW\ Wo Whe ZoUld, and neYeU b\ alien acWV e[clXde 
foreigners from any opportunity of learning or observing, although the eyes of 
an enemy may occasionally profit by our liberality; trusting less in system and 
policy than to the native spirit of our citizens; while in education, where our 
rivals from their very cradles by a painful discipline seek after manliness, at 
Athens we live exactly as we please, and yet are just as ready to encounter 
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eYeU\ legiWimaWe dangeU´ (ThXc\dideV, History of the Peloponnesian War II 
39).  

This education was different than that of other cities because it did not just focus on military 

education. Different fields of knowledge such as the arts, sciences, and philosophy were just as 

important and did not deter them from being militarily equipped. Education was not necessarily 

foUced, UaWheU he VXSSoUWed Whe men¶V cXUioViW\ and inWeUeVW in WhoVe diffeUenW fieldV. The 

importance of a diYeUVe edXcaWion iV Veen in Woda\¶V democUac\ WhUoXgh Whe libeUal aUWV edXcaWion 

system. The free public education system exemplifies how important education is to a society. 

Every child has the right to an education, and this allows for opportunities that other countries do 

not have.  

The next core value that Pericles mentions is enjoyment, which allows for public 

entertainment and an abundant supply of material goods. Pleasure is an aspect that Pericles feels 

is important in a democracy. In order to gain pleasure and recharge the mind he says,  

³We celebUaWe gameV and VacUificeV all Whe \eaU UoXnd, and Whe elegance of oXU 
private establishments forms a daily source of pleasure and helps to banish the 
spleen; while the magnitude of our city draws the produce of the world into 
our harbor, so that to the Athenian the fruits of other countries are as familiar 
a lX[XU\ aV WhoVe of hiV oZn´ (ThXc\dideV, History of the Peloponnesian War 
II 38).  

Pericles also believes that within a democracy there will be an abundant supply of material goods 

through trade. This opens the community to foreign affairs and makes it so that the people of the 

community can have anything they want, and do not have to rely solely on the resources of 

Athens.  

In modern day society there is a large importance on pleasure and enjoyment through 

entertainment. This is seen through movie theaters, the advancements of social media, and online 

streaming services like Netflix. These forms of entertainment also connect the US with all other 
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countries. Through companies like amazon, one is able to get products from any country. 

Foreign trade markets are the backbone of the United States.  

To conclXde, Whe cUoZn of PeUicleV¶ coUe YalXeV iV fUeedom, Zhich conWainV boWh fUeedom 

for action and speech. Through the aspects of justice, Pericles valued a system that promotes 

freedom. This type of freedom within the government is good, according to Pericles, because it 

will transfer to the freedoms people can enjoy in their everyday lives. People will not be against 

each other,  

³We do noW feel called XSon Wo be angU\ ZiWh oXU neighboU foU doing ZhaW he 
likes, or even to indulge in those injurious looks which cannot fail to be 
offenViYe, alWhoXgh Whe\ inflicW no SoViWiYe SenalW\´ (ThXc\dideV, History of 
the Peloponnesian War II 37). 

Freedom for people to do as they please and say as they please, if it is within the legal limits, 

creates balance between the other values. With respect of the laws comes enjoyment of 

pleasures. With equality of people comes the ability to gain a diverse knowledge. All of this 

would not be able to happen without some aspects of freedom is the individual life. This freedom 

in individual life is ultimately good for the city because it creates harmony and allows for 

growth.  

Today we value freedom as one of the most important values. The importance of freedom 

is seen in the fact that it is the first amendment of the constitution: freedom of speech, religion, 

press, assembly, and petition. This type of freedom allows individuals to live as they please, 

which Pericles continuously brings up as important in his speech. 

However, while Pericles defends the superiority of democracy because it promotes all 

these values, we know from the criticisms of e.g., Plato, that even during his time and vigilance 

the system can deteriorate or can only partially achieve what it intends to achieve. For example, 

in PeUicleV¶ AWhenV, minoUiWieV (VXch aV VlaYeV, foUeigneUV, and Zomen) ZeUe Vilenced and 
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oppressed, and only a few were privileged enough to be included among the citizens; moreover, 

given traditional elitism, those with money and social position did receive privileges, and 

freedom of speech led to the growth of sophists and rhetoricians who were professionals in 

charge of producing persuasion and maniSXlaWing SeoSle¶V oSinionV ZiWh no UegaUd Wo Whe 

goodness of the results. Similarly, in our own democracy, not everyone is truly equal before the 

law, money and social position keeps receiving privileges, and racial biases create an 

environment of inequality. Why does this deterioration of the system occur? Part of it is simple 

corruption. But, as I argue below, part of it might be because value concepts such as equality 

before the law, public education and access to knowledge, freedom, etc. are slippery themselves. 

That is, there are internal tensions between the values themselves and within the values 

themselves.  

Part of the issue, which has been at the center of discussions in political philosophy for 

long is that some political models, and even some versions of democracy, promote certain values 

(e.g., freedom) at the expense of other ones (e.g., equal opportunities). Another important 

problem, which I want to pay closer attention in this thesis is that the values themselves and the 

implementations of those values deteriorate so that what is initially defended as a virtue of the 

system can transform into a tool for oppression and exclusion instead.  

In the remaining sections of this chapter, I explore how different thinkers have different 

interpretations of the core values and how different political regimes privilege certain core values 

over others, under the assumption that some of them are more fundamental for the promotion of 

the well-being of all. For example, as referenced in the introduction, some philosophers believe 

that justice as fairness is the most important, while others believe that justice as freedom is the 

most important. Similarly, this is seen in different political regimes. Epistocracies privilege 
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knowledge and truth as the core value with the purpose of promoting the other values; 

oligarchies might promote material well-being over freedom or justice and equality, and even in 

the case of modern democracies, the value of freedom is promoted over the rest with the 

assumption that it is the most fundamental one without which the others cannot occur. The 

purpose of this discussion of the reasons why some regimes privilege some values over others is 

to establish that the interpretation of these values is controversial and varies depending on the 

ideologies, with the result that people disagree greatly about their relative worth. The discussion 

will reveal as well that the understanding of these values is sometimes deformed by the goals and 

aspirations of people²they are willing to sacrifice the purity of some of these values for the sake 

of the promotion of others. 

The next sections will discuss, first, several philosophical debates about the core value of 

justice as a slippery concept, and second, examples of the phenomenon of importance of values 

in real politics by exploring how actual political regimes sacrifice one value for the sake of 

another. In both philosophical projects and real-life political projects, the sacrifice of certain 

values for the sake of others might even be with the goal of increasing well-being genuinely, but 

my concern is that in all these cases part of the result is the degradation of how we understand 

these values in themselves. 

Old and New Political Debates about Justice as Example of Slippery Value Concepts 
Let us have a look first at some examples of theorizing about ethical and political concepts in 

ways that promote certain values at the expense of others. This is an old phenomenon, as 

Aristotle notices in the Politics when he refers to the different ways in which democrats and 

oligarchs understand the notion of justice given their own initial positions (Politics III 9). In 

contemporary philosophical debates, it is frequent to see some philosophers arguing for the 
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priority of one value over another in the political context: in the case of justice, some like Rawls 

argue for equality or fairness at the expense of personal liberties, while others such as Nozick 

consider that personal freedom should prevail and be the limit of equality and fairness.4 The 

reason for discussing justice specifically is because justice is the basis as to why people privilege 

certain values of others i.e., since oligarchs see justice as inequality they privilege material 

wealth over equality.  

1. Aristotle on the Justice of Democrats vs. The Justice of Oligarchs 

In the Politics III chapter 9, Aristotle gives an ancient account of how justice can mean 

something to democrats and mean something entirely different to oligarchs. Both the democratic 

regime and the oligarchic regime believe in justice as one of their core values, but what is just 

seems to differ based on what other values the regimes are promoting- freedom versus material 

well-being. Aristotle writes  

³FoU e[amSle, jXVWice VeemV Wo be eTXaliW\, and iW iV, bXW noW foU everyone, 
only for equals. Justice also seems to be inequality, since indeed it is, but now 
foU eYeU\one, onl\ foU XneTXalV. The\ diVUegaUd Whe µfoU Zhom,´ hoZeYeU, and 
judge badly. The reason is that the judgement concerns themselves, and more 
people are SUeWW\ SooU jXdgeV aboXW ZhaW iV WheiU oZn´ (PoliWicV III 9, 1280a 
10-15). 

For democrats justice is equality and for oligarchs justice is inequality. For democrats, justice 

means freedom where if everyone has the same amount of freedom then they are equal. For 

oligarchs, justice is considered inequality because of the value of material well-being, and if you 

are unequal when it comes to that then you are unequal overall. Aristotle explains that this 

problem occurs because people have different notions of what constitutes a community and for 

 
4 Justice is not the only philosophical concept that can be slippery due to different definitions. In Politics III 5 
chapter 1, Aristotle gives an example of how the definition of equality can be different, thus making it a  slippery 
concept.  
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what sake that community is together for. He gives the example that if the purpose of community 

was for property distribution, then the oligarchic view of justice makes sense. If someone has 

more money, then they can have more property. However, if the purpose of the community is to 

live well then, the democratic view of justice makes more sense (Politics III 9, 1280a 25-35).  

AUiVWoWle¶V deVcUiSWion of Whe WenVionV beWZeen democUaWV and oligaUchV VhoZV WhaW Whe 

core value of justice is a slippery concept, because people have different definitions of depending 

on their own perspective, circumstances, and interests. A regime can truly believe that they are 

promoting the same values, but the problem comes from the fact that the values can mean very 

different things for those in charge.  

This example of the concept of justice is probably one of the most remarkable ones, since 

it is a value concept that has been at the center of political debates by many ancient and 

contemporary philosophers. In what follows, I look at the Rawls vs. Nozick debate to see how 

also in a more contemporary context we can also find very different, even clashing, definitions of 

justice.   

2. The Rawls vs. Nozick Debate I: Rawls and Justice 

Just as democrats and oligarchs disagreed about justice, we find a similar phenomenon in the 

moUe UecenW debaWe beWZeen John RaZlV and RobeUW No]ick. RaZlV¶ SoliWical ShiloVoSh\ iV one 

that promotes justice understood as fairness as the core value of a socieW\. BefoUe RaZlV¶ 

philosophy the most popular philosophical theory for political philosophy was utilitarianism 

Zhich inYolYed Whe gUeaWeVW good foU Whe gUeaWeVW nXmbeU of SeoSle. RaZlV¶ SUoblem ZiWh 

XWiliWaUianiVm iV WhaW iW cannoW ³SUoYide a VaWiVfacWoUy account of the basic rights and liberties of 

ciWi]enV aV fUee and eTXal SeUVonV´, Zhich RaZlV belieYeV iV Whe moVW imSoUWanW UeTXiUemenW in a 

democratic society (Rawls TJ xii). A utilitarian would be able to justify, for example, sacrificing 
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the minority interests if it has the consequence of benefitting the majority. Rawls does not think 

that this is a good enough system that promotes justice for all because it does not consider that 

every human has certain basic rights, and he believes that this is not fair. Justice for Rawls is 

³The fiUVW YiUWXe of Vocial inVWiWXWionV, aV WUXWh iV of V\VWemV of WhoXghW. A 
theory however elegant and economical must be rejected or revised if it is 
untrue; likewise laws and institutions no matter how efficient and well-
arranged must be reformed or abolished if they are unjust. Each person 
possesses an inviolability founded on justice that even the welfare of society 
as a whole cannot override. For this reason justice denies that the loss of 
freedom for some is made right by a greater good shared by others. It does not 
allow that the sacrifices imposed on a few are outweighed by the larger sum of 
adYanWageV enjo\ed b\ man\´ (RaZlV TJ 3).  

By making justice as fairness the most important core value, Rawls believes that it will handle 

the problem that was apparent in utilitarianism. He argues that a society is only good enough 

when it does not only promote the greatest good for the greatest number of people, but it is also 

regulated by justice (Rawls TJ 4). In order to figure out what principles of justice would govern 

the basic structure of society; Rawls creates a thought experiment called an original agreement 

Zhich diVcXVVeV ZhaW SUinciSleV a ³fUee and UaWional´ SeUVon ZoXld cUeaWe XndeU Whe aVVXmSWion 

of equality- under the veil of ignorance (Rawls TJ 10). The veil of ignorance creates a situation 

where:  

³no one knoZV hiV Slace in VocieW\, hiV claVV SoViWion oU Vocial VWaWXV, noU doeV 
anyone know his fortune in the distribution of natural assets and abilities, his 
intelligence, strength, and the like. I shall even assume that the parties do not 
know their conceptions of the good or their special psychological 
SUoSenViWieV´ (RaZlV TJ 11).  

Under this veil of ignorance people would create a society where they will not know if they will 

be advantaged or not, which Rawls thinks will make them choose a society that is just- or fair for 

all. This is where Rawls creates the difference principle, a new political philosophical theory. 

The difference principle is thought to be a balance between egalitarian views and libertarian 

YieZV ZheUe Whe ³idea iV WhaW Whe Vocial oUdeU iV noW Wo eVWabliVh and VecXUe Whe moUe aWWUacWiYe 
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SUoVSecWV of WhoVe beWWeU off XnleVV doing Vo iV Wo Whe adYanWage of WhoVe leVV foUWXnaWe´ (RaZlV 

TJ 65). The difference principle promotes the increase in advantage of the society as a whole and 

any advantage must benefit the most disadvantaged people in the situation. The difference 

principle leads Rawls to create the two principles of justice as fairness:  

³FiUVW: Each person is to have an equal right to the most extensive total system 
of equal basic liberties compatible with a similar system of liberty for all. 
Second: Social and economic inequalities are to be arranged so that they are 
both: (a) to the greatest benefit of the least advantaged, consistent with the just 
savings principle, and (b) attached to offices and positions open to all under 
condiWionV of faiU eTXaliW\ of oSSoUWXniW\´ (RaZlV TJ 266).  

These principles, followed in lexical order, are supposedly what the free and rational person 

would choose in a society where they do not know if they will be disadvantaged or advantaged 

because if they are to be disadvantaged then at least they will have the same basic liberties as 

anyone else which allows them to be acWiYe membeUV in a VocieW\. RaZlV¶ aUgXmenW iV WhaW 

humans want to have the greatest number of primary rights and goods. When every person has 

an equal right to equal basic liberties, there will be the importation of programs such as taxation 

that will be imposed on individuals. In this way, humans are losing their freedom to choose and 

have certain things imposed on them without consent.  

HoZeYeU, in oUdeU Wo belieYe in RaZlV¶ YieZ of SoliWical ShiloVoSh\ one mXVW aVVXme WhaW 

people are not inherently VelfiVh. CUiWiciVmV of RaZlV¶V WheoUieV aUe WhaW hiV WheoU\ SUodXceV 

excessive formalism, and it is a reduction to ideal theory. The basic liberties that people say are 

needed can be corrupted which is seen in the historical roots of oppression that Rawls does not 

consider. We will continue to see later on that through corruption and different definitions of 

values, philosophical theories, such as this one, are often degraded and reversed because of the 

want of power and domination.  
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3. The Rawls vs. Nozick Debate II: Nozick on Freedom 

No]ick¶V UeVSonVe Wo RaZlV¶ SUoSoVal iV mainl\ coYeUed in hiV book Anarchy, State, and Utopia, 

Zhich ZaV ZUiWWen in 1975 afWeU RaZlV¶ Theory of Justice. Nozick begins his book with the claim 

WhaW ³IndiYidXalV haYe UighWV, and Where are things no person or group may do to them (without 

YiolaWing WheiU UighWV)´ (No]ick i[). No]ick¶V goal iV Wo figXUe oXW ZhaW Whe job of Whe VWaWe iV 

where individual freedom is not violated. For him, a society that promotes the core value of 

freedom is a well-ordered society. Nozick argues that justice is freedom, and this is at the 

expense of guaranteeing any basic or minimal primary rights or goods for all. The goal of the 

VWaWe foU No]ick iV YeU\ minimal in WhaW he callV iW Whe ³XlWUaminimal VWaWe´. He argues that  

³When Whe VWaWe WhUeaWenV Vomeone ZiWh SXniVhmenW if he doeV noW conWUibXWe 
to the protection of another, it violates (and its officials violate) his rights. In 
threatening him with something that would be a violation of his rights if done 
b\ a SUiYaWe ciWi]en, Whe\ YiolaWe moUal conVWUainWV´ (No]ick ASU 163).  

This view is that the state cannot impose any constraints on the citizen, such as taxation for 

ZelfaUe, ZiWhoXW conVenW becaXVe iW YiolaWeV Whe indiYidXal¶V fUeedom. If Whe SeUVon d id not 

consent to contributing to helping someone else, then the person does not have to. What follows 

fUom No]ick¶V YieZ iV WhaW  

³Ta[aWion, of Whe UediVWUibXWiYe VoUW in Zhich modeUn VWaWeV engage in oUdeU Wo 
fund the various programs of the bureaucratic welfare state, is morally 
illegitimate. It amounts to a kind of forced labor, for the state so structures the 
tax system that any time you labor at all, a certain amount of your labor time ± 
the amount that produces the wealth taken away from you forcibly via 
taxation ± is time you involuntarily work, in effect, for the state. Indeed, such 
taxation amounts to partial slavery, for in giving every citizen an entitlement 
to certain benefits (welfare, social security, or whatever), the state in effect 
gives them an entitlement, a right, to a part of the proceeds of your labor, 
which produces the taxes that fund the benefits; every citizen, that is, becomes 
in such a system a partial owner of you (since they have a partial property 
right in part of you, i.e. in \oXU laboU)´ (FeVeU IEP).  

This argument is meant to show that this is not the job of the state because it is violating the 

indiYidXal¶V fUeedom of choice, Zhich iV XnjXVW. A minimal VWaWe iV a VWaWe ³WhaW iV limiWed Wo Whe 

protection of the rights of person, SUoSeUW\, and conWUacW´ (Mack SEP). ThiV VWaWe doeV Vo b\ noW 
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YiolaWing an\ SeUVon¶V naWXUal UighWV WhUoXgh a SUoceVV WhaW No]ick callV Whe ³InYiVible Hand´. 

No]ick belieYeV WhaW eYen ZiWhoXW cUeaWing a conWUacW WhaW YiolaWeV SeoSle¶V UighWV (in Whe Zay 

WhaW ³iW iV one Whing foU indiYidXalV Wo haYe UighWV and anoWheU Whing foU Whem Wo haYe UighWV Wo Whe 

SUoWecWion of WheiU UighWV´) WheUe Zill be Vome cUeaWion of a SUoWecWiYe SUogUam WhUoXgh 

monopolies that will protect people (Mack SEP).  

The problem wiWh No]ick¶V YieZ, fUom Whe RaZlVian SeUVSecWiYe, iV WhaW No]ick VacUificeV 

fairness for the sake of freedom. It does not consider, like Rawls¶ WheoU\, hiVWoU\ and hoZ 

slavery and the Jim Crow Era created a society where equality is not possible without rights that 

SUoWecW oWheU SeoSle¶V UighWV. No]ick belieYeV WhaW jXVWice iV fUeedom and noW faiUneVV, and aV a 

result he pursues under the name of justice something very different than a Rawlsian pursues 

under the name of justice. 

 That there are these sorts of disagreements about how to grasp a concept is obvious, but 

a couple of details from these debates that are relevant for our purposes are first, the grasp of a 

concept is obscured by politicians and philosophers when they are trying to promote a certain 

agenda, and second, the disagreements are not necessarily because thinkers try to promote 

different values, but that they understand the same value differently.  

Examples of Core Value Devaluation in Concrete Political Regimes 

Similar to how certain philosophers promote specific values over others, some political models 

promote certain values at the expense of other ones. In this section I discuss how epistocracies, 

democracies, oligarchies, and even tyrannies, promote a few core values at the expense of other 

core values. We see that epistocracies will promote truth and knowledge at the expense of justice 

and freedom. Democracies promote freedom and justice at the expense of truth. Oligarchies 

promote material well-being over freedom, justice, and equality. Lastly, even tyrannies are 
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initially supported because they are seen to promote freedom of the stronger at the expense of 

justice for everyone else. Plato was aware of this phenomena and captures it well in his 

discussion of the degradation of political systems in Republic VIII-IX, which I will discuss in 

Chapter 2 in more detail.    

1. Epistocracies 

Epistocracies promote the value of truth and knowledge over justice and freedom. In an 

epistocracy, the wise few rule over the rest of the population. The argument for epistocracies is 

that if you have the most knowledgeable people making decisions then the result will ultimately 

be better political outcomes. This could initially be a good thing, but it ends up devolving into 

the alienation of the UeVW of Whe SoSXlaWion. In DaYid EVWlXnd¶V ³Wh\ NoW ESiVWocUac\´, he aUgXeV 

againVW eSiVWocUac\ WhUoXgh ³The DemogUaShic ObjecWion: Whe edXcaWed SoUWion of Whe SoSXlace 

may disproportionately have epistemically damaging features that countervail the admitted 

eSiVWemic benefiWV of edXcaWion´ (EVWlXnd 62).5 This means that the people who would be 

considered most educated in society are educated by the result of epistemic advantages. For 

e[amSle, in Whe caVe of Whe UniWed SWaWeV, becaXVe of Whe coXnWU\¶V history of oppression, the 

educated population is not necessarily the best group for making the decisions that benefit 

everyone.  

Estlund gives the example of literacy tests during the Jim Crow era, which were designed 

to keep African Americans from voting (Estlund 62). While a certain percentage of the 

population might be in higher education, that is not a good representation of actual knowledge 

considering a large percentage of the population does not have the same opportunities to attend 

higher education. Consequently, while epistocracies try to promote knowledge, they do not 

 
5 FoU moUe infoUmaWion againVW eSiVWocUacieV Uead ³Wh\ NoW ESiVWocUac\´ by David Estlund. 
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necessarily promote justice, equality or freedom because, as Eslund argues, the decisions of the 

government might not be to the advantage of everyone the government is supposed to protect.  

2. Democracies 

Democracies often promote the value of freedom at the expenses of truth. In his book, Against 

Democracy, Jason Brennan begins with the reasons that people promote democracies: 

³DemocUac\ iV a XniTXel\ jXVW foUm of Vocial oUgani]aWion. PeoSle haYe a baVic UighW Wo an eTXal 

fXndamenWal VhaUe of SoliWical SoZeU. PaUWiciSaWion iV good foU XV; iW emSoZeUV XV, iW¶V a XVeful 

Za\ foU XV Wo geW ZhaW Ze ZanW, and iW WendV Wo make XV beWWeU SeoSle´ (BUennan 7). ThoVe Zho 

are against epistocracies would agree with this because in a democracy people are supposedly 

getting representation for their values. Brennan's arguments against democracy are that: political 

participation corrupts us by giving us a means to hate each other, the right to vote should not be 

like other civil liberties like freedom of speech, religion, or association, and universal suffrage 

makes most voters make political decisions that are ignorant and irrational (Brennan 7 and 8).6 

While a democracy is the best government we have so far, Brennan tries to advocate the just 

because it is the best of what is known does not necessarily mean that it is the most just. 

Democracies are vulnerable, like any other political regime, and this vulnerability in terms of 

freedom can manipulate people into renouncing things that are good for them. Although I will 

discuss this in more depth in Chapter 2, Plato argues that when there is too much freedom it can 

lead to chaos because people become too sensitive to any form of authority.  

3. Oligarchy 

In oligarchies there is the promotion of the value of material abundance and efficiency over 

freedom, justice, and equality. Like an epistocracy, in oligarchies there is the rule of a few-those 

 
6 FoU moUe infoUmaWion aboXW WhiV aUgXmenW againVW democUac\, Uead ³AgainVW DemocUac\´ b\ JaVon BUennan.  
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with the most wealth, over the many- those who do not have most of the wealth. In his book 

³OligaUch\´, JeffUe\ A. WinWeUV ZUiWeV WhaW ³an XndeUVWanding of oligaUchV and oligaUch\ beginV 

with the obVeUYaWion WhaW e[WUeme maWeUial ineTXaliW\ SUodXceV e[WUeme SoliWical ineTXaliW\´ 

(Winters 4). He notes that material inequality is not a large issue in other forms of government, 

but it is the main source of inequality in political power for oligarchies. While an oligarchy could 

be seen as a positive regime in that if their views line up with the views of the many then there is 

an abundance of material wealth to fix issues, often, oligarchies devolve into creating 

excessively restrictive measures that focus on the material stuff rather than the people. Winters 

explains how  

³Oligarchs are the only citizens in liberal democracies who can pursue their 
personal political objectives indirectly and yet intensively by exerting 
determined influence through armies of professional, skilled actors (the 
middle and upper class worker bees helping produce oligarchic outcomes) 
who labor year round as salaried, full-time advocates and defenders of core 
oligaUchic inWeUeVWV´ (WinWeUV 18).7 

Winters believes that this is a good thing because oligarchies are then the best to protect the 

safety of the country. However, we see the pattern of what the political system should be used 

for. If the system is used simply for protection and winning wars, then maybe an oligarchy would 

be best because of its efficiency. However, this is not the society we live in today and as Plato 

explains in the Republic, oligarchies end up oppressing the people and leaving them unprepared 

for the benefit of keeping the wealth in their own hands.  

4. Tyranny  

Even tyranny might be initially understood as defending certain positive values at the expense of 

others. Tyrannies come from the people in a time of desperation, and they disguise themselves as 

being benevolent and for the people. Callicles in the Gorgias seems to defend tyranny or the rule 

 
7 FoU moUe infoUmaWion on Whe SUoV of oligaUch\ Uead ³OligaUch\´ b\ JeffUe\ A. WinWeUV. 
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of the stronger over the many, where the stronger take as much as they want, as the realization of 

the value of true freedom. Callicles argues against Socrates and says, 

³BXW I belieYe WhaW naWXUe iWVelf UeYealV WhaW iW¶V a jXVW Whing foU Whe beWWeU man 
and the more capable man to have a greater share than the worse man and the 
less capable man. Nature shows that this is so in many places; both among the 
other animals and in whole cities and races of men, it shows that this is what 
justice has been decided to be: that the superior rule the inferior and have a 
gUeaWeU VhaUe Whan Whe\´ (GoUgiaV 483d). 

The conceVVionV Wo Whe man\ oU Wo Whe oWheUV iV Veen aV a ZeakneVV and aV limiWaWionV Wo one¶V 

freedom and self-realization. Here we see that Callicles has a different version of justice than that 

of fairness. He believes in justice in the way that the oligarchs and maybe even Nozick believe in 

justice, freedom to do what you please even if it produces inequality. However, as we see 

through history, even tyrannies can turn into something bad for the tyrant because they are 

subject to the whims of the population themself. When they are seen for what they truly are, the 

SeoSle almoVW alZa\V UeYolW againVW Whem, WhXV ending Whe W\UanW¶V Uegime.   

How We Use Great Values to Move People towards Political Action/Engagement in 
Contemporary Society 

Some of the debates described in the previous section already reveal that while the values are 

positive, they are understood and used in different ways by different thinkers, so that we must do 

a lot of conceptual disentangling to be able to navigate the debates. When we look at how that 

works in public debates things get even more complicated or confused. Politicians get people to 

support certain topics that seem like they are positive.  

FoU e[amSle, Whe WeUm ³laZ and oUdeU´ ZaV XVed aV a SoViWiYe WeUm Wo make people wish 

for safety and social harmony while really it was promoting initially the ideology and interests of 

segregationists in the mid 1950s, and then the Nixon campaign to promote the War on Drugs in 

the 1970s, etc. While I will go into this example in more detail in Chapter 3, I want to introduce 
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it here as one clear value term that was initially used to promote something that seemed positive 

but was just a way of maintaining oppression.8  

AnoWheU e[amSle of WhiV Shenomena iV Whe conceSW of ³meUiW´ in Whe affiUmaWiYe acWion 

debate. In this context we find different positions that use merit in different ways with different 

SXUSoVeV: PeWe WilVon¶V neo-Augustinian definition of merit opposes affirmative action while 

Bill ClinWon¶V neo-Pelagian definition of merit supports affirmative action.9 The distinction 

between the neo-Augustinian and neo-Pelagian definitions of merit has to do with who merit is 

attributed to. For neo-Augustinians merit is attributed by God and external factors, while for 

someone with a neo-Pelagian view, merit is attributed to the self and your internal individual 

factors. Bill Clinton uses merit in a positive way in that it encompasses the capability someone 

can have and how these capabilities can be affected by the disadvantages they face in terms of 

race and gender. Pete Wilson reverses the way merit is seen by arguing that race and gender are 

WhingV oXW of a SeUVon¶V conWUol, and \oX haYe Whe meUiW Wo do an\Whing onl\ baVed on ZhaW God 

has given you. In this way, the slippery concept of merit creates two sides to the affirmative 

action debate.  

This deterioration and reversal of values ultimately occurs because people use differing 

definitions and understand the concepts in ways that promote their own agendas. The next 

chapter expands on this phenomenon in terms of political regimes by analyzing how the 

phenomenon is treated in the works of Plato and Aristotle.  

 
8 See ChaSWeU 3, SecWion 2 ³WaU On DUXgV Michelle Ale[andeU´. 
9 For more information about the differing definitions of the term merit in the context of affirmative action read 
³MeUiW BadgeUing: DiVVecWing a SliSSeU\ ConceSW in Whe AffiUmaWiYe AcWion DebaWe´ b\ TimoWh\ J. LXkeV and 
Bonnie G. Campodonico. 
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Chapter 2: The Deterioration and Reversal of the Core Values  

As we have seen in the previous chapter, most political systems are organized for the promotion 

of Vome cenWUal YalXeV WhaW I haYe called ³Whe CoUe ValXeV.´ In each caVe, Zhen WhingV go Zell, 

people can organize societies oriented towards economic growth, equality, freedom, etc., in ways 

that benefit most or at least some of the participants in the political system. But as we have seen 

also, often these values can get corrupted and used for oppression instead of promoting social 

harmony and a better society. In the description of the decadence of the political systems in 

PlaWo¶V Republic VIII-IX, we find an early analysis of the reasons why this corruption of the 

YalXeV, oU aV I Vhall call iW ³deWeUioUaWion´, occXUV. We Vee hoZ PlaWo beginV ZiWh an aUiVWocUatic 

regime that through the promotion of certain values they deteriorate and turn into another 

Uegime, foU e[amSle a WimocUac\. We Zill anal\]e PlaWo¶V deVcUiSWion in ZhaW folloZV and VhoZ 

how he sees each moment of decadence as a moment of deterioration and reversal of a core 

value: in the transition from aristocracy to timocracy, the pursuit of virtue and being admirable 

turns into the pursuit of honor and of being admired; in the transition from timocracy to 

oligarchy, the pursuit of honor and of being admired turns into the pursuit of material well-being 

and accumulated wealth; etc. 

But why do people keep supporting regimes after they have deteriorated? Why is it 

difficult to detect when an aristocracy has turned into a timocracy or a timocracy into an 

oligaUch\? We find an e[SlanaWion of Whe UeaVonV foU WhiV in AUiVWoWle¶V Politics, where he gives 

an account of strategies that rulers can use to make things seem to people different from how 

they are and consequently the rulers are able to maintain the status quo without resistance.  
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M\ goal in WhiV chaSWeU iV Wo aUgXe WhaW PlaWo¶V anal\ViV of Whe deWeUioUaWion of UegimeV 

and AUiVWoWle¶V inVighWV aboXW Whe W\UanWV¶ VWUaWegieV foU UeYeUVal aUe XVefXl WoolV Wo anal\]e Vome 

parallel contemporary phenomena that will be discussed in Chapter 3. 

The Decadence of PeUicleV¶ Regime 

PeUicleV¶ FXneUal OUaWion ZaV a VSeech on Whe YiUWXeV of AWhenian democUac\. PeUicleV YalXed Whe 

empire of Athens and believed that a democratic city-state that balanced justice, freedom, 

respect, knowledge, and enjoyment would be a well-ordered government. However, the original 

democUac\ WhaW PeUicleV SUaiVeV endV XS falling and WhiV inVSiUeV PlaWo¶V SoliWical ShiloVoSh\. 

Gary Bass, a writer for The New Yorker, wrote on how  

³In 430±429 B.C.E., Athens was devastated by a mysterious epidemic, which 
reared its head again a few years later. Tens of thousands of people died, 
perhaps as many as one-third of Athenians. Society was ravaged, and the 
military, which was in the early stages of a brutal twenty-seven-year war 
against Sparta, was debilitated for many years. The catastrophe contributed to 
AWhenV¶V VhaWWeUing defeaW, in 404 B.C.E., b\ Whe loXWiVh SSaUWanV, Zho WoUe 
doZn Whe ciW\¶V ZallV and imSoVed a VhoUW-liYed bXW mXUdeUoXV oligaUch\´ 
(BaVV ³The AWhenian PlagXe, A CaXWionaU\ Tale of DemocUac\¶V FUagiliW\). 

In a time of death and despair, the people of Athens were vulnerable which was the perfect time 

for Alcibiades to enforce an oligarchy. Philosopher Plato does not think that this is an accident, 

and it is due to the degradation of the ideology of the core values that typically happens by the 

corruption of the main concepts. As seen earlier, core values such as freedom can be slippery and 

can lead to politicians using propaganda and lying to promote their own agendas. This is an 

important worry for Plato and AUiVWoWle, and Ze Zill Vee in WheVe ne[W VecWionV: PlaWo¶V anal\ViV 

of Whe decadence of Whe UegimeV inWo W\Uann\ and AUiVWoWle¶V accoXnW of hoZ a W\Uann\ iV 

preserved.  
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Plato's Analysis of the Deterioration of political systems in Republic VIII-IX 

In PlaWo¶V diVcXVVion of Whe deWeUioUaWion of Whe SoliWical UegimeV, Whe SUoblem ZiWh Whe UegimeV iV 

both that the values degrade and become oppressive in themselves, and that the values from the 

beginning exclude part of the population. I think we can read PlaWo¶V anal\ViV of Whe decadence of 

the souls and the political regimes in the Republic VIII and IX as a study of how positive 

concepts are degraded.10 After discussing aristocracy (rule of the best), Plato begins by looking 

at the faults of the four different types of political regimes: timocracy, oligarchy, democracy, and 

tyranny. The purpose of this discussion is to analyze how each regime privileges certain values 

over others, which leads to the deterioration of that regime into an entirely different regime. 

Plato considers first aristocracy, which Socrates and Glaucon agree is the best kind of 

government because rulers have full virtue and knowledge. For a government to be good 

Socrates believes that education, the way of life, wives and children should all be in common; 

the rulers themselves should also be the smartest in philosophy and in warfare (543a). While an 

aristocracy is considered, by Socrates, the best government he also explains how an aristocracy 

can fall. An aristocracy will ultimately fall because rulers are human and will eventually make 

mistakes on who should be their predecessors and they will 

³HaYe leVV conVideUaWion foU mXVic and SoeWU\ Whan Whe\ oXghW, When Whe\ Zill 
neglect physical training, so that your young people will become less well 
edXcaWed in mXVic and SoeWU\. Hence, UXleUV choVen fUom among Whem Zon¶W 
be able to guard well the testing of the golden, silver, bronze, and iron races... 
The intermixing of iron with silver and bronze with gold that results will 
engender lack of likeness and unharmonious inequality, and these always 
breed war and hostility wherever they arise. Civil war, we declare, is always 
and eYeU\ZheUe µof WhiV lineage¶´ (546e). 

 
10 In ́ DegeneUaWe UegimeV in PlaWo¶V ReSXblic´, Zena HiW] diVcXVVeV a VimilaU anal\ViV of hoZ WheVe UegimeV aUe 
UegimeV of Whe aSSeWiWiYe VoXl, UaWheU Whan Whe UeaVon SaUW of Whe VoXl, and aUe gXided b\ VhadoZ YiUWXeV. ´The\ aUe 
courage (without wisdom) in timocracy, moderation (understood as constraint) in oligarchy, and justice (reduced to 
lawfulness) in democracy. These shadow-virtues give the regimes definition and structure, and make a regime one 
W\Se and noW anoWheU´ (HiW] 123).  
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Because of this civil war there will be a separation between the iron and bronze type of people 

and the gold and silver type of people. The civil war will lead to a compromise that results in 

private property, enslavement, and a state of war.  

Socrates also explains that a son becomes a timocrat after hearing his mother complain 

about his father being too indifferent which feeds the spirited and appetitive part of the soul, 

while the father continues to feed the ration part of the soul (549d-550b). What is interesting 

about this discussion is that it shows that even the best kind of government which values wisdom 

and virtue results in an alienation for those who have different preferences- those who have a 

need for recognition and material well-being. Socrates argues that the fall of aristocracy 

coincides with the rise of timocracy, the government that is a midpoint between an aristocracy 

and an oligarchy.   

Timocracy is a government for the love of victory and honor, which in principle could be 

a correction of the aristocratic regime. It is a halfway point between an aristocracy and oligarchy, 

and Plato characterizes it as a degradation and as a worse regime (547c-548c). The 

chaUacWeUiVWicV of a WimocUac\ aUe ³UeVSecW foU UXleUV; Whe diVTXalificaWion of Whe ZaUUioU elemenW 

in the state from agriculture, manual employment or any other kind of business; the 

establishment of communal living quarters; and the concentration of physical education and 

WUaining foU ZaU´ (547e). PlaWo conclXdeV WhaW ZiWhin a WimocUac\, Vince iW iV a mi[WXUe of 

oligaUch\ and aUiVWocUac\, WheUe Zill be a diYiVion beWZeen SeoSle¶V ZanWV foU mone\ and 

possessions versus their value of philosophy and virtue. The degraded aristocracy part of 

timocracy, which is now spirited, will lead people to value war over peace, while the oligarchy 

part will lead people to keep private their monetary gains (548a-b). Since there was a higher 

value on physical education rather than on education of the arts, people respond more to force 
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than to persuasion. Plato believes that a Timocracy would be good and bad, just and unjust 

(548c). The good part is that there is a love of honor and respect, but the bad part is that because 

there was a lack of importance on education of the arts, there is more exploitation in warfare, as 

well as the harsh enslavement of people (549a). The timocratic man is not necessarily a bad man, 

while he does keep bad company, he ends up being a man who loves victory but also loves honor 

(550b).  

Plato defines oligarchy aV ³Whe one ZheUe Whe Uich UXle, and a SooU man iV e[clXded fUom 

SoZeU´ (550d). The oligaUch YalXeV maWeUial Zellbeing and e[WeUnal goodV VXch aV ZealWh, VafeW\, 

etc. An oligarchy forms from a timocracy when the rich get caught up with keeping their wealth. 

Initially they start accumulating for the purposes of material wellbeing, but gradually 

accumulation becomes a goal. A consequence of this is that only they can become the rulers, 

which creates a divide between the rich and the poor (551b). Oligarchs will come to fear that the 

poor will revolt against them, so they do not arm them. They will also not put any money into 

funding anything, including a war because they would rather keep the money for themselves. 

This ultimately puts the oligarchs in a bad position when it comes to anything (551e). The lack of 

education and increase in poverty will lead to an increase in crime which will make the 

oligarchical regime collapse (552e). With the rise of the poor to get rid of the wealthy, rises a 

democracy.  

Democracies promote freedom, liberty, and diversity (557). People will come into 

power, not based on who should be in charged based on qualifications, but by being the most 

popular (558a-c). Plato makes a distinction between necessary and unnecessary desires where 

necessary desires are those that you cannot justly ignore because they are often part of human 

nature, while unnecessary desires are those that do not do the person good but makes them 
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happy. The democratic man will always have to choose between those necessary and 

unnecessary desires, and this obsession with freedom will lead to the collapse of democracy 

(559a-561e). The collapse of democracy because of the obsession with freedom leads to the rise 

of tyranny. Plato explains that when people become so obsessed with freedom it makes  

³The ciWi]enV¶ VoXlV Vo VenViWiYe WhaW, if an\one eYen SXWV XSon himself the 
least degrees of slavery, they become angry and cannot endure it... they take 
no notice even of the laws- written or unwritten- in their determination that no 
one Vhall be maVWeU oYeU Whem in an\ Za\ aW all´ (563e). 

Ultimately, this creates disorder leading to the rise of a tyranny. This as an example of the 

deterioration and reversal of the core value of freedom. Freedom at first, as a value to be 

promoted amid an oligarchy was seen as a good thing. However, with time, corruption, and 

SeoSle¶V diffeUenW SeUceSWionV of fUeedom, Ze Vee WhaW iW can eaVil\ be WXUned inWo VomeWhing 

negative that ends up oppressing the community.  

Socrates begins his section on the degradation of democracy into a tyranny by explaining 

WhaW ³e[WUeme fUeedom cannoW be e[SecWed Wo lead Wo an\Whing bXW a change Wo e[WUeme VlaYeU\´ 

(564a). The reason for this is because anything that is excessive on one side ends up becoming 

the opposite (563e). What is important to note is that a tyrant comes from the people. The tyrant 

Zill come in a Wime of need and diVgXiVe himVelf ³making all VoUWV of SUomiVeV boWh in SXblic and 

in private, freeing the people from debt, redistributing the land to them and to his followers, and 

pretending to be gracioXV and genWle Wo all´ (566e). HoZeYeU, Zhile Whe SeoSle helS Whe W\UanW 

come inWo SoZeU and Whe W\UanW feelV Vafe fUom enemieV, Whe W\UanW iV acWXall\ ³alZa\V boXnd Wo 

be VWiUUing XS ZaU´ (567a). ThiV iV becaXVe a W\UanW cannoW haYe fUiendV noU enemieV, Whey must 

not have anyone who can question or criticize them in order to stay in power. This leads us into 

Whe anal\ViV of AUiVWoWle¶V PoliWicV V 10-11 where he explains how the tyrant can preserve his 

regime.  
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Manufacturing Deterioration: Aristotle's Advice to the Tyrant on How to Preserve a Political 

Regime  

In Politics V 10-11, Aristotle explains how a tyranny comes to be and how a tyrant can preserve 

a W\Uann\. WhaW iV inWeUeVWing in AUiVWoWle¶V diVcXVVion foU oXU SXUSoVeV iV hiV e[SlanaWion of hoZ 

successful tyrants need to make their regimes and intentions look like they are benefiting people, 

even if the goal of their policies is to benefit the tyrants themselves. To achieve this goal, tyrants 

use several strategies that make their regimes look more benevolent and populist than they really 

are, and particularly, when people are starting to question the regime, tyrants need to make 

visible changes, so that people think that their complaints are being answer, even though the 

W\UanW¶V inWenWion iV Wo make meUe aSSaUenW changeV Zhile WU\ing Wo keeS Whe VWaWXV TXo.11 One of 

the central strategies that tyrants use for this purpose, is that of reversal of value terms, so that 

they speak and make things seem as if they are supporting the cause of justice, freedom, etc. 

when they are really working against those values. 

As we have seen in the previous section Socrates explains that tyranny comes to be 

through having an extreme form of democracy. It is when people begin to hate the elites and put 

Vomeone elVe in chaUge. AUiVWoWle¶V inVighW iV WhaW W\UanWV aUe iniWiall\ VXSSoUWed and put in power 

by the people and are expected to produce changes that do away with the problems of the 

SUeceding V\VWem. AUiVWoWle ZUiWeV WhaW a ³a W\UanW iV choVen fUom Whe SeoSle Wo be WheiU SUoWecWoU 

against the notables, and in order to prevent them from being injured. History shows that almost 

all tyrants have been demagogues who gained the favor of the people by their accusation of the 

 
11 FoU a diVcXVVion of WhiV Shenomenon, and iWV connecWion ZiWh Michelle Ale[andeU¶V WheViV WhaW VomeWimeV UegimeV 
need to produce apparent changes so that everything stays the same, I have benefited from the ideas in Molly 
Kell\¶V ³Aristotle Revisited: Hybrid Regimes, Revolution, and the Sense of Injustice´ (unpublished manuscript), 
and from discussions with her in class. 
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noWableV´ (1310a). ThiV SUoblem of Whe haWUed of Whe eliWeV endV XS moWoUi]ing a Uegime WhaW iV 

even worse than the one they have now. That is, even from the beginning, the success of the 

tyrant depends on being seen, at least by some, as a solution to what people perceive as the 

problems of their time. 

Once this person is put into charge, they must preserve their tyranny. Aristotle offers 

several strategies that will help one accomplish this goal that can be put into two modes. The 

strategies that can be put into the first mode are those that show that the tyrant is malevolent: 

eliminating the high-minded men, keeping a lookout for things that give rise to high-mindedness 

and mutual trust, prohibiting schools and keeping people as ignorant as possible, pit people 

against each other, and taxation. While these strategies help in preserving a tyranny, the best 

strategy is a different mode for Aristotle, and it is to make the people think the tyrant is a 

benevolent monarch because “the two principal motives people have for attacking tyrannies are 

haWUed and conWemSW´ (1312b). The goal of this would be to make the regime seem beneficial for 

the citizens when it is just for the purposes of promoting with the tyrant wants, which is to 

preserve the tyranny. The aims of tyranny are that the ruled not trust one another, that they be 

SoZeUleVV, and WhaW Whe\ Whink Vmall (1314a). AUiVWoWle ZUiWeV WhaW, ³a W\UanW VhoXld SeUfoUm oU 

Veem Wo SeUfoUm eYeU\Whing elVe in a noble, kingl\ faVhion´ (1314a). He mXVW make VXUe Whe 

SXblic VeeV him aV good and dignified, ³a W\UanW mXVW do Whe oSSoViWe of well all the things we 

mentioned a while back. For he must lay out and beautify the city-state as if he were a household 

SWeZaUW UaWheU Whan a W\UanW´ (1314a). While AUiVWoWle belieYeV WhiV iV Whe beVW Za\ foU a W\UanW Wo 

preserve their tyranny and the tyrant is portraying himself as benevolent, what is important here 

is that they are doing it with the wrong intention. A tyrant who disguises himself as a benevolent 

monarch succumbs to the phenomenon of acting performatively, not genuinely.  
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As Aristotle and Plato have discussed, tyrannies come about from democracies and when 

the people need something radically different. We can see this pattern emerge through examples 

of tyrannies in the world. For example, before Hitler came into power, Germany was destroyed 

in the aftermaths of World War I. People were starving, exhausted, angry, and had no hope left. 

AV TheodoUe Abel diVcXVVeV in ³Wh\ HiWleU Came inWo PoZeU´, Whe monaUchical goYeUnmenW of 

Prince Max of Baden hid as a democratic government for the people and when that failed, the 

National Assembly elected a president who followed a moderately socialist government (Abel 

15-20). After the treaty of Versailles was signed there was an overwhelming distain towards it as 

Whe\ belieYed iW ³cXUWailed Whe SoZeU of the nation, deprived it of its prestige, attacked its 

traditions, and impaired its integrity, it was regarded as a fatal thrust against social values held 

and VhaUed b\ Whe YaVW majoUiW\ of GeUmanV´ (Abel 30). BecaXVe of WhiV haWUed WoZaUdV Whe 

democratic regime, the Nationalist Socialist Party was formed, leading to the horrors of World 

War II.12 

In the example of Germany, we can see the theme of a regime seeming to be something 

they are not, especially when Prince Max of Baden tried to disguise his monarchy as a 

democracy. The phenomenon that Aristotle analyzes is how tyrannical regimes often perform 

ZhaW Veem Uadical changeV in oUdeU Wo mainWain Whe VWaWXV TXo. AUiVWoWle¶V UXle iV WhaW Whe W\UanW¶V 

UeVSonVe Wo SeoSle¶V diVVaWiVfacWion in WimeV of cUiVis should seem to make important reforms, so 

that people think progress has been made, while everything stays the same. In Chapter 3, I will 

go more in depth on how the rhetoric of benevolence or tyrannical is amplified by the media and 

propaganda.  

 
12 FoU moUe infoUmaWion aboXW Whe hiVWoU\ of hoZ Whe Na]i PaUW\ and HiWleU moYemenW came Wo be Uead ³Wh\ HiWleU 
Came InWo PoZeU´ b\ TheodoUe Abel. 
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The PhiloVoSheUV¶ ESiVWocUac\ aV a SolXWion Wo Whe PUoblem of DeWeUioUaWion and ReYeUVal 

PlaWo¶V Republic proposes epistocracy as a solution to the problem of the degradation of 

slippery value concepts that turn democracies into tyrannies. To avoid leaving the masses in the 

hands of demagogues and potential tyrants, those who have knowledge (the philosophers) should 

be in charge and protect the political narratives, the education, and the cultural institutions in 

geneUal. While PlaWo¶V YeUVion of eSiVWocUac\ iV not popular today, there are increasing recent 

defenses of epistocracy in contemporary political philosophy. As Thomas Mulligan explains in 

³ESiVWocUac\ and PXblic ReaVon´, WhaW  

³TheUe iV a Vmall bXW gUoZing inWeUeVW in goYeUnmenWV chaUacWeUi]ed noW b\ Whe 
equal participation of all citizens, but rather by the entrusting of political 
power in the hands of an elite subset of them-namely, those who will do a 
better job of governing oZing Wo WheiU VXSeUioU SoliWical knoZledge´ (MXlligan 
258).  

While epistocracies might have advantages, they have the danger of producing a gap between 

those in charge and those ruled. The main problem of epistocracy is that it leaves a big part of the 

population out of the public deliberations, alienates them, and does away with the potential 

positive values of equal participation, equal opportunity, etc.  

FoU MXlligan, Whe UeaVon an eSiVWocUac\ iV noW Whe VolXWion iV becaXVe ³Whe SUoceVV b\ 

which a positiYe WUaiW iV SUodXced concomiWanWl\ SUodXceV a negaWiYe WUaiW´ (MXlligan 463). 

Mulligan gives the example of a person who is knowledgeable about international finance. This 

knowledge was most likely attained through a job like that of one on Wall Street. It is likely to 

assume that a person who is knowledgeable about international finance is not as interested in 

social justice and the needs of the disadvantaged (Mulligan 463). There is no way in which an 

epistocratic government could represent the needs of all because of the reoccurring pattern that 

politicians want to promote their own agendas. Therefore, a true deliberative democracy is the 

solution to the phenomena that has been presented throughout this thesis. However, as we have 
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seen in this chapter (wiWh Whe e[amSle of PeUicleV¶ democUac\) and aV Ze Zill Vee in Whe ne[W 

chapter, even a democracy is not invulnerable to the degradation of core values because of 

corruption and disguise.  

WaV PlaWo¶V inWXiWion UighW WhaW an eSiVWocUac\ coXld VolYe WhoVe SUoblems of deterioration 

and UeYeUVal of a VocieW\¶V coUe YalXeV? If Ze XndeUVWand eSiVWocUac\ aV MXlligan and Vome oWheU 

contemporary authors (such as Estlund, Anderson) do, then the idea is often that those in power 

are supposed to have knowledge about technical matters such as political economy, social 

organization, etc., and they are supposed to be better at making political decisions based on that 

knoZledge. PlaWo¶V SoinW, hoZeYeU, iV a liWWle diffeUenW, and Whe kind of knoZledge WhaW he WhinkV 

relevant is, as he establishes in Republic V-VII, knowledge of dialectics (532-537) and of the 

Forms. I think that the point Plato is trying to make is that philosophers could know what is 

necessarily good, but more importantly their knowledge of dialectics and their familiarity with 

Whe FoUmV makeV Whem aZaUe of Whe VliSSeU\ naWXUe of YalXe conceSWV. In WhaW caVe, PlaWo¶V 

proposal would be very different from the kinds of epistocracies that modern authors suggest, it 

would be instead an epistocracy based on people who know about the slipperiness of values and 

regimes and have the tools to keep it from happening.  

Much of the discussion surrounding epistocracy focuses on the kind of knowledge that is 

too narrow in comparison to the knowledge philosophers are supposed to have, which is 

knowledge of the trick. If we were to leave a Rawlsian or Nozickian in power, they would fall 

into the trick quickly because they are not considering the depth of injustices. This begs the 

question of what the relevant type of knowledge is for the best political outcomes and the well-

being of the citizens. I will pick up this discussion in Chapter 4, where I discuss potential 

strategies for overcoming the trick.  
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Chapter 3: The War on Drugs as an Example of Manufacturing Reversal  

My analysis in the previous chapter of the views of Plato and Aristotle on the degradation of 

political systems and on the sources of tyranny highlights that, for both authors, the slippery 

character of value concepts is precisely what politicians and people in power tend to use to 

promote their own interest. And, in turn, this focus on self-interest produces the reversal of the 

values so that they are compatible with their individual projects. As a result, even core values 

that are initially liberatory and aimed at moving the community towards a better place turn to be, 

instead, oppressive and to move the community towards more inequality and maintaining the 

status quo. That is what we see in the regression of regimes that Plato describes in Rep. VIII and 

IX, and, similarly, in the more intentional description of how to maintain tyrannies in power that 

Aristotle offers in Politics V.  

In the present chapter, I apply this lens to explore modern examples of the trick of 

reversal of value concepts, and I look at some examples in contemporary American politics 

where apparent progress is turned into more (and more sophisticated) oppression by turning 

value terms (and projects) that are initially positive into something different. First, this reversal 

occurs in relation to policy issues where Presidents run on a message of change, but then the 

evidence during their presidency shows that the opposite has happened. But more importantly for 

our purposes, the trick of reversal occurs in the rhetoric and narratives used by those with 

political power, who use value concepts that could initially be, liberating, and generate positive 

change, bXW aUe eiWheU XVed Wo mainWain Whe VWaWXV TXo (aV in AUiVWoWle¶V tyrant) or bring even more 

deWeUioUaWion of Whe SoliWical ViWXaWion (aV in PlaWo¶V degeneUaWion of Whe UegimeV). E[amSleV aUe 
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WeUmV and ShUaVeV VXch aV ³laZ and oUdeU,´ ³make AmeUica gUeaW again,´ ³inclXVion,´ and ³SoVW -

Uacial VocieW\´.  

The main example of the trick that I will discuss, that occupies the final sections of this 

chaSWeU, iV Whe noWion of ³laZ and oUdeU´ Zhich ZaV SUeVenWed aV an aWWUacWiYe and SoViWiYe YalXe 

to produce social harmony and instead was used to maintain the segregation and discrimination 

fUom Whe Jim CUoZ eUa. In WhiV SUoceVV, aV Michelle Ale[andeU e[SlainV, Whe noWion of ³SoVW -

Uacial´ oU ³Uace-neXWUal´ iV eTXall\ XVed aV a WeUm WhaW iniWiall\ haV SoViWiYe connoWaWionV and \eW 

it turns to be an instrument to obscure the fact that things have not really changed.  

Deterioration and Reversal in Modern America 

I think that we can see the democratic cycles of regular turn-taking of Democrats and 

Republicans in contemporary America as a version of the trick of reversal on the preservation of 

a tyranny that Aristotle describes in Politics V 10 and 11. This is because politicians of the two 

parties give the appearance of change when many of the basic issues stand the same. Among the 

strategies to produce excitement for a project and support from the public are many, I focus in 

this section on two: (1) use of positive discourse, even if it does not cohere with the actual 

SolicieV; and (2) XVe of SoViWiYe YalXe conceSWV Wo deVcUibe one¶V goalV oU SUodXce Velf -narratives 

that often hide a different reality. Because of the positive discourse about certain issues, people 

tend to be confused when Democratic presidents adopt policies that do not seem democratic, and 

typically these Democratic presidents get less push back from the public than when Republican 

presidents take anti-SoSXlaU meaVXUeV, e.g., Obama¶V deSoUWaWion, oU ClinWon¶V incaUceUaWion 

increase. While the phenomenon of Democratic presidents taking anti-democratic policies is 

more complex and global than the slippery-concepts phenomena I am exploring, it does contain 

some of its elements and often is aided by it. For example, when we have a look at how 
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democratic presidents have dealt with issues such as immigration and deportation, gun control, 

and the climate crisis, we can see the trick taking place by looking at the terms that politicians 

use. While the strategy to attain public support is connected to the slippery character of value 

concepts (in the sense that politicians are able to expand what is acceptable as a d emocratic 

policy, or as a pro-immigrant policy, etc.), it is the second strategy that fully relies on the 

slippery character of value concepts, in that they are often used as goals to get the public on 

board, while they are misinterpreted as to allow the continuation of business as usual. 

In the remainder of this section, I will explore first, three examples of deterioration and 

reversal regarding policies of (A) immigration and deportation, (B) gun control, and (C) the 

climate crisis; second, I will explore the three examples of the trick (i.e., deterioration and 

reversal of value concepts) by looking at the terms (D) post-Uacial, (F) inclXVion, and (F) ³make 

AmeUica gUeaW again.´  

A. Immigration and Deportation 

Policies of immigration and deportation are typically expected to be friendlier and less 

aggressive when democrats are in power; however, while democratic politicians maintain a 

discourse that is favorable to immigration and not harsh regarding deportation, the policies they 

adopt often do not reflect that trend. A clear example is what happened during the Obama era. 

While the Obama administration promised to govern for all and to fix the broken system of 

immigration, during the Obama period it seems as though there was no significant improvement 

of the situation of immigrants in America, and the immigration policies were sometimes even 

more strict than in other periods. While he might have improved the condition of some 

immigrants, the point is that overall, it was not necessarily better than before in important 

respects.  
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In a report for The Hill, Budryk explains that while the Trump administration was 

characterized as anti-immigrant and harsh in immigration policies, the numbers show that the 

Obama administration took harsher measures:  

³While Whe Obama adminiVWUaWion deSoUWed 1.18 million SeoSle in hiV fiUVW 
three years, the number of deportations has been a little under 800,000 so far 
under Trump, according to the Post. The Obama administration also deported 
409,849 people in 2012 alone, while the Trump administration has yet to 
deSoUW moUe Whan 260,000 SeoSle in a \eaU´ (BXdU\k 1).  
The rhetoric used my president Obama reflected, however, a different, more generous 

attitude about immigration. In his presidential address on the immigration system, Obama 

acknowledges the hardships that immigrants can face when he says,  

³YoX heaU VWoUieV aboXW \oXng SeoSle Zho ZeUe bUoXghW heUe Zhen Whe\ aUe 
2/3 years old, are as American as any of us in attitude and love of country, but 
don¶W haYe Whe UighW SaSeUV, and aV a conVeTXence, Whe\ can¶W aSSl\ foU 
VcholaUVhiSV, oU Whe\ can¶W WUaYel becaXVe Whe\¶Ue feaUfXl WhaW iW mighW mean 
Whe\ ZeUe deSoUWed. YoX knoZ, ZhaW \oX Ueali]e iV WhaW¶V noW ZhaW AmeUica iV 
aboXW´ (³IW'V Wime Wo fi[ oXU bUoken immigUaWion V\VWem´ 1). 

While Obama claims that he wants to hold people accountable but also that he wants 

to consider that people make mistakes. If his administration did truly care about the 

people who made those mistakes, then the statistics should have shown that. What is 

important to note here is that because Obama is a democrat, the media never 

portrayed him as someone who would have harsher deportation policies than Trump, 

who is a Republican. This connects to the main point of reversal and deterioration in 

that what is said by President Obama was not shown in his policy measures. Because 

he ran as a democrat, throughout his campaign he praised immigration, however we 

see that when he was president the numbers do not reflect being less harsh on 

deportation which shows that it does not matter if you are a democrat or a republican, 

the harshness of deportation does not get better.   
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B. Gun control 

When it comes to the conversation around gun control it is a known thing, although be it a 

stereotype, that Democrats are pro-gun control while Republicans are anti-gun control. In 2019 

Zhen Nanc\ PeloVi ZaV able Wo geW Whe HoXVe Wo SaVV a bill WhaW ³SUoSoVed UeTXiUing fedeUal 

cUiminal backgUoXnd checkV on all fiUeaUmV ValeV´, TUXmS claimed What if it got to him, he would 

YeWo iW (³FedeUal Polic\ on LaZV GoYeUning GXnV and FiUeaUmV, 2017-2020´ 1). While WhiV bill 

did noW geW SaVW Whe SenaWe, TUXmS¶V UheWoUic SoUWUa\V WhaW he iV SUo-guns. With the increase in 

gun violence Obama kept saying that ³NoZ iV Whe Wime Wo do VomeWhing againVW gXn Yiolence´, 

and hiV UheWoUic made Whe SXblic e[SecW Vome UeVWUicWionV in gXn XVe in AmeUica (³NoZ IV Whe 

Time Wo Do SomeWhing aboXW GXn Violence´ 1); hoZeYeU Whe gXn indXVWU\ acWXall\ floXUiVhed 

under the Obama administration more so than under the Trump administration.  

³The NSSF Va\V WhaW beWZeen 2008, Zhen Obama ZaV elecWed, and 2017 Zhen 
he left office: Gun industry jobs grew 87%²but just 1.3% in the first full year 
he was out of office. Wages grew 142%²but just one-third of one percent 
Vince. The ³WoWal economic imSacW´ of Whe indXVWU\ gUeZ 169%²but 1.4% 
Vince´ (BUandXV 1).   

If gun violence was supposed to decrease during the Obama administration, then why did the gun 

industry grow? Why was Trump more able to decrease the growth of the gun industry, even 

though he is one of the largest supporters of the NRA? The NRA spent $30 million to get Trump 

elected, and yet Trump was in support of taking away guns after the massacre at Marjory 

Stoneman Douglas High School in FloUida. He Vaid, ³Wake Whe gXnV fiUVW, go WhUoXgh dXe SUoceVV 

Vecond´ and eYen ZenW fXUWheU Wo ban bXmS VWockV, Zhich iV moUe Whan Whe Obama adminiVWUaWion 

ever did (Brandus 1).  

The example of gun control policies is ultimately another example of what is said by 

politicians during their campaigns and the stereotypes that surround the political parties do not 

reflect what occurs during their presidency. This is an example of reversal in that while President 
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Trump claims to support the NRA and the Second Amendment, his policies and his effect on the 

gun industry shows that the opposite (or the reverse) occurred. This connects to the aspect that 

politicians during campaigning promise certain things based on their relationship with a certain 

political party. However, we see that once they are president, the polarization of views is not 

what is seems to be. Instead, they run on these policies just to get elected, and then keep 

everything the same throughout their presidency. 

C. Climate Crisis 

Another big topic where we find significant incoherence between discourse and policies and find 

Democratic politicians doing conceptual pirouettes to justify their positions is the climate crisis. 

While Biden Uan in a camSaign WhaW SUomiVed a ³Zhole of goYeUnmenW´ aSSUoach to the climate 

crises and did things in his first 100 days that were good for the environmental crisis, he has now 

VloZed doZn eYen WhoXgh he cUeaWed a VenVe of XUgenc\ claiming WhaW ³Ze liWeUall\ haYe no Wime 

Wo ZaVWe´ (BoUW 1). WhaW ZaV Vaid b\ Biden Zhen during his campaign is therefore not being 

fulfilled now during his presidency. 

In hiV aUWicle ³The\ WeUe Joe Biden¶V ClimaWe AllieV. NoZ The\¶Ue HiV CUiWicV´, R\an 

Bort explains the reversal of the Biden administration on the climate crisis. During his campaign 

Biden promoted a $2 trillion jobs-cenWUic climaWe Sackage and on hiV fiUVW da\ he ³Vigned 

executive orders setting ambitious energy goals, rejoined the Paris Agreement, and canceled the 

Ke\VWone XL SiSeline´ (BoUW 1). HoZeYeU noZ Biden haV noW been delivering on all of his 

SUomiVeV. FoU e[amSle, ³Whe biSaUWiVan infUaVWUXcWXUe bill ZaV VWUiSSed of man\ clean eneUg\ 

iniWiaWiYeV´ and Zhile he SUomiVed Wo SUoWecW indigenoXV land, he haV noW blocked Line 3 oU Whe 

Enbridge project that directly affects Whe indigenoXV land (BoUW 1). Biden¶V adminiVWUaWion  

³Defended TUXmS-approved oil-and-gas lease grants in Wyoming and a 
Trump-approved drilling project in Alaska, while passing up an opportunity to 
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block the Dakota Access Pipeline. In July, the Associated Press reported that 
the Interior Department had issued 2,100 new oil and gas permits since Biden 
Wook office, VeWWing a Sace WhaW ZoXld e[ceed eYen TUXmS´ (BoUW 1).  

In this cycle of turn-taking we can clearly see that while Presidents run on certain campaigns 

their actions are all the same. Whether it is a democrat or a republican, there is more to the 

situation than meets the eye. Politicians ultimately find themselves consistently falling for the 

phenomena of seeming to promote something positive but actually doing the opposite. While 

there are other factors that can explain why politicians are doing what they are doing, this relates 

to the use of positive rhetoric to encourage people to get behind them and then failing to apply 

the ideas properly.   

D. Post-Racial 

A second strategy for the reversal and deterioration of concepts is through creating positive 

concept terms to produce a specific narrative, while hiding the reality of what these terms are 

meanW Wo do. One e[amSle iV Whe XVe of Whe WeUm ³SoVW-Uacial´ and Whe idea WhaW Ze aUe in a ³SoVW-

racial VocieW\.´13 When Obama was elected, people started saying that our society has become 

post-racial and has moved past racism, however the use of the term served to hide the racial 

tensions and discrimination that continued in the country. Post-racial, then, is one term that was 

initially intended portrayed as having positive effects (both aspirational and self -descriptive) but 

really it hurts the Black and other minority communities.   

In Eduardo Bonilla-SilYa'V aUWicle ³The SWUXcWXUe of RaciVm in ColoU-Blind, ³PoVW-Racial´ 

AmeUica´, he aUgXeV WhaW Whe WeUm SoVW-racial really just promotes racism without saying it is 

racism. Bonilla-Silva gives an example of other rhetoric that was used to promote the idea of 

 
13 In Bonilla-SilYaµV aUWicle ³The SWUXcWXUe of RaciVm in ColoU-Blind, µPoVW-Racial¶ AmeUica´, he diVcXVVeV on hoZ 
SoliWicianV like Obama haYe conWUibXWed Wo Whe conceSW of ³SoVW -Uacial VocieW\³ in hiV VecWion ´RaciVm in PoVW-Racial 
AmeUica´.  



  44 
 

   
 

³SoVW-Uacial´ like Whe ShUaVeV ³The SaVW iV Whe SaVW´ oU ³I did noW oZn an\ VlaYeV´.  Bonilla-Silva 

uses the testimonies of regular white Americans, who started thinking that they did not need to 

pay attention to race any more, such as this example of one of his interviewees, named Roland: 

³I Whink Whe\¶Ye goWWen enoXgh. I don¶W Whink Ze need Wo Sa\ Whem an\Whing oU 
I think as long as they are afforded opportunities and avail themselves to the 
oSSoUWXniWieV like eYeU\bod\ elVe, I, I don¶W knoZ Zh\ Ze VhoXld giYe Whem 
any reparation for something that happened, \oX knoZ... I can¶W, I can¶W helS 
what happened in the 1400s, the 1500s, or the 1600s, when the blacks were 
brought over here and put into slavery. I mean, I had no control over that, 
neiWheU did \oX, Vo I don¶W Whink Ze VhoXld do an\Whing aV faU aV Ueparations 
aUe conceUned´ (Bonilla-Silva, 2013, p. 129). 

When people like Roland say things like this, they are making the assumption that the Black 

community is not still at a disproportionate disadvantage and that the White community does not 

receive the benefits of being White. Bonilla-Silva argues that Obama being elected as president 

and the subsequent talk about a post-racial society made the situation of the Black community 

even worse. He explains how while Obama was President unemployment and poverty became 

worse for Blacks and Latinos, and he spoke less about race than any other president to make sure 

that he did not seem too black (Bonilla-Silva).  

While the aspirations for a post-racial society could initially have been positive and could 

have had a SoViWiYe effecW in oXU VocieW\, XlWimaWel\, Whe XVe of ³SoVW-Uacial´ aV a WeUm becaXVe of 

the fact that the United States elected a Black president was more harmful to the Black 

community than beneficial.14 ´PoVW-Uacial VocieW\´ in a SoViWiYe Za\ meanV that the society does 

not discount race as a factor in that it has disproportionately disadvantaged people. It was 

supposed to show how the society has moved to considering race as factor but without the 

negative biases that we have had in the past. Instead, the concept has been degraded and reversed 

and ³SoVW-Uacial´, iV noZ XVed b\ ZhiWe SeoSle, like Roland, Wo claim WhaW Uace iV noW an issue, 

 
14 For moUe infoUmaWion on Whe effecWV of ́ SoVW-Uacia ĺ  and coloUblind acWionV in Whe US Uead ³The SWUXcWXUe of 
Racism in Color-Blind, ³PoVW-Racial³ AmeUica³ b\ EdXaUdo Bonilla -Silva.   
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and that slavery was so long ago that it does not matter anymore. However, we know this is not 

true considering Black people are still unfairly treated and face discrimination.  

E. Inclusion 

Inclusion is another term that is rendered positive and used to promote the well-ordering of a 

diverse society. It is mainly used to promote the unity of minority groups into society and is used 

all Whe Wime in Whe aVSecW of ³diYeUViW\ and inclXVion´. WheWheU iW iV in VchoolV oU Whe ZoUkfoUce, 

inclusion seems to be a top priority for promoting diversity. While inclusion is a positive term 

that was initially used to liberate, Dotson and Spencer write on how the term inclusion can 

become slippery and fall under the trick. Dotson and Spencer are two Black feminist 

epistemologists who have seen how reductive inclusion is epistemologically unsound. They 

argue that when scholars resort to interpolation and ossification this creates a form of toxic 

inclusion that hurts the Black population. Their goal is not to get people to stop including 

different communities into research, but instead to stop making false claims and promoting them 

aV WUXe aV WhiV can UeSUeVenW ³no one/noWhing and eYeU\one/eYeU\Whing in Whe UeleYanW gUoXS´ 

(Dotson and Spencer 55). Inclusion can fall under the slippery concept trick when scholars try to 

include different groups without doing enough research about the truth in that community. This 

ends up doing the opposite of inclusion and creates more of a divide because of the falsity.15 

While Dotson and Spencer are writing specifically about scholarly work, this can happen in 

many other platforms such as in the workforce or in policies. Inclusion in a positive way is seen 

in WhingV like affiUmaWiYe acWion, ZheUe iW iV Uecogni]ed WhaW SeoSle¶V backgUoXndV SXW Whem in 

different situations, and we must strive to continue to use inclusion in a non-slippery light.  

 
15 FoU moUe infoUmaWion on Whe UedXcWiYe inclXVion WacWicV Uead ́ AnoWheU LeWWer Long Delayed: On Unsound 
ESiVWemological PUacWiceV and RedXcWiYe InclXVion´ b\ KUiVWie DoWVon and A\anna De¶VanWe SSendeU  
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F. Make America Great Again 

While the terms inclusion and post-racial were meant to be liberating but in fact do the opposite, 

the phrase Make America Great Again is different. This rhetoric was designed from the 

beginning to cover up bad intentions- that is to cover up anti-immigration sentiment. In their 

aUWicle ³PoliWicV of FeaU YeUVXV Global An[ieW\: A CUiWical Anal\ViV of RecenW US AnWi-

Immigration Policies fUom PV\choanal\Wic PeUVSecWiYeV´, Lee and BhX\an e[Slain WhaW Whe 

rhetoric used about immigration invokes anxiety and frames immigration in a fearful way. They 

argue that anti-immigUanW UheWoUic like ³global an[ieW\´, ³UefXgee cUiViV´, ³global migUaWion 

cUiViV´, and ³ImmigUaWion cUiViV´ iV coUUelaWed ZiWh ³Whe cXUUenW gUoZWh in [enoShobic, 

Islamophobic and Anti-SemiWic SXblic YieZV and SolicieV´ (BhX\an and Lee). Like WheVe ShUaVeV, 

Whe ShUaVe ³Make AmeUica GUeaW Again´ cUeaWeV Whe Vame anWi-immigration sentiment. Bhuyan 

and Lee aVk Whe imSoUWanW TXeVWionV Wo anal\]e WhiV ShUaVe: ³FiUVW, Zh\ ³again´? WhaW ZaV 

foUmeUl\ ³gUeaW´ aboXW AmeUica Zhich haV Vince been loVW? B\ Zhom and Vince Zhen?´. The\ 

also give an example of how the Trump uses the phrase in the context of social issues:  

³When deVcUibing Whe aWWack on a LaWino homeleVV man in BoVWon, TUXmS 
UefeUUed Whe acWionV of ³SaVVionaWe´ folloZeUV Zho ³loYe WhiV coXnWU\ and ZanW 
WhiV coXnWU\ Wo be gUeaW again´. And, aW one of hiV UallieV, TUXmS condoned 
violence against a Black Lives Matter activist who was assaulted by stating, 
³Ma\be [Whe SUoWeVWeU] VhoXld haYe been UoXghed XS becaXVe iW ZaV abVolXWel\ 
diVgXVWing ZhaW he ZaV doing,´ UefeUUing Wo Whe SUoWeVWeU¶V demandV foU Black 
AmeUicanV¶ SUoWecWion fUom Solice Yiolence´ (BhX\an and Lee). 

AV Whe aUWicle aUgXeV, Whe XVe of ³Make AmeUica GUeaW Again´ UefeUV Wo a Wime ZheUe ZhiWe 

supremacy flourished, and minorities were oppressed- the pre-Civil War era. The rhetoric, while 

not explicitly saying that gives the impression that the America we live in has changed in a bad 

way. It opened an avenue for white conservatives to be blatantly racist and created hope for a 
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world where white supremacy lives on.16 The rhetoric is ultimately another way in which 

politicians try to maintain their oppressive nature, which we will see in the next section using 

³laZ and oUdeU´.  

JXVW aV in Whe caVe of haSSineVV, jXVWice, eWc. ³gUeaW´ iV iniWiall\ a good Whing, and \eW iW can be 

understood in the restricted, harmful way that Trump followers adopted. Great is to mean that a 

society is flourishing, and the well-being of all citizens is the goal. However, when Trump uses 

Whe WeUm ³gUeaW´ iW iV Wo mean WhaW Whe SaVW, i.e., VlaYeU\, Jim CUoZ, and Whe US ZaV oYeUZhelmed 

with white supremacy was a time when the US was great. This reversal of the term falls under 

the same phenomenon that Aristotle describes in the Politics V 10 and 11, because it is a way in 

which the tyranny that is to be preserved is white supremacy.  

Michelle Ale[andeU¶V Anal\ViV of Whe ³WaU on DUXgV´  

While all the examples above are clear representations of the phenomena of deterioration and 

UeYeUVal and of ZhaW I haYe been calling ³Whe WUick (i.e. Whe VWUaWeg\ of making WhingV aSSeaU Wo be 

changing for the better, when the only positive changes are superficial and things are instead not 

changing or changing for the worse),  the example that motivated my initial interest is the one of 

³laZ and oUdeU,´ a ShUaVe XVed Wo VXggeVW inWenWion of SUodXcing VafeW\ and social harmony, but 

used by those who wanted to maintain racial oppression and white supremacy. In the New Jim 

Crow, Michelle Ale[andeU e[SlainV WhaW Whe WeUm ³laZ and oUdeU,´ Zhich ZaV XVed hiVWoUicall\ Wo 

maintain oppression of Black people in America, more recently was used to promote the War on 

Drugs. Alexander argues that the War on Drugs is the New Jim Crow, and it is a way of 

 
16 For more information on anti-immigUaWion UheWoUic and iWV effecW on immigUaWion Solic\ Uead ³PoliWicV of FeaU 
versus Global Anxiety: A Critical Analysis of Recent US Anti-Immigration Policies from Psychoanalytic 
PeUVSecWiYeV´ b\ EXnjXng Lee and RXSaleem BhX\an.  
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maintaining the oppressive nature in communities of color by hiding it behind mass incarceration 

which is technically legal. This is, as I will argue in this chapter, a clear example of the reversal 

of a concept or ideal that in principle is positive and attractive but is turned into a tool of 

oppression.  

Alexander draws parallels from the days of slavery to how criminals are treated today. 

HeU YieZ iV WhaW ³maVV incaUceUaWion in Whe UniWed SWaWeV had, in facW, emeUged aV a VWXnningl\ 

comprehensive and well-disguised system of racialized social control that functions in a manner 

VWUikingl\ VimilaU Wo Jim CUoZ´ (Ale[andeU 4). While I will expand on this more throughout this 

chapter, the basis of her claims is that prisoners are the new slaves and as soon as someone is 

labelled aV a cUiminal Whe\ become ³Vecond-claVV ciWi]enV´ and aUe VXbjecW Wo Whe Vame old foUmV 

of discrimination WhaW ZeUe XVed dXUing Whe Jim CUoZ EUa. The ShUaVe ³laZ and oUdeU´ iV When a 

slippery concept in that it was portrayed by the government to benefit the community by ridding 

it of drug crimes, which is supposed to be liberating, but instead its outcomes are reversed in that 

it harms the Black population through mass incarceration.    

Birth and Death: Slavery and Jim Crow 

I will begin this section with a discussion and analysis of the birth and death of slavery and the 

Jim Crow Era in the United States. This is important because it shows the pattern of disguising 

systems as something different while maintaining the same oppressive behaviors. This is the 

phenomena that Aristotle talks about when he gives the advice on how to preserve a tyranny. In 

order to preserve the tyranny of white supremacy in the United States, white elites have 

continued to disguise systems until they became what we know call Mass Incarceration. Mass 

Incarceration is the New Jim Crow and the parallels between the systems will be shown. The 

War on Drugs is what enabled the elite class to create Mass Incarceration which is the primary 
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example of how concepts are introduced as being positive but really have the nature of 

maintaining oppression.  

Slavery 

In order to understand how slavery has turned into mass incarceration we must analyze the birth 

and death of slavery. When the Europeans came to the US, the Black people they brought along 

were not seen as their enemies- those we the American Indians. Blacks and poor whites were 

brought to this country as indentured servants and the American Indians were seen as savages 

that needed to be eliminated because they had the ability to stop the conquering of land. The use 

of indentured servants did not last very long because the demand for labor increased,  

³The feaU of UaidV b\ Indian WUibeV led SlanWaWion oZneUV Wo gUaVS foU an 
alternative source of free labor. European immigrants were also deemed poor 
candidates for slavery, not because of their race, but rather because they were 
in short supply and enslavement would, quite naturally, interfere with 
YolXnWaU\ immigUaWion Wo Whe neZ colonieV´ (Ale[ander 23-24). 

WiWh Whe IndianV and Whe EXUoSeanV aV inYalXable oSWionV, Whe eliWe¶V onl\ choice ended XS being 

Black people as slaves. Life during those times was only good for the rich white elites, even the 

poor whites were treated almost as poorly as the slaves. This led to the poor whites, slaves, and 

indentured servants to unite and try to overthrow the elites but once plantation owners got word 

of Whe neZV of Bacon¶V Rebellion, Whe\ decided Wo cUeaWe a diYide beWZeen SooU ZhiWeV and 

Blacks by allowing the power whites to control the slaves. White people were able to justify 

VlaYeU\ b\ cUeaWing Whe naUUaWiYe WhaW ³NegUoV, like Whe IndianV, ZeUe an XnciYili]ed leVVeU Uace, 

perhaps even more lacking in intelligence and laudable human qualities than the red -skinned 

naWiYeV´ (Ale[andeU 25).  

After the civil war the former slaves obviously left their plantations, and this caused the 

SlanWaWion oZneUV Wo be feaUfXl. The\ ³believed African Americans lacked the proper motivation 
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to work, prompting the provisional SoXWheUn legiVlaWXUeV Wo adoSW Whe noWoUioXV black codeV´ 

(Alexander 28). However, this was starting to prove false when after the Reconstruction Era 

began, Black SeoSle VWaUWed becoming inYolYed in SoliWicV. In 1870, ³aW leaVW 15% of all VoXWheUn 

elected officials were black. This is particularly extraordinary in light of the fact that 15 years 

after the passage of the Voting Rights Act of 1965- the high watermark of the Civil Rights 

movement- feZeU Whan 8% of all VoXWheUn elecWed officialV ZeUe black´ (Ale[ander 29). This is 

important because it proves that Black people had the ability to be involved in politics which 

would lessen the power of the white people. This decrease in power scared the white people and 

instigated the Black codes. After another 100 years of oppression, we can see that the Black 

community was not able to grow back to their potential. Knowing that they could not legally 

keep Black people from voting after the 15th amendmenW ZaV SaVVed, Whe\ inVWead imSoVed ³Soll 

taxes, literacy tests, and oWheU deYiceV Wo SUeYenW black fUom YoWing´ (Ale[andeU 30). TheVe WeVWV 

were used to maintain oppression since Black people were denied wealth and education for 

almost 300 years.  

The Jim Crow Era 

With the death of slavery came the birth of the Jim Crow Era. The Jim Crow Era was merely a 

way of disguising slavery under more laws. Alexander explains that  

³VagUanc\ laZV and oWheU laZV defining acWiYiWieV VXch aV ³miVchief´ and 
³inVXlWing geVWXUeV´ aV cUimeV ZeUe enfoUced YigoUoXVl\ againVW blackV. The 
aggressive enforcement of these criminal offences opened up an enormous 
market for convict leasing, in which prisoners were contracted out as laborers 
Wo Whe higheVW SUiYaWe biddeU´ (Ale[andeU 31). 

Apart from the Black people who were enslaved as a punishment for crime, poor whites and poor 

Blacks started to find commonalities again. Once again, the elite white people needed to find 

something to drive a wedge between them, like hoZ Whe\ did Vo afWeU Bacon¶V Rebellion. ThiV 

wedge was segregation laws which AlexandeU callV ³anoWheU Uacial caVWe V\VWem´ (Ale[andeU 
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35). In every way of life, Black people were discriminated against. From schools and churches to 

morgues and cemeteries, Black people were oppressed. 

The death of the Jim Crow era is thought by scholars to be after the landmark supreme 

court decision in Brown v. Board of Education. OWheUV WUace iW Wo Whe facW WhaW ³Whe blaWanW 

conWUadicWion beWZeen Whe coXnWU\¶V oSSoViWion Wo Whe cUimeV of Whe ThiUd Reich againVW 

European Jews and the continued existence of a racial caste system in the United States was 

proving embarrassing, severely damaging Whe naWion¶V cUedibiliW\ aV leadeU of Whe ³fUee ZoUld´ 

(Alexander 36). While it took another 20 years, the Civil Rights Movement peaked in the 1960s. 

During this time there was anti-poverty rhetoric that politicians used to their benefit. The Civil 

RighWV MoYemenW VWaUWed Wo combine and moYe inWo moUe of a PooU PeoSle¶V MoYemenW, ZheUe 

white poverty and black poverty were both an issue. Martin Luther King Jr wanted to get rid of 

economic inequality, which once again bands the multiracial poor people together. The people 

³commiWWed Wo Uacial hieUaUch\ ZeUe foUced Wo VeaUch foU neZ meanV of achieYing WheiU goalV 

accoUding Wo Whe neZ UXleV of AmeUican democUac\´ (Ale[andeU 40). ThiV commiWmenW led Wo Whe 

XVage of Whe UheWoUic ³³laZ and oUdeU´ UaWheU Whan ³VegUegaWion foUeYeU´´ (Ale[andeU 40).  

The BiUWh of Whe NeZ Jim CUoZ: HoZ Whe ³WaU on DUXgV´ WaV UVed Wo MainWain OSSUeVVion 

With the unification of the poor whites and Blacks, there needed to be a new wedge which was 

Whe XVe of Whe UheWoUic ³laZ and oUdeU´. ConVeUYaWiYeV, beginning in Whe mid 1950V, XVed laZ and 

oUdeU b\ ³aUgXing WhaW MaUWin LXWheU King JU.¶V ShiloVoSh\ of ciYil diVobedience ZaV a leading 

caXVe of cUime´ (Ale[andeU 41). The WeUm ZaV Veen aV a SoViWiYe WeUm WhaW had Whe connoWaWionV 

of ridding the communities of drug related crime. Those who opposed the civil rights legislation 

created the Republican party and continued to use rhetoric not to liberate the community, but 

instead to build the new wedge between poor whites and Blacks. They created an image that 
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poverty for Black people was not because of structural factors but instead they focused the 

narrative on Black culture: 

³The WeUm ³ZelfaUe TXeen´ became a noW-so-VXbWle code foU ³la]\, gUeed\, 
black gheWWo moWheU.´ The food VWamS SUogram, in turn, was a vehicle to let 
³Vome felloZ ahead of \oX bX\ a T-bone VWeak,´ Zhile ³\oX ZeUe VWanding in 
a checkoXW line ZiWh \oXU Sackage of hambXUgeU.´ TheVe highl\ Uaciali]ed 
appeals, targeted to poor and working-class whites, were nearly always 
accompanied by vehement promises to be tougher on crime and to enhance 
Whe fedeUal goYeUnmenW¶V Uole in combaWing iW´ (Ale[andeU 48). 

This was all a tactic by the Reagan administration to get poor white people to leave the 

Democratic party and join the Republican party. It ended up working and Reagan was elected 

president. With his presidency, Reagan declared the War on Drugs. What is interesting to note is 

WhaW aW Whe beginning of hiV SUeVidenc\, ³leVV Whan 2 SeUcenW of Whe AmeUican SXblic YieZed dUXgV 

as the most important issue facing the nation. This fact was no deterrent to Reagan, for the drug 

war from the outset had little to do with public concern about drugs and much to do with public 

conceUn aboXW Uace´ (Ale[andeU 49). AV Voon aV Reagan declaUed Whe War on Drugs things 

started to change and the budgets for the law enforcement agencies skyrocketed.17 This had 

nothing to do with drugs themselves because when other countries had this problem, 

decriminalization of the drugs and money into drug treatment and prevention ended up being 

more beneficial to decreasing crime.18 However, this did not stop the Reagan administration and 

in 

 
17 ³BeWZeen 1980 and 1984, FBI anWidUXg fXnding incUeaVed fUom $8 million Wo $95 million. DeSaUWmenW of DefenVe 
antidrug allocations increased from $33 million in 1981 to $1,042 million in 1991. During that same period, DEA 
antidrug spending grew from $86 to $1,026 million, and FBI antidrug allocations grew from $38 to $181 million. By 
contrast, funding for agencies responsible for drug treatment, prevention, and education was dramatically reduced. 
The budget of the National Institute on Drug Abuse, for example, was reduced from $274 million to $57 million 
from 1981 to 1984, and antidrug funds allocated to the Department of Edu cation were cut from $14 million to $3 
million.´ (Ale[andeU 49) 
18 ³PoUWXgal, foU e[amSle, UeVSonded Wo SeUViVWenW SUoblemV of dUXg addicWion and abXVe b\ decUiminali]ing Whe 
possession of all drugs and redirecting the money that would have been spent putting drug users in cages into drug 
treatment and prevention. Ten years later, Portugal reported that rates of drug abuse and addiction had plummeted, 
and drug-UelaWed cUime ZaV on Whe decline aV Zelĺ  (Ale[andeU 51). 
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³SeSWembeU 1986, ZiWh Whe media fUen]\ aW fXll WhUoWWle, Whe HoXVe SaVVed 
legislation that allocated $2 billion to the antidrug crusade, required the 
participation of the military in narcotics control efforts, allowed the death 
penalty for some drug-related crimes, and authorized the admission of some 
illegally obtained evidence in drug trials. Later that month, the Senate 
proposed even tougher antidrug legislation, and shortly thereafter, the 
president signed the Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1986 into law. Among other 
harsh penalties, the legislation included mandatory minimum sentences for the 
distribution of cocaine, including far more severe punishment for distribution 
of crack²associated with blacks²than powder cocaine, associated with 
ZhiWeV´ (Ale[andeU 53).19 

 With the increase on being tough on crime that clearly targeted Black people, the incarceration 

rates increased exponenWiall\ and ³one foXUWh of \oXng AfUican AmeUican men ZeUe noZ XndeU 

Whe conWUol of Whe cUiminal jXVWice V\VWem´ (Ale[andeU 56). IncaUceUaWion UaWeV did noW VloZ doZn, 

instead when Clinton became president, they increased more than they have under any other 

SUeVidenc\. UndeU ClinWon¶V SUeVidenc\ a feZ WhingV he did ZaV cUeaWe Whe TANF, UediUecW 

fXnding Wo SUiVon conVWUXcWion, and imSlemenW Whe One SWUike and YoX¶Ue OXW iniWiaWiYe.20 Over 2 

 
19 ³The neZ AnWi-Drug Abuse Act authorized public housing authorities to evict any tenant who allows any form of 
drug-related criminal activity to occur on or near public housing premises and eliminated many federal benefits, 
including student loans, for anyone convicted of a drug offense. The act  also expanded use of the death penalty for 
serious drug-related offenses and imposed new mandatory minimums for drug offenses, including a five -year 
mandatory minimum for simple possession of cocaine base²with no evidence of intent to sell. Remarkably, the 
penalty would apply to first-time offenders. The severity of this punishment was unprecedented in the federal 
V\VWem. UnWil 1988, one \eaU of imSUiVonmenW had been Whe ma[imXm foU SoVVeVVion of an\ amoXnW of an\ dUXg´ 
(Alexander 53). 
20 ³He Vigned Whe PeUVonal ReVSonVibiliW\ and WoUk OSSoUWXniW\ ReconciliaWion AcW, Zhich ³ended ZelfaUe aV Ze 
knoZ iW,´ and UeSlaced iW ZiWh a block gUanW Wo VWaWeV called TemSoUaU\ AVViVWance Wo Need\ FamilieV (TANF). 
TANF imposed a five-year lifetime limit on welfare assista nce, as well as a permanent, lifetime ban on eligibility for 
welfare and food stamps for anyone convicted of a felony drug offense²inclXding VimSle SoVVeVVion of maUijXana´ 
(Alexander 57).  
  
³The dUamaWic VhifW WoZaUd SXniWiYeneVV UeVXlWed in a maVViYe Ueallocation of public resources. By 1996, the penal 
budget doubled the amount that had been allocated to AFDC or food stamps. Similarly, funding that had once been 
XVed foU SXblic hoXVing ZaV being UediUecWed Wo SUiVon conVWUXcWion´ (Ale[andeU 57).  
  
³Clinton also made it easier for federally-assisted public housing projects to exclude anyone with a criminal 
history²an extraordinarily harsh step in the midst of a drug war aimed at racial and ethnic minorities. In his 
annoXncemenW of Whe ³One SWUike and YoX¶Ue OXW´ IniWiaWiYe, ClinWon e[Slained: ³FUom noZ on, Whe UXle foU 
UeVidenWV Zho commiW cUime and Seddle dUXgV VhoXld be one VWUike and \oX¶Ue oXW.´ The neZ UXle SUomiVed Wo be 
³Whe WoXgheVW admiVVion and eYicWion Solic\ WhaW HUD haV imSlemenWed.´ ThXV, foU countless poor people, 
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million people were now behind bars and 90% of those admitted for drug offenses were black 

and Latino and that is how the New Jim Crow was born (Alexander 58).  

Alexander explains the War on Drugs as a vehicle of mass incarceration through 3 stages. 

The first stage was the arrest of black people through drug operations in poor communities.21 The 

second stage was the denial of good representation which lead to the incarceration where every 

aspect of their lives was controlled.22 The third stage is the discrimination that anyone labelled as 

a felon receives- employment, housing, education.23 Because of the drug war, people in the 

communities who were disproportionately affected are now able to be legally discriminated 

against and very often fall into a cycle of being in and out of prison. There is no support for ex-

 
particularly racial minorities targeted by the drug war, public housing was no longer available, leaving many of them 
homeless²locked oXW noW onl\ of mainVWUeam VocieW\, bXW WheiU oZn homeV´ (Ale[andeU 57). 
21 ³They are rewarded in cash²through drug forfeiture laws and federal grant programs²for rounding up as many 
people as possible, and they operate unconstrained by constitutional rules of procedure that once were considered 
inviolate. Police can stop, interrogate, and search anyone they choose for drug investigations, provided they get 
³conVenW.´ BecaXVe WheUe iV no meaningfXl check on Whe e[eUciVe of Solice diVcUeWion, Uacial biaVeV aUe gUanWed fUee 
reign. In fact, police are allowed to rely on race as a factor in selecting whom to  stop and search (even though people 
of color are no more likely to be guilty of drug crimes than whites)²effectively guaranteeing that those who are 
swept into the system are primarily black and brown´ (Alexander 180). 
22 ´Once aUUeVWed, defendanWV aUe geneUall\ denied meaningfXl legal UeSUeVenWaWion and SUeVVXUed Wo Slead gXilW\ 
ZheWheU Whe\ aUe oU noW. PUoVecXWoUV aUe fUee Wo ³load XS´ defendanWV ZiWh e[WUa chaUgeV, and WheiU deciVionV cannoW 
be challenged for racial bia V. Once conYicWed, dXe Wo Whe dUXg ZaU¶V haUVh VenWencing laZV, dUXg offendeUV in Whe 
UniWed SWaWeV VSend moUe Wime XndeU Whe cUiminal jXVWice V\VWem¶V foUmal conWUol²in jail or prison, on probation or 
parole²than drug offenders anywhere else in the world. While XndeU foUmal conWUol, YiUWXall\ eYeU\ aVSecW of one¶V 
life is regulated and monitored by the system, and any form of resistance or disobedience is subject to swift sanction. 
This period of control may last a  lifetime, even for those convicted of ext remely minor, nonviolent offenses, but the 
vast majority of those swept into the system are eventually released. They are transferred from their prison cells to a 
mXch laUgeU, inYiVible cage´ (Ale[andeU 181). 
23 ³The final stage has been dubbed by some advocates as the period of invisible punishment. This term, first coined 
by Jeremy Travis, is meant to describe the unique set of criminal sanctions that are imposed on individuals after they 
step outside the prison gates, a  form of punishment that operates la rgely outside of public view and takes effect 
outside the traditional sentencing framework. These sanctions are imposed by operation of law rather than decisions 
of a VenWencing jXdge, \eW Whe\ ofWen haYe a gUeaWeU imSacW on one¶V life coXUVe Whan Whe monW hs or years one actually 
spends behind bars. These laws operate collectively to ensure that the vast majority of convicted offenders will 
never integrate into mainstream, white society. They will be discriminated against, legally, for the rest of their 
lives²denied employment, housing, education, and public benefits. Unable to surmount these obstacles, most will 
eYenWXall\ UeWXUn Wo SUiVon and When be UeleaVed again, caXghW in a cloVed ciUcXiW of SeUSeWXal maUginaliW\´ 
(Alexander 181). 
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felons, instead there is a stigma that makes the ex-felons ³membeUV of an XndeUcaVWe´, Zhich 

created once again a new racial caste system where the primary concern is control (Alexander 

181-183). The term ³laZ and oUdeU´ ZaV XlWimaWel\ Whe VliSSeU\ conceSW WhaW cUeaWed WhiV neZ 

racial caste system.  

Similarities between Mass Incarceration and The Jim Crow Era 

The idea that we change things so that everything stays the same is apparent in the systems of 

slavery, the Jim Crow Era, and mass incarceration, where they were created to maintain the 

hierarchal racial power of the elite whites. While it is very apparent on how the Jim Crow Era 

was merely an extension of slavery, many people do not see how the US criminal justice system 

is another extension. The thought that mass incarceration through the War on Drugs, using terms 

like ³laZ and oUdeU´, iV Whe NeZ Jim CUoZ mighW VoXnd Vhocking Wo Vome. In ChaSWeU 5 of The 

New Jim Crow, Alexander maps the parallels between Jim Crow and mass incarceration, and I 

will briefly discuss these parallels and then connect this phenomenon to what Aristotle presents 

as some of the main strategies to preserving a tyranny, as we saw in Chapter 2.  

The historical parallels are apparent in the fact that their origins politically are similar. Alexander 

explains that during the Jim Crow Era it would be a competition between conservatives on who 

can make the most oppressive Jim Crow legislation, and during the War on Drugs politicians 

made it a competition on who can be the toughest on crime. Then there is the fact that they are 

both forms of legalized discrimination which is apparent in the fact that ex-drug offenders face 

the same discrimination when it comes to housing, education, employment, voting, and public 

benefits, that occurred during segregation. The discrimination in voting leads to political 

disenfranchisement where during Jim Crow they would use devices such as literacy tests and poll 

taxes which brought the result of a white electoral (legally), and now even though prisoners do 
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not get to vote, they are still counted in the census which inflates the population in white rural 

areas and as a benefit those areas get more congressional seats. While these, including exclusion 

from juries and lack of defense to the law, are more apparent, the more conspicuous parallels are 

racial segregation and the symbolic production of race. Alexander argues that racial segregation 

in the forms of prisons is more extreme because there are literal bars and walls segregated a large 

chunk of the Black population. There is also the added fact that poor Black communities are 

extremely impoverished and are vastly different than poor white communities, because the 

government will not do anything about it. When it comes to race, these systems have defined 

what it means to be black. During slavery being black meant you were a slave, while during Jim 

Crow being Black meant you were a second-class citizen, and during mass incarceration being 

black means that you are a criminal (Alexander 185-195).24  

In Politics V 10-11, as we saw in Chapter 2 above, Aristotle gives strategies to preserve a 

tyranny such as eliminating the high-minded men, keeping a lookout for things that give rise to 

high-mindedness and mutual trust, prohibiting schools and keeping people as ignorant as 

possible, and pitting people against each other. These strategies can be seen in the way that the 

racial caste systems were maintained. Black people were denied education or wealth for so many 

centuries that they were forced into the narrative of being lesser than. Tension and hatred were 

created between poor blacks and poor whites so that they would never be able to revolt against 

the elites. Then by segregating and incarcerating them, they are kept out of the political decisions 

so that politics will never be able to reflect what would benefit their community. The parallels 

between how Aristotle claims one can preserve a tyranny and how the United States has created 

 
24 For a more in-deSWh diVcXVVion on Whe hiVWoUical SaUallelV Uead ChaSWeU 5 ³The NeZ Jim CUoZ´ VecWion ³MaSSing 
Whe PaUallelV´. 
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systems that maintain the oppressive behaviors towards the Black community are uncanny. We 

have succumbed to the trick.  

AV Ale[andeU¶V anal\ViV VhoZV, an imSoUWanW SaUW of Whe SUoceVV conViVWV in UheWoUical VWUaWegieV 

to make people feel that things have changed. This is the ultimate point of a slippery concept. As 

Ze haYe Veen WhUoXgh ³SoVW-racial society,´ ³inclXVion,´ and ³laZ and oUdeU,´ WheVe ShUaVeV ZeUe 

meanW Wo SoUWUa\ a VocieW\ WhaW iV Xnified and haV eYeU\one¶V beVW inWeUeVWV in mind. Instead, we 

see that this is not the case because the original definition and purpose of those terms are 

reversed and degraded into maintaining oppression. This could be because people have different 

interpretations of what they mean, but it is more likely that they are used to allow the status quo 

to continue. 
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Conclusion: How to Pursue Core Values without Losing their True Meaning 

The question now is what can we do as citizens to avoid having our ideals slip into lies or tools 

for further oppression? What are some useful strategies that can prevent this phenomenon that I 

haYe called ³Whe WUick´ of UeYeUVal and deWeUioUaWion of value concepts from occurring? The first 

strategy would be to raise awareness about the slippery nature of ethical and political concepts 

and about how often politicians use this feature to make things look different while they are not. 

Awareness of this phenomena and of the corresponding rhetorical strategies would allow us to 

identify more easily when we are losing track of our true values and of the ways in which 

apparently new concepts hide inside the content and structures of old concepts. While awareness 

of the phenomena needs to be supported and promoted by intellectuals (philosophers) and 

leaders, it is important that the awareness occurs at all social levels and that most citizens are 

vigilant about the dangers of the slippery concepts. This is a second strategy that we can employ 

to avoid the trick: cultivate civic participation in conversations about values and social ideals, 

and promote a certain skepticism and critical attitude, so that citizens can keep each other in 

check. The combination of civic awareness and civic skepticism aims at avoiding some of the 

problems that traditional epistocracies (such as those I discuss in Chapter 2) might encounter and 

at establishing some minimum conditions for a proper deliberative democracy. 

To explain how to produce the relevant civic awareness, I have offered examples of how 

the trick tends to be obscure even to those who are critical and engaged in discussions about the 

concepts. The prime example I have analyzed of a value that has lost its truth and ends up 

cUeaWing conceSWV WhaW hide behind old oneV iV ³laZ and oUdeU,´ a slogan that led to mass 

incarceration as a new form of slavery. A decade before Michelle Alexander wrote her book, 
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Zhile Vhe ZaV on heU Za\ Wo heU job aW Whe ACLU, Vhe VaZ a SoVWeU WhaW Vaid, ³The DUXg WaU iV 

Whe NeZ Jim CUoZ´, and aV a Black female acWiYiVW, eYen Vhe WhoXghW WhaW ZaV a Uadical and cUa]\ 

idea (Alexander 3). If someone who spent her life trying to combat the racial biases of the 

criminal justice system thought the connection between the War on Drugs and the Jim Crow 

policies was radical, then surely people who are not as involved in this topic would still think this 

is radical. Therefore, creating awareness about this trick is important, so that more people can be 

more alert to the ways in which some of the things that are normalized today might hide 

transformed versions of crooked policies and notions from the past. In recent times, social 

movements such as Black Lives Matter, have produced some of this relevant awareness to the 

slippery nature of some of our political concepts.25  

While awareness of the phenomena needs to be supported and promoted by intellectuals 

(philosophers) and leaders, it is important that the awareness occurs at all social levels and that 

moVW ciWi]enV aUe YigilanW aboXW Whe dangeUV of Whe VliSSeU\ conceSWV. In hiV book ³AgainVW 

ESiVWocUac\´ GXnn aUgXeV againVW Whe eliWiVW defenVe of eSiVWocUac\ (VXch aV BUennan (2016)) and 

he suggests that this kind of elitism neglects the fact that public policy is very complex. I argue 

something similar in that simple epistocracy neglects the facts that many of the value concepts 

that are promoted in society are slippery. In order to have a system that works, we must develop 

tools to handle these slippery concepts and remind us of the fact that they can be turned from 

positive into negative and harmful. Consequently, we must theorize a system with the knowledge 

that what we say can be manipulated and reversed, not necessarily always in a bad way, but 

because we have different perspectives based on our epistemological standpoint. 

 
25 It is interesting that even though Black Lives Matter can bring awareness to the problem of slippery concepts, it 
also succumbs Wo Whe WUick Zhen SeoSle giYe iW diffeUenW definiWionV i.e., ³All LiYeV MaWWeU´. 
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The solution might not be epistocracy, but it is not necessarily deliberative democracy in 

how we see it today. As Ze haYe Veen in Michelle Ale[andeU¶V monograph, a large part of the 

population, specifically the Black community is imprisoned and have been stripped of their right 

Wo YoWe. In a WUXe delibeUaWiYe democUac\, eYeU\one iV giYen a Yoice. When a Zhole Uace¶V Yoice 

is taken away by institutionalization, there can never be a true deliberative democracy. I believe 

that there needs to be more regulation on imprisonment, where minority communities are not 

disproportionately taken advantage of. There also needs to be a way to try and undo the harm 

that the War on Drugs, did and continues to do, to the Black and Latino communities. If 

epistocracy and democracy are not the solution, maybe a mix of the two, or a completely new 

government could be the solution.  

Philosophers, from Socrates to Sarah Ahmed, have often brought this awareness to how 

positive concepts are used to oppress, but there should be an increase in this literature in 

conjuncture to how it occurs in the United States political system. It is important that citizens 

have a critical eye in general so that we can develop some sort of healthy skepticism. By being 

critical and skeptical, we will be able to acquire the tools to detect tricky uses of value concepts. 

This will help prevent positive concepts from being degraded and reversed, and lead to better 

political outcomes for everyone, not just a specific racial group.  

While this awareness and skepticism is the first step, we must ultimately find a more 

permanent solution as to how to dismantle the racial caste system that occurs today through mass 

incarceration, and how to prevent a new racial caste system from arising once again.  
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