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RESISTING PRESSURE
Dysopia (On Caving)

PLUTARCH

You Are Too Sensitive

Dysopia Is an Excess of Shame

[1] Some things that grow from the earth are just
wild and bear no fruit, and their spread harms culti-
vated plants and crops. Farmers take them as signs,
though, that the soil is healthy and productive rather
than poor.

Well, negative emotions are like that. They aren’t
good, but they’re “outgrowths” of a good nature, a
nature that can make itself relatively open to reason.
Among them I put what’s called “dysopia.” It’s not
a bad sign, but it leads to terrible behavior.

You see, people with a healthy sense of shame
often make the same mistakes that shameless people
do, except they get upset and distressed at their
lapses, while the latter enjoy theirs. That’s because
the shameless person is untroubled by a shameful
action, whereas the pushover is highly sensitive to
even the appearance of a shameful action.
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I say all this because dysopia is an undue sensitiv-
ity to shame. In fact, that’s why it’s called dys“op”ia,
since our face or countenance (op) somehow cringes
and falls along with our feelings.

You see, just as feeling downcast is defined as
unhappiness that causes us to look downward, so
dysopia is the name for a sense of insecurity that’s
so powerful that it stops us from looking our pe-
titioner in the eye. And that explains why one wit
quipped that shameless people “have hussies, not
pupils, in their eyes.”!* Whereas, again, the face of
the pushover shows all too clearly the cowardice
and effeminacy in his heart, though he euphemizes
his capitulation to shameless requests as “being
flexible.”

I know Cato [the Elder] used to say he preferred
young men who blushed to those who blanched,
and he was right to teach us to fear criticism more
than hard work, and suspicion more than danger.
Still, we really must stop being overly worried about
criticism and panicking. People too often wimp out
because they’re more afraid of mean words than
physical harm, and, because they can’t stomach get-
ting called names, they sacrifice a noble cause.

[2] Well, we shouldn’t condone such weakness
from these people, but, by the same token, we
also shouldn’t endorse the other extreme of com-
plete inflexibility. Instead, we ought to formulate a
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well-balanced blend of both—a blend that removes
the callous indifference of excessive rigidity and the
weakness of extreme “flexibility.”

So the cure is difficult, and the pruning of such
excesses involves some risk, too. You see, when

—a gardener is clearing overgrown and unwanted
weeds, he’ll simply stick his shovel in the ground
and rip the roots right up, or apply a flame
and torch them. When he comes to resect a
grapevine, though, or an apple or olive tree, he
handles it carefully, in fear of cutting a bud out
from the healthy part. In the same way, when

— a therapist is ridding a teenage soul of mal-
ice—a stubborn and unwanted growth—or
clearing signs of hedonism or greed, he’ll slash,
bear down, resect the skin, and leave a deep
scar. When he applies a pointed remark to a
delicate and tender part of the soul, though—
such as the part that causes feelings of awk-
wardness and turns us into pushovers—he’s
careful not to accidentally cut all sense of
shame out along with it.

Likewise, when nannies scrub babies too often,
they sometimes tear their skin and hurt them. This
suggests that there’s no need to scrub teenagers of
dysopia down to the quick and leave them too rigid
and unfeeling. No, we have to get rid of it in the
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same way that builders do when they’re demolish-
ing a house which abuts a temple: they leave alone
the parts that are touching or practically touching
the temple, and reinforce them. We don’t want to
remove along with dysopia adjacent concepts which
underlie and entwine it, such as a healthy sense of
shame, and reasonableness, and niceness—concepts
that flatter the pushover as “understanding” and
“politic” and “empathetic” and not “stubborn” or
“blunt.” (That’s why the Stoics distinguished the
word dysopia from shame and a healthy sense of
shame; their goal was to deprive the emotion of even
the same name as a pretext for doing harm.)

Still, if they’ll allow it, let’s not get pedantic about
nomenclature. Let’s simply follow Homer, since he
said [in fact Hesiod, Works and Days 318 ~ Homer,

Iliad 24.44—45):

Shame, which does men both great harm and great

help.

He wasn’t wrong to mention the harm first, inci-
dentally, since shame only becomes healthy once
reason has removed the excess and leaves us with
the right amount.

(3] Therefore, when someone is acting under
the influence of dysopia, the first thing to do is
make them understand that they’re suffering from
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a pathological emotion, and that nothing pathologi-
cal is good. They can’t let themselves get seduced by
praises; they shouldn’t want to be called “nice” and
“good” rather than “important” and “impressive” and
“fair-minded.” They shouldn’t be like Pegasus in Eu-
ripides’s play, who, for Bellerophon [fr. 309 Nauck]

bowed and yielded at his rider’s will.

They can’t surrender to bullies and stoop to their
level because they’re afraid of getting called (pre-
dictably) “callous and cruel.”

Because King Bakenranef of Egypt was a natu-
rally harsh man, legend has it that Isis sent a cobra
down to curl around his head and loom out over
it and make sure the king judged disputes fairly.!®

Dysopia terrorizes weaklings and wimps in a
similar way. Because it lacks the strength to deny or
refuse anything, it stops them from settling disputes
fairly, from speaking up in meetings, and it forces
them to say and do many things they disagree with.
The most unreasonable person is always the master
of such a man; his shamelessness tyrannizes the first
man’s sense of shame and overpowers it.

Consequences in Sexual Relations

Plutarch now comes to the delicate topic of consent
in sexual relations. Because many Greek men were
bisexual, he first addresses “pederasty”—that is, the

11
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normalized sexual abuse of boys by grown men
within stable romantic relationships. In such rela-
tionships men typically courted boys, offering them
gifts or opportunities in exchange for their favors.
Plutarch then addresses heterosexual relations,
and here readers should be aware that in classical
Greece, as in some Middle Eastern countries today,
respectable women were routinely secluded within
the house, allowed outdoors only with a male rela-
tive chaperone, and they typically veiled themselves
when they did go out.'®

And so, being unable to reject or refuse any re-
quest, dysopia, like flat and soft terrain, risks being
walked all over and victimized in the most shameful
ways. You see, dysopia is a poor protector of one’s
boyhood, which is why Brutus used to say he didn’t
think a man who denied nothing had managed that
period well [Life of Brutus 6.9 (986E)].

It’s also a poor guardian of the bedroom and
harem, as the regretful woman in Sophocles’s play
says to her seducer [fr. 857 Radt],

You sweet-talked me, you tricked me . . . !

As aresult, by inducing a compromise of principles,
dysopia delivers everything up to its attackers—
unsecured, unlocked, a downhill slide. And while
gifts win over loose women, persuasion and pres-
sure work all too often even on women of virtue.!”

13
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(I’ll pass over the monetary losses caused by
caving to pressure—the lending money to people
you don’t trust, the cosigning loans you don’t want
to, and endorsing the saying “Give a guarantee, go
broke,” but being unable to heed it in practice.)

[4] It would be difficult to count all the lives
this emotion has ruined. You see, when Creon told
Medea [Euripides Medea 290—291]—

Better for me to have your hate right now,
woman, than to go soft and groan regret

—he gave sage advice to others but succumbed to
pressure himself, and by granting her request for a
day’s reprieve he destroyed his world.

Even some who suspected assassination or a poi-
soning attempt have refused to face it. For example:

— Dion perished —not out of ignorance at
Callippus’s plot, but because he felt ashamed
to take protective measures against a close
friend.

— Antipater, the son of Cassander, invited
Demetrius to dinner, and was invited in
return the following day. He was ashamed
not to trust a man who’d trusted him, so he
went—and was murdered after the meal.

15
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— Polyperchon cut a deal with Cassander to get
rid of Heracles of Macedon, Alexander’s son
by Barsine, for a million dollars, so he began
inviting him to dinner.'® But the young man
was suspicious and afraid, and kept claiming
he felt unwell. Polyperchon went to see him
and said, “Now, my boy, you should emulate
your father’s agreeableness and sociability —
unless, of course, you’re worried that I'm plot-
ting something!” The young man was shamed
into going, and after serving him dinner, they
strangled him.

Itisn’t funny or ridiculous (as some claim), therefore,
but wise, when Hesiod says [Works and Days 342]:

Invite your friend to a feast, but give your enemy a
pass.

Don’t get pushed around by an adversary —but also,
don’t kowtow if he seems to trust you. See, when
you invite hzm over, he’ll invite youx, and once he’s
dined with you, then you’ll go dine with him —and
all because you let your sense of shame blunt the
protective edge of distrust.
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Step-by-Step Tactics for Resisting Pressure

On Alcohol, Getting Called Chicken,
and Breaking Away

[5] Since this illness is the cause of so many prob-
lems, therefore, we must try to get rid of it by ex-
ercises. We can start—as people practicing anything
do—with little incidents that aren’t too hard to face.
For example,

— At a dinner party, someone raises a toast to
you when you’ve had enough? Don’t cave,
and don’t force yourself. Just put the glass
down.

—Someone else asks you to gamble while
you’re drinking? Don’t cave, and don’t be
afraid you’ll get made fun of. Just do what
Xenophanes did when Lasus of Hermione
kept calling him a coward for not wanting to
play dice with him: agree that you absolutely
are a coward, and you lack the guts to risk
getting shamed!

— Some windbag has latched onto you and
won’t let go? Don’t cave. Just break away and
get on with your business.
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You see, escapes and refusals like these give us prac-
tice in resisting pressure at the cost of only slight
offense, and they condition us for tougher cases.
On that note, it’s good to recall a remark of De-
mosthenes. The Athenians were eager to aid Harpa-
lus and were arming themselves against Alexander,
when Philoxenus, Alexander’s admiral, suddenly
appeared. When the assembly was shocked and

speechless in fear, Demosthenes quipped,

“If they can’t face a lamp, what’ll they do when they
see the sun?”

I mean, what will you do in great affairs—if a king
comes asking, say, or an assembly’s pressuring
you—if you’re unable to decline a glass offered by
a friend or escape a windbag’s clutches? If you’ll
instead let some blowhard walk all over you because
you lack the nerve to say, “I’ll catch you another
time; I’m not free right now”?

Don’t Join the Amen Corner

[6] And indeed, practice and training in resisting
feelings of pressure in minor and trivial matters is
of no small advantage when it comes to the pressure
to join in praise. Say, for example, a performer sings
badly at your friend’s party, or some expensive actor
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he’s hired flubs Menander . . . and the crowd claps
and cheers. I don’t think it’s obnoxious or difficult
to just listen in silence and not slavishly applaud in
spite of the evidence.

I mean, if you don’t control yourself in these
matters, what will you do when a friend is reading
you a bad poem or has you listen to him practicing
some silly and absurd speech he’s written? You’ll
presumably praise him and join his flatterers in
hearty applause. Okay; but how will you correct
him when he’s making mistakes in real life? How
will you talk sense to him when he’s being unreal-
istic about running for office or getting married or
making a policy decision?

Speaking for myself, I don’t even accept the reply
Pericles gave a friend who asked him to lie in court
under oath—

“Up to the witness stand, I’'m a friend.”"?

—Dbecause he got much too close. Whereas if you
condition yourself not to praise a public speaker or
clap for a performer or laugh at an unfunny joke de-
spite yourself, you won’t let things get to that point.
If you’re immune to pressure in those matters, you
won’t let anyone say to you, “swear and lie under
oath for me” or “deliver a wrong verdict.”
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The Dire Consequences of Caving

For Money

[7] This is also the way to oppose requests for
money —that is, by developing the habit in cases
which are unimportant and easy to refuse. For ex-
ample, at a banquet, Archelaus, the king of Mace-
don, was asked for a golden goblet by a man whose
top priority in life was getting things. Archelaus,
though, told his slave to give it to Euripides, and
looking at the man, said:

“You’re the one to ask and not receive; he’s the one
to receive even without asking.”

He made his own judgment, not pressure, the de-
ciding factor for his gifts and favors. It was very
impressive.

You and I aren’t like that, though; we often pass
over worthy friends and relatives in distress and
give money to others who nag and pester us—and
not because we want to, but because we lack the
strength to say no. A good example is what Anti-
gonus, in his old age, said when Bias kept pestering
him:

“Oh, pay the man . . . this is a ‘buy us” incident.”?
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And yet Antigonus had been the smoothest and
most impressive of all the Hellenistic kings at de-
flecting such requests. When a Cynic wise man once
asked him for fifty dollars, he replied, “That’s not a
gift that kings grant.” When the man then rejoined,
“Give me $250,000,” he came back with, “That’s not
a gift that Cynics receive.”?!

Diogenes used to panhandle from statues in his
neighborhood; he’d tell anyone who gawked that
he was practicing getting turned down. Not us,
though. We should practice on irrelevant people,
and condition ourselves to refuse their trivial re-
quests, if inappropriate. That way, we’ll be able to
meet appropriate requests—because (as Demos-
thenes says) if you spend all your money on what
you don’t need, then you’ll never be able to spend
money you don’t have on what you do need. Be-
sides, shame increases when we come up short for
necessities because we’ve overspent on stupid stuff.

For Health, Education, Lawsuits,
and Personal Beliefs

[8] But dysopia isn’t just a foolish and bad steward
of money. It impacts our ability to weigh costs and
benefits in more serious matters, too. For example:

— We’re sick, but we don’t call a specialist because
we’re ashamed not to go with our usual doctor.
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—Instead of choosing the best teachers for our
children, we choose those who ask for the
job.

— We often won’t let the best and most skilled
lawyer represent us in a lawsuit. Instead, we’ll
hand our case off to the son of some friend or
relative to help his career.

— Worst of all is seeing all the “philosophers”
who are Epicureans and Stoics not by choice
or conviction, but because they’ve caved to
pressure from friends and relatives!

Please. Long before we reach that point, let’s train
for those situations in small, everyday encounters.
Let’s make a habit of not patronizing a barber or
cleaners as dysopia dictates, and of not staying in a
crummy hotel when there is a better one available
simply because the owner says hello to us.

The General Rule: Always Choose
the Better Option

Instead, for the practice, let’s make a habit of choos-
ing the better option even when the difference is
negligible, much as Pythagoreans made a point of
never resting their left leg on their right, and of pick-
ing, when all else was equal, an even number rather
than an odd.
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