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The  
Greeks 



The Polis 
 

The total 
community 

(social, 
political, and 
economic) 
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4 Cardinal Virtues 



1. Wisdom 
 
Knowledge 
Logic 
Commonsense 
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2. Courage 
 
Not necessarily 

battlefield, 
more mental / 
emotional 
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3. Temperance 



4. Justice 
 
This one is tricky. 

Even today its 
definition is 
debated.  
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Who was Plato? 
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1. The Republic  
 a. What is justice? 
 b. Who is a just man? 
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2. The Just Republic 
 a. Each person doing what they are expert at. 
 b. 3 classes: 
  I. Guardians – headed by a philosopher-

 king; rational; intellectual 
  II. Auxiliaries – soldiers; not rational but 

 spirited! 
  III. Citizens – normal working people with 

 “desires” 
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3. The Just Man 
 a. Guardians – must always use 

reason and rationality. 
 b. Auxiliaries – spirited following of 

orders. 
 c. Citizens – keep desires in check. 
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Critiques of Plato 



1. Who 
defines 
what is 
rational? 
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2. How can 
auxiliaries 
and citizens 
understand 
the rationality 
of the 
guardians? 
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3. Who guards the guardians? 
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4. Is the Republic the best type of 
community? 



Aristotle 
 
2 Important 

Works: 
 1. Nicomachean 

Ethics 
 2. Politics 
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Contributions 
1. The first philosopher to imagine the state as 

an organic entity (the state was a natural 
community with attributes of a living being, 
as opposed to the instrumentalist view of he 
state which sees the state as an 
instrument/mechanism to be used for 
purposes and ends higher than itself). 



2. Two Important 
Ideas 

 a. The state is a 
community. 

 b. It is the 
highest of all 
communities. 
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3. Aristotle’s “forms of the state” 
 a. Kingship (and its perversion, tyranny) 
 b. Aristocracy (and its perversion, 

oligarchy) 
 c. Constitutional Government (and its 

perversion, democracy or rule by the 
poor) 
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4. Like Plato, Aristotle puts the consent of 
the rulers over the consent of the ruled. 
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5. He advocated “mixed constitutions” based on 
the two principles of wealth and numbers,  
but also understood  
that a mixed political  
system could work if  
backed by a stable  
society without  
extremes of wealth  
and poverty.  



OUR PRE-MODERN HERITAGE:  
PLATO, ARISTOTLE, AND CICERO 

6. Aristotle’s idea of citizenship is that of the 
economically independent gentleman who has 
enough experience, education, and leisure to 
devote himself to active citizenship (“citizens 
must not lead the life of mechanics or 
tradesmen, for such life is ignoble, and inimical 
to virtue”). 
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Cicero 



Because Roman 
political thought 
was not 
expressed in 
systematic 
philosophical 
works, it has been 
wrongly assumed 
by many not to 
have existed at 
all. 
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Other forms of political ideas? 
 1. Not just works (books, treatises) from 

political philosophers.  
 2. Law, lore, and literature are also 

important sources (i.e. some of the most 
enduring expressions of American political 
thought in the 20th century are judicial 
opinions from Supreme Court jurists.  



Law and 
administration 
are the two great 
contributions of 
Rome to the 
conceptions and 
practices of 
government and 
politics in the 
Western world. 
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Cicero was the greatest contributor to this 

knowledge. A lawyer and statesman whose 
works are reflections on politics rather than 
political theory. His two main works on 
government are his Republic and Laws.  
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He believed in moderation, agreement, and 
constitutionalism. As opposed to Plato and 
Aristotle, who concentrated primarily on the 
city-state, Cicero had a sense of the world. 
The rule of law was very important to him as 
evidenced by this quote:  

“…since we cannot agree to equalize men’s wealth, 
and equality of innate ability is impossible, the legal 
rights at least of those who are citizens of the same 
commonwealth ought to be equal.” 
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Plato’s  
Politics 

An Overview of Plato (427-347 b.c.e.) 
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Why was he so important? 
 1. He was one of the first to argue that 

the open-minded but systematic use of 
our reason can show us the best way to 
live. 

 2. The most famous student of Socrates. 
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I. Theory of the 
Universe 

(Metaphysical 
Background) 



1. Plato uses the 
term “God” 
probably not in 
the biblical sense, 
but in a more 
abstract way (God 
is identified with 
reason in the 
universe) 
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2. More distinctive 
is his theory of 
“forms,” a 
complex and 
controversial 
theory since he 
did not elaborate 
on it in any 
systematic way.  
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3. The four main forms are as follows: 
  a. Logical / Semantic – meanings and 

 concepts. 
  b. Metaphysical – ultimate reality. 
  c. Epistemological – what we can 

 know. 
  d. Moral / Political – how we ought to 

 live. 
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Only intellectual acquaintance with the 
Forms properly counts as knowledge. 
Only what fully and really exists can be 
fully or really known: perception of 
impermanent objects and events in the 
physical world is only belief or 
“opinion,” not knowledge.  
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II. Theory of 
Human Nature 
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Plato maintains a “dualist” view, according to 

which the human soul (or mind) is a 
nonmaterial entity that can exist apart from the 
body. Only the immaterial soul, not the bodily 
senses, attain knowledge of the forms. 
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For Plato, internal 
conflicts in 
humans contain 
three distinct 
elements. 

1. Appetite: all 
physical urges 
2. Reason: 
intellectual 
recognition of 
irrationality 
3. Spirit or Passion: 
emotional 
recognition of the 
same. 

OUR PRE-MODERN HERITAGE:  
PLATO, ARISTOTLE, AND CICERO 



OUR PRE-MODERN HERITAGE:  
PLATO, ARISTOTLE, AND CICERO 

Humans are ineradicably social: to live in 
society is natural to human beings. 
Individuals are not self-sufficient; we 
each have many needs that we cannot 
meet by ourselves. As such, different 
people have different aptitudes and this 
division of labor is essential. 
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III. Diagnosis 



Although 
Reason, Spirit, 
and Appetite 
are present in 
each person, 
he has a clear 
vision about 
which of these 
should rule: 
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Reason ought to control both 
Spirit and Appetite; human 
societies have not figured this 
out! 



Societies should 
be ruled by 
those who have 
the most 
developed 
sense of 
“reason” in the 
interests of 
everyone. 
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A truly well-ordered “just” society is 
one in which each class of person 
plays a distinctive role, in harmony 
with the other classes.  
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Imperfect societies tend to produce flawed 
individuals, and troubled or poorly 
educated  
individuals  
contribute to  
social  
problems. 
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Of the various types of “imperfect” societies, there are 

four: “timarchy,” “oligarchy,” “democracy,” and 
“tyranny,” each filled with its own unique type of 
defective individual. 

Timarchy: in the philosophy of Plato, a form of government in which ambition 
for power and glory motivates the rulers; in the philosophy of Aristotle, a 
form of government in which political power is in direct proportion to property 
ownership 
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IV. Prescription 



For Plato, “justice” 
is the same thing 
in both the 
individual and 
society – a 
smooth working 
together of the 
part within the 
soul or of the 
classes in the 
state; the lack of 
such harmony is 
injustice.  
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There is great 
stress placed on 
the need for 
“appropriate” 
education as the 
most important 
way to produce 
virtuous, 
harmonious, 
well-balanced, 
“just” citizens. 
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Since those who 
study philosophy 
are the most likely 
to have come to 
truly know the 
“forms,” it is 
obvious that only 
philosophers 
should be kings 
and rulers.  
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V. Critical 
Dicussion 
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1. Who defines what is rational? 
2. How can auxiliaries and citizens 
understand the rationality of the 
guardians? 
3. Who guards the guardians? 
4. Is the Republic the best type of 
community? 
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