Etymological Paradox and Orwellian Doublethink in Cicero’s Republic 1.66–68

     At De Re Publica 1.66–68, Cicero’s Scipio Aemilianus translates into Latin a part of Plato’s Republic (8.562C –563E) to support his argument that democracies given too much freedom can readily devolve into tyrannies in which all traditional boundaries are violated: private citizens are praised as much as public officials, slaves act like free men, wives are on par with husbands, and even animals haughtily command humans. Scholars have tended to evaluate this passage only in terms of its fidelity to Plato’s source (Poncelet, Müller), but in this paper I analyze his translation for its capacity to perform rhetorical work within an argument tied to a uniquely Roman context. As Asmis has shown, Cicero's Republic aims to present the ideal Roman state as a goal that was achieved in the past and that can be regained for the future. I argue that in his translation Cicero has a similar aim, to portray not just an inevitable general dystopia like Plato’s, but a cautionary one intertwined with Rome and with that primary marker of Roman identity, the Latin language.      

     Throughout his translation, Cicero introduces a number of additions to and modifications of Plato's Greek. Of particular importance are his changes that present a vital Roman concept and then describe the concept with words that etymologically imply its opposite. Zetzel, for instance, has pointed out that when Cicero describes the dissolution of the traditional household (domus omni vacet dominatione), he introduces an etymological paradox: the domus is where the dominus has dominatio, but in this dystopia all semantic boundaries have been broken and both the house as a concept and the very word “house” cease to mean what they used to mean. Cicero uses Latin etymological paradoxes like this throughout the translation to show that not only have cultural institutions lost their meaning, but even the words used to describe them have begun to mean their opposites. He says that magistrates become wine-stewards of the mob and minister to its desires (tum magistratus, nisi valde lenes et remissi sint et large sibi libertatem ministrent, 1.66). Here, magistratus (from magis, because they are “more” than private citizens) are forced to ministrare (from minis, because they are “less” than those they serve) to the mob, thus doing the opposite of what their name implies. Likewise, fathers begin to fear their sons and sons neglect their fathers, such that they switch places and become liberi (pater filium metuat, filius patrem neglegat…ut plane liberi sint). In this example, Cicero uses a sylleptic pun to blur the line between liberi, “children,” and liberi, free citizens under their own power. In this topsy-turvy world of excessive freedom, semantic boundaries between children and citizen fathers disappear, so words that once seemed to provide the secure underpinnings of Roman reality are revealed to be just as unstable as political alliances; cf. Culler on this disquieting effect of puns generally and Tissol on Ovid’s similar use of them to reveal instability of meaning in Augustan Rome. By adding etymological paradoxes, Cicero expands Plato’s dystopia into realms where words cease to mean and freedom becomes slavery, in name and deed (nimiaque illa libertas et populis et privates in nimiam servitutem cadit, 1.68), prefiguring Orwell’s thoughts on language and the horrific potential of political systems to subvert reality through doublethink. Cicero’s translation thus adds another layer of complexity and danger to his warnings against the slide of government away from the mixed system that had kept Rome relatively stable for centuries.
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