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The Citizen and the State

Most of the pre-Socratic thinkers were concerned with natural philosophy. Political and social philosophy weren’t considered to be as relevant to the new era of knowledge. We see some exception to this, such as with the Sophists. The Sophists centered on political and social philosophy. But the real pioneers of the subject were Plato and Aristotle. Plato wrote The Republic as a dialogue between Socrates and various acquaintances, though whether Socrates ever had these conversations is doubtful. Politics, which is in many ways was a response to The Republic, outlines Aristotle’s viewpoint on the nature of citizen and state. Both of these books are extremely insightful, and continue to be taught in political science courses as a base of further knowledge.

After reading these texts, one can paint a fairly clear picture of the political world at the time. But do these books have any lasting value as guides for today’s world? Plato gives us an idea of the ideal city; of what we should strive for. It tells how citizens are supposed to act in order to further the city, and how the city will treat the citizens in return. Many of his suppositions seem naïve and are unrealistic in practice, though. Aristotle’s take on the interplay between a citizen and the state offers a more realistic and time-worthy explanation that does Plato’s.

Much of Plato’s argument is based on the role of education in the citizenry. From as early as Book II, Plato emphasizes the need of proper and complete education. This is a theme that is carried through just about every other book in The Republic. It initially starts with the training of the Guardians with the traditional style of music and poetry. Added to that would be physical training necessary to their tasks as guardians. For the leaders of the society, or the Philosopher-King, as Plato describes, there would be a more rigorous upbringing. It would begin with music and poetry, as well as some elementary mathematics. This would be followed by a few years of compulsory physical training. The students most apt to this training would run through ten years of mathematical science. The brightest of these would continue with five years of dialectic. Again, the most talented would be chosen to receive fifteen years of practical political training. These people who succeeded through all this training would become the new rulers.


Through all of these education programs, Plato creates an institution where people are molded to exactly what the state wants. Plato, however, is too optimistic about the malleability of man. He believes that through training one could be infused with “the good” to the point where greed and personal appetite wouldn’t be an issue. While even today we can see institutions, such as the military, shaping people into things that they normally wouldn’t be (for instance, killers), Plato puts too much faith into the philosopher-king, as a person like this could never be created.


Families, which become an important aspect of Aristotle’s great city, are more or less done away with in Plato’s.  In Book V Plato makes the staggering claim that it would be beneficial for children to be raised by the city, not by their biological parents. By doing this Plato would create the most extreme kind of institution, where people are customized from birth to do tasks appointed by the city. This action shows an utter disregard for the family and the individual. The only concern is the state. But a state cannot function without the family and individual to support it. They provide the foundation of the city, making up the essential being of it. The children taken from their mothers would have no parents, no one to use as role-models and no one to give their love. The parents would have no children, and also not have a direction for their affection. Aristotle brings up this point in Book II of his Politics. Here he says that what is common the largest number of people gets the least attention, and what is private gets more. If every father had a thousand sons and every son had a thousand fathers, people would stop caring about each-other (Politics 1261b 32-41). Without this love and sense of community, the city would not run effectively.

Among some of these revolutionary ideas, Plato makes some very astute observations and analyses.  Such as when he explains the five systems of government as they correlate to four different personality types within men and leaders. He rates these according to their success as a virtuous city.

The first among these is the Aristocracy, where the Philosopher-King would rule. Because the Philosopher-King is the epitome of what the city can create, there is no one better suited to lead. Decisions would be made under the light of reason, without considerations of greed or personal pleasures. In Plato’s view, the citizens would acknowledge the superiority of this ruler, and as such obey for the good of the city. The young would triumph over the old and there would be an age of reason. Realistically, however, the masses would probably not accept this situation. They would not appreciate being considered a lesser creature than the one who rules them. Many would also realize that one person cannot make decisions that will benefit all. Aristotle seems to think that it makes more sense to have rule by many, so as to come to the best conclusions. 

The next form of government is a Timocracy. The rulers of a Timocracy are chosen not by the rigorous education involved with the philosopher-king, but on apparent worth and prestige. There is a very spirit-based feel to it all, holding honor and emotions above other things like reason. Often Timocracys are warrior based, and conquer other lands.


Oligarchies are ruled by wealth. Physical pleasures are the driving force of most of the population, which creates a disparity in classes. The rich people of the city consider the poor to be worthless, and throw them aside. In many oligarchies there is a tendency for revolution, because the poor are treated so poorly. 

Placing at second to the bottom, Democracy was obviously not held in high regards by Plato. He saw it as having the poor take control of the country, and make decisions based off of what the masses want. Because of the immense freedom granted of the citizens, anarchy was always an issue. But Plato’s opinion of democracy could be a little bias, being that the system of democracy is what was responsible for the death of Socrates. He believed that the decisions made by the masses would not be of the smartest course.


Last on the list falls the tyranny. In a tyranny, one leader steps up to take control of the state. This man is no philosopher-king, however. He would generally use his power for personal gain, and care little for the people. Tyrants come about when the state is weak and demands a strong leader.


One of the ideals that Plato uses to judge these types of governments is if it will form a unified city. A unified city is like a machine, where each part works only to make the whole function. Aristotle argues that this unified city is not very desirable at all. For instance in a unified city people would have little in the means of personal belongings; most possessions would belong to the city for the good of the city. But without this motivation for possessions, we would lose interest in work and become lazy. In a unified city, people’s personal talents would not be fully expressed, as they would be seen only as a tool of the city. It’s important instead to see the city as a collection of individuals, using their talents to make the city stronger.

Plato emphasizes that in order to have a truly good city, the ruler has to be honest and virtuous. He illustrates this point with the “myth of the metals”, where there is an example of a ruler making up a lie in order for people to accept their role in society. The sophists, who were philosophers specializing in political and social philosophy, would probably have argued otherwise. Sophists didn’t see the necessity of having good being inherit in all your actions, but moreover concentrated on the outcome. “The ends justify the means”. This is the mentality that most leaders have today. For if a lie can make people happy and content, why not use it? It’s a leader’s duty to look after the people, and to make their lives better.

Looking at all of this, we get the impression that Plato is concerned primarily with the city, and  treated it as some sort of machine which need to be constructed in a certain manner to function to its full potential. Aristotle resents that, and tries to bring the emphasis more on the importance of the individual and the family. He believes the state is there to serve the people, not the people to surrender to the state.


The city is still a vital part of living for Aristotle. As humans are political animals by nature, it makes sense that the city must come before the family or even the individual. The city provides a medium for reason, so that it’s possible for an individual to express himself in a meaningful way. Individuals and families are not self-sufficient, and so need the city (which is self-sufficient) to survive. The only things that can live without a city are beasts or gods.

Looking at their different views on politics with today’s standards in mind, it appears that Plato has an almost communist system and Aristotle has a more democratic/capitalist system. For Plato, the state is vitally important, as it is with communism. Sharing of possessions and rugged institutionalism are also common themes. Aristotle seems to think that rule by many is the best way to go. Every individual should be given the chance to fully reach their potential, which is a heavy capitalist theme. It makes sense then that Aristotle would be more accepted by today’s audiences, as capitalism seems to be spreading across the world, with democracy in its wake. People subscribing to Plato’s ideals have been ridiculed and labeled communist, which has very bad connotations to it. We must take this bias of democracy over communism in mind when we finally make a decision as to who has the better political doctrine.
