Overview of Plato
Realistic ideal? Valid/desirable ideal?

An overall appreciation of what may be good, and what may not be good in his theory. There are bound to be positive and negative elements. However, sometimes the very positive elements, when viewed from a slightly different angle, are negative elements.

The question of: Is the ideal society depicted in “The Republic” is something that is realistic?

Plato’s answer: (Bottom of page 101) He is not really saying that it is something that he really expects. However, if it somehow comes about, we’ve got it! But, there is no exact way of getting it.

If he does expect it to come about, does that make the whole thing in this major dialogue pointless? No- Socrates was always asking questions, and maybe this is Plato trying to paint his picture of what his answer might be, and what humans should strive for, even if we do not have it exactly. It is not realistic, but what we should strive for. But is it a valid ideal? Is it the true ideal for society in a political system? No- there is a class of people who are simply slaves. How about otherwise, wipe out slavery- how is the structure of the society then? No- people are limited, they cannot choose their place in life and are not permitted to do certain things. But the society aims a achieving virtues and justice.

The object of politics: virtue, character formation? Society should shape people into the persons they should morally be.

We would say very clearly: it is not the job or responsibility of government to form people into becoming certain persons. The government’s job is not beyond telling people not to steal, murder, assault, etc.… The kind of person you are, as we often see it today, is not up the government. Plato’s idea of a moral society has the government forming people’s personality.

Remember, wisdom does not come from experience in Plato’s view**

Society as a perfect unity, a harmonious whole? Also the individual?

Page 83, right column, towards bottom of page*

Even an ideal for a person leaves no room for difference or diversity between people- it is as if the plan is too rigid to be a proper psychological model; too rigid, and emphasizes too much on unity and harmonization, to be politically successful. It is not just unrealistic, it problematic. Not everything fits together that comfortably.


Aristotle

With Aristotle, the ideal for society is much different then Plato. Plato wants unity and harmonization. The most fundamental difference for political ideal for Aristotle is that it involves difference and even partial conflict; however, a degree of conflict and difference that does not explode.


Aristotle (384-322 B.C.) in ancient Athens

Aristotle, student of Plato

Transition from city-state to empire
Philip of Macedon (father of Alexander the Great) conquers Greece 338 B.C.

Alexander the Great 356-323 B.C.; tutored by Aristotle

Hellenistic Empire


General Approach

Anti-utopian

Empirical (political science…)

Of interest: painting “The School of Athens” by Italian Renaissance painter, Raphael (1510) fresco on wall at the Vatican includes Plato, Aristotle (also Socrates, Pythagoras, etc…)

Aristotle is sometimes looked back to as the sort-of fist initial thinker in the field of political science, not necessarily political philosophy.


Origin of State and Political Authority

State for self-sufficiency (in reality: city-state declining, disappearing) families to villages to city-state/polis- like bigger families

Aristotle is tracing the natural evolution from the intimate family unit, to villages, to the eventual city-state. Aristotle says: this natural evolution, what is it for? Why? He gives two answers:

1- For self-sufficiency. A family is not self-sufficient. There is not enough people doing different things. There is a natural evolution with a built-in purpose: To reach a point where a community is self-sufficient (city-state).

Even though this evolution occurs for a natural reasons and just self-efficiency, ultimately, it is for the good life.

This quote leads to an even more famous quote…

Man is by nature a political animal


Very bottom, left column of page 177

“…man is a political animal, in a higher degree than bee or other gregarious animals… and it is association in these things which makes a family and the city.”

Gregarious- talkative; a gregarious person is a talkative person

Language, and the perception of good and evil, sets humans apart.

Aristotle accepts that in a certain sense, animals possess language. The most rudimentary language he refers to are sounds of pain and pleasure. Aristotle says- yes, animals have this. He even says there are some animals which are kind of gregarious; such as bees (this was very advanced thinking for the time). Bees seem to have a complex form of language- through dancing, Bees communicate the location of food sources. Another species which have a high ability to communicate are dolphins, and also chimpanzees.

For humans, language is very important: it is also present for explanation, commentary, and judgment. Language serves two main purposes:

1- It is there for specification/particularity
e.g. “Lets meet for dinner at 7:30, next Tuesday, at this restaurant in the Byward Market.” We have very advanced and specific understanding. Language is a vehicle for a high degree of specification and particularization. Verbal language allows us to explain things that otherwise (such as with bodily language) would be very complicated/strenuous to explain.

2- It is there for communicating judgment
We say what is desirable/undesirable, good/bad. E.g. “That is good restaurant, we should go there.” What does this have to do with politics or the city-state, or that man is a political animal? Ultimately, a political system is a system for rules of the government of life that people agree on. This government is necessary/possible, because humans are animals with language. 

Aristotle is saying that people engage in organized life; political life of governed rule. This is both necessary and possible because of language.

Who decides the rules of life/the polis for Aristotle? The Citizen


Biases

Male to female: superior to inferior

Some by nature free; some by nature slaves (Pages 179-180) But slaves also by conquest? Yes…

Greeks vs. others/barbarians

Citizens with leisure vs. citizens who must labour

Assumption of natural hierarchy teleology- each item in world has fixed place and purpose

Women are free, but not politically involved. Slaves are not free, and not politically involved.

Foreigners who are free man, visiting the city of Athens, do not qualify as citizens. Only adult males who are Athenian born, and not slaves, can be politically involved. But if they lack leisure time because of their occupation, they do not really have time for politics. Foreigners who are conquered by Athenians are made into slaves.


Involved in all of this is a basic theme in all of Aristotle’s philosophy (starts in metaphysics, not politics). Aristotle assumes that everything in the world, especially in humans, has a built-in purpose that defines its nature. These have a hierarchy.

In the top of the triangle, men in politics, then working men, then women, etc.…

Aristotle rejects the philosopher king because:

1- If you could find some one great figure of wisdom who could be the ruler- great. But then says forget it. The chances of a person like this is remote. It is not realistic.

2- Aristotle thinks that decision making is better made by a plurality than a singularity.
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