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Read The Following Excerpt From Levitt And Dubners Freakonomics.There Is A
Tale, The Ring Of Gyges, That serves as a compelling entry point into the
complex discussion of human nature, morality, and the influence of external
circumstances on individual behavior. Levitt and Dubner, in their renowned
book Freakonomics, often explore the hidden incentives and underlying
motivations that drive human actions. By referencing the ancient story of the
Ring of Gyges, they delve into the age-old question: Would people behave
differently if they knew they could act without consequence? This article
examines the significance of this tale within the context of Freakonomics,
explores its philosophical roots, and analyzes its implications for
understanding human morality and decision-making.

Understanding the Tale of the Ring of Gyges

The Origin of the Story

The story of the Ring of Gyges originates from Plato's Republic, where
Glaucon recounts the tale to challenge Socrates' assertion that justice is
valued for its own sake. According to the story, Gyges was a shepherd in
Lydia who discovered a chasm opened after an earthquake, within which he
found a tomb containing a giant corpse wearing a golden ring. Gyges took the
ring, and by manipulating it-specifically by turning it inward-he discovered
he could become invisible. Using this newfound power, Gyges seduced the
queen, orchestrated the king's murder, and seized the throne.

The Central Moral Question

The core of the tale revolves around a moral dilemma: would a person remain
just if they had the power to act unjustly without repercussions? Glaucon's
argument is that humans are inherently self-interested and that moral
behavior is often driven by societal expectations rather than internal
virtue. The story of Gyges illustrates that, given absolute power and
anonymity, individuals might indulge their basest desires. This narrative has
been a cornerstone in philosophical debates about morality, justice, and
human nature.



The Relevance of the Ring of Gyges in
Freakonomics

Linking Ancient Philosophy to Modern Behavior

Levitt and Dubner employ the tale of Gyges as a metaphor to explore whether
people act ethically only because of external constraints or if they possess
an innate moral compass. In Freakonomics, they argue that understanding the
incentives behind human behavior requires examining real-world evidence,
which often reveals that individuals respond predictably to
incentives—whether those incentives are moral, financial, or social.

The Experimentation with Incentives and Behavior

Throughout the book, Levitt and Dubner analyze various scenarios—ranging from
crime rates to cheating in school-to demonstrate that external incentives
significantly influence behavior. The analogy with Gyges' ring suggests that
when the threat of punishment is removed or when anonymity is assured,
individuals may act in ways that contradict societal expectations. Thus, the
tale underscores the importance of external controls and the potential for
moral lapses when such controls are absent.

Philosophical Foundations and Contemporary
Implications

Philosophical Perspectives on Morality and Human
Nature

The story of Gyges has been central to philosophical debates since Plato's
time, notably contrasting the view that humans are naturally just versus
inherently self-interested. Key perspectives include:

e Plato's View: Justice is an intrinsic good; individuals will act morally
even if they could escape punishment.

e Glaucon's Perspective: Humans are driven by self-interest; morality is
maintained mainly by societal enforcement.

e Modern Interpretations: Empirical evidence suggests that external
factors and incentives heavily influence moral behavior.



Modern Society and the Illusion of Morality

The tale raises questions about the authenticity of moral behavior in modern
contexts:

1. Are people inherently moral, or do they act morally primarily due to
social norms and fear of punishment?

2. How do anonymity and lack of oversight influence individual actions in
various settings?

3. What mechanisms can be employed to promote genuine ethical behavior?

Case Studies and Evidence from Freakonomics

Cheating and Incentives in Education

Levitt and Dubner analyze data showing that teachers sometimes inflate test
scores when their evaluations are linked to performance metrics. This
behavior mirrors Gyges' story—-when the perceived risk of punishment
diminishes, individuals may act unethically to achieve personal gains.

Crime Rates and Deterrence

The authors explore the decline in crime rates in the 1990s, attributing it
partly to increased policing and harsher sentencing. This supports the idea
that external constraints influence behavior; removing such constraints or
making misconduct easier might lead to an increase in undesirable actions.

Corruption and Incentive Structures

In the business world, the misuse of incentives can lead to corruption. For
example, employees might cut corners or commit fraud when oversight is weak,
aligning with Gyges' tale—if they believe they won't be caught, they may
indulge their impulses.

Implications for Policy and Ethics

Designing Incentive Structures

Understanding that human behavior responds to incentives suggests that:



e Policies should focus on aligning individual motivations with societal
good.

e Transparency and accountability are crucial in reducing unethical
behavior.

e Creating environments where honesty and integrity are rewarded can
foster genuine morality.

The Limits of External Controls

While external enforcement is vital, relying solely on sanctions may not
fully cultivate moral behavior. Education and fostering internal virtues
remain essential components in promoting authentic ethical conduct.

Ethical Challenges in the Digital Age

The rise of digital anonymity raises concerns similar to Gyges' ring. Online
platforms often provide a cloak of invisibility, which can lead to increased
misconduct, bullying, or dishonest practices. Recognizing this, policymakers
and platform designers must implement safeguards to mitigate such behavior.

Conclusion: The Enduring Relevance of Gyges'
Tale

The story of the Ring of Gyges continues to resonate because it taps into
fundamental questions about human nature and morality. Levitt and Dubner's
use of this ancient tale underscores that external incentives and contextual
factors are powerful determinants of behavior. Whether in personal life,
business, or governance, understanding the dynamics highlighted by Gyges can
inform strategies to promote ethical conduct and design systems that
encourage honesty. Ultimately, the tale challenges us to reflect on whether
morality is genuinely internal or predominantly shaped by external
circumstances, a question that remains as pertinent today as it was in
Plato's time.

In essence, the tale of Gyges prompts individuals and societies alike to
consider the extent to which morality is intrinsic or contingent upon
external constraints. The insights from Freakonomics illuminate that human
behavior often aligns with incentives, and recognizing this can help craft
better policies, institutions, and societal norms that foster genuine ethical
conduct.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of the excerpt from Levitt
and Dubner's Freakonomics discussing the Ring of
Gyges?

The excerpt explores the idea of human morality and whether people would act
differently if they believed they could act without consequences, as
exemplified by the myth of the Ring of Gyges.

How does the story of the Ring of Gyges relate to
modern economic or behavioral theories?

It relates to theories about self-interest, moral behavior, and whether
individuals are inherently honest or only act ethically due to social
pressures and consequences.

What questions does the excerpt raise about human
nature and ethical decision-making?

It raises questions about whether people would maintain their moral integrity
if they had the power to act invisibly and escape accountability, suggesting
that morality may be contingent on social enforcement.

How does the excerpt from Freakonomics connect the
ancient story of Gyges to contemporary issues?

It draws parallels between the myth and modern scenarios where individuals
might cheat or act unethically if they believe they won't be caught, such as
in business, politics, or personal behavior.

What role does the concept of anonymity or
invisibility play in the discussion of morality in
the excerpt?

The concept highlights how anonymity or invisibility, like wearing the Ring
of Gyges, can lead individuals to act without moral restraint, questioning
whether morality is inherent or situational.

According to the excerpt, what might be the
implications for society if everyone acted as if
they had the Ring of Gyges?

If everyone believed they could act without repercussions, societal trust and
social order could break down, emphasizing the importance of accountability



and social norms for moral behavior.

What insights does the excerpt provide about the
incentives that influence ethical behavior?

It suggests that incentives, such as the threat of punishment or social
approval, significantly influence ethical behavior, and removing these
incentives might lead to more selfish actions.

How does the story of Gyges challenge the assumption
that humans are naturally moral?

It challenges that assumption by illustrating that, given the opportunity and
no fear of consequences, individuals might choose to act immorally, implying
morality may be more about external factors than inherent nature.

Why do Levitt and Dubner discuss the Ring of Gyges
in the context of Freakonomics?

They use it to provoke thought about human motivations, the nature of
morality, and how understanding incentives can explain behavior, which are
central themes in Freakonomics' exploration of economic and social phenomena.

Additional Resources

Read The Following Excerpt From Levitt And Dubner’s Freakonomics. There Is A
Tale, The Ring Of Gyges, That offers a compelling gateway into the complex
interplay between morality, human nature, and economic behavior. This
excerpt, rooted in the philosophical narrative of the ancient Greek myth,
serves as a foundational metaphor for understanding why individuals often act
differently when they believe they are unobserved. Levitt and Dubner leverage
this timeless story to explore modern questions about human incentives,
ethical decision-making, and social norms. In this comprehensive analysis, we
will dissect the key themes presented, contextualize the myth within
contemporary economic theory, and examine the broader implications for
societal behavior and policy.

Understanding the Myth of the Ring of Gyges

The Origin and Storyline of the Myth



The myth of the Ring of Gyges originates from Plato’s Republic, where it is
used as a thought experiment to probe the nature of justice and morality.
According to the tale, Gyges was a shepherd in Lydia who discovered a chasm
after an earthquake. Inside, he found a tomb containing a giant corpse with a
golden ring. Gyges managed to seize the ring, which possessed the remarkable
power of invisibility when worn. Using this newfound ability, Gyges seduced
the queen, orchestrated the king'’s assassination, and ultimately seized power
for himself.

This myth raises fundamental questions: Would individuals act morally if they
could escape the consequences? Does the innate human tendency lean toward
selfishness when unrestrained? The story’s core dilemma—whether morality is
intrinsic or externally enforced-resonates deeply with philosophical debates
about human nature.

The Ethical Dilemma and Its Modern Significance

The tale of Gyges functions as a moral test: if one could act without
repercussions, would they still choose to do good? This question challenges
the assumption that humans are inherently moral. Instead, it suggests that
morality might be contingent on the presence of social sanctions, laws, or
fear of punishment.

In the context of Levitt and Dubner’s analysis, the myth provides a lens
through which to examine real-world behavior. The question becomes: do people
behave ethically only because of external enforcement, or is there an
internal moral compass that guides their actions? The story compels us to
consider the extent to which anonymity, invisibility, or lack of oversight
influence decision-making, especially in economic and social environments.

The Economic Perspective: Incentives and Human
Behavior

Levitt and Dubner’s Interpretation of the Myth

Levitt and Dubner reinterpret the myth of Gyges through an economic lens,
emphasizing the role of incentives in shaping human conduct. They argue that,
in many cases, individuals weigh the potential benefits against the costs
when making decisions. When the costs—such as punishment, social sanctions,
or reputation damage—are absent or minimized (as when wearing the ring), the
incentive to act ethically diminishes.



Their analysis suggests that much of human morality is driven by external
constraints rather than internal virtues. When these constraints are removed,
people often reveal their true tendencies, which tend toward self-interest
and even dishonesty. This idea aligns with the broader economic principle
that human behavior is rational and motivated by self-interest, but it also
complicates the notion of morality as a fixed trait.

Implications for Crime, Corruption, and Social Norms

Levitt and Dubner extend this perspective to real-world issues such as crime
and corruption. They posit that individuals are more likely to engage in
unethical or illegal behavior when they believe they can avoid detection or
punishment. For instance, a tax cheat may be more inclined to evade taxes if
they think they can do so without being caught—akin to Gyges’ invisibility
ring.

This analysis underscores the importance of monitoring, enforcement, and
transparency in maintaining social order. The myth exemplifies how the
absence of accountability can lead to a breakdown of social norms, and
understanding this dynamic is crucial for designing effective policies. For
example, increasing the likelihood of detection or reducing the perceived
benefits of dishonesty can deter unethical conduct.

Human Nature and Morality: Innate or
Constructed?

Philosophical Foundations and Theoretical Debates

The story of Gyges invites a long-standing philosophical debate: are humans
inherently moral or amoral? Socrates and Plato, through the dialogues in The
Republic, suggest that justice and morality are virtues that individuals can
cultivate but are not necessarily innate. Conversely, some thinkers argue
that humans are naturally inclined toward self-interest and require societal
constraints to behave ethically.

Levitt and Dubner’s use of the myth aligns with the view that human behavior
is largely driven by external factors—what they refer to as “incentives”-and
that internal moral virtues may be secondary. They challenge the romantic
notion of humans as inherently good and instead emphasize the importance of
institutions, enforcement, and social norms in shaping behavior.



Empirical Evidence and Behavioral Economics

Behavioral economics provides empirical support for the idea that external
circumstances heavily influence moral actions. Experiments have shown that
anonymity can increase dishonest behavior; for example, individuals are more
likely to cheat on tests or manipulate data when their identities are
concealed.

Levitt and Dubner highlight that knowing one is unobserved, similar to
possessing the ring, often leads to increased unethical behavior. This
insight has profound implications for understanding phenomena such as
corporate fraud, political corruption, and even everyday dishonesty.

Broader Societal and Policy Implications

Designing Better Incentive Structures

If human morality is sensitive to external influences, then policymakers and
leaders must carefully design incentive structures that promote ethical
behavior. This involves:

- Enhancing transparency and accountability to reduce opportunities for
dishonesty.

- Implementing effective punishments that increase the perceived costs of
unethical actions.

- Fostering a culture of integrity through education and social norms that
reward honesty.

The myth illustrates that, without external constraints, even well-
intentioned individuals may succumb to temptation. Therefore, creating
environments where good behavior is incentivized and reinforced is crucial.

Limitations and Ethical Considerations

While the myth and its interpretation raise important points, they also open
ethical debates. For example:

- Is it fair or desirable to assume that people will act selfishly if given
the chance?

- Can policies that rely heavily on external enforcement undermine intrinsic
moral development?

- How do cultural differences influence perceptions of morality and



punishment?

Levitt and Dubner acknowledge that human behavior is complex and
multifaceted. They caution against simplistic assumptions and emphasize the
importance of understanding the nuanced motivations behind actions.

Conclusion: The Enduring Relevance of Gyges in
Modern Society

The tale of the Ring of Gyges remains a powerful metaphor for exploring the
depths of human morality and the influence of external circumstances. Levitt
and Dubner effectively use this ancient myth to shed light on contemporary
issues, illustrating that much of human behavior is driven by incentives and
context. Recognizing this, policymakers, business leaders, and individuals
can better understand the importance of designing systems that promote
ethical conduct, even when the temptation for self-interest is high.

Ultimately, the myth challenges us to reflect on our own motivations and the
societal structures that shape our actions. Are we inherently good, or do we
act morally because of external constraints? The answer may lie somewhere in
between, but what remains clear is that understanding incentives is crucial
for fostering a more honest and just society. The story of Gyges, ancient yet
timeless, continues to serve as a cautionary tale—and a call to action—for
all who seek to understand the true nature of human morality.
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