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Plato is philosophy and philosophy is Plato. Comment [10] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• The term Philosophy indicates ‘quest for wisdom’. Ralph Waldo Emerson commented Plato is 

philosophy and philosophy is Plato for out of Plato comes all things that are still written and 

debated among men of thought. These concepts include the following:  

• Theory of idea-foundation of the idealism: 

o Plato in the theory of idea established the superiority of philosophy i.e. theory of 

idea over matter. He held that material world around us is merely a pale shadow of 
the real world that ideas constitute (Myth of Cave).  This theory in the coming times 
influenced Hegelian idealism who gave utmost importance to ideas and further 
began to regard state as march of god on earth. 

• Dialectical method: 

o Plato followed in the footsteps of his teacher and philosopher in advocating the 
dialectic method which not just enabled individuals to reflect critically upon their 
own values and opinions, but a means of progress of history as furthered in theories 
of Hegel and Marx.  

• Relationship between ethics, politics and Justice: 

o Plato’s epistemology is oriented towards the theme of wisdom, which is inseparable 
from questions of ethics and behaviour. This intrinsic relationship between ethics 
and politics was further developed in normative politics by thinkers like Arendt and 
Gandhi. 

o Shefali Jha also credits Plato’s insight, that the concept of justice, by leading to the 
happiness of all, becomes an essential requirement for any stable political 
community.  

• The idea of Communism: 

o Plato in his Republic put forth the idea of ‘communism of wives and property’. 
While both the instruments were meant to perpetuate his political idealism, they 
uncovered certain practical issues of governance such as corruption and nepotism 
that erode societies till today.  
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• Idealist society: 

o Plato is also known as the father of ‘political idealism’ setting stage for a number of 
modern thinkers like Hegel. More importantly, Plato perceived political philosophy 
as an architectonic science of society.  

o Within the European intellectual tradition he conceptualised the disorders and crises 
of the actual world and presented to his readers a vision of a desirable political 
order. 

• Plato, along with his disciple Aristotle, has been credited for laying the foundation of Greek 
political theory on which the Western political tradition rests. A most fitting tribute has 
been paid by Whitehead who stated that the entire European philosophical tradition is 
nothing but a set of footnotes to Plato and Aristotle.  

Conclusion 

• While Plato’s admirers have been numerous, he has had his share of critics too, beginning 
with Aristotle. Most of his recent critics have been in the twentieth century within the 
liberal tradition. They assailed Plato for his hostility towards progressive, humanitarian and 
democratic ideals, and regarded him as the philosophical forerunner of modern day 
totalitarianism (Popper, Arendt). 

• However, despite the criticism the enduring relevance of Plato is summarised by Popper 
as- ”Western thought has been either Platonic or anti-Platonic but hardly ever non-
platonic.”  
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Comment: “The polis exists by nature and that it is prior to the 
individualism”. (10) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• The best-known claim of Aristotle’s political philosophy is ‘polis exists by nature and 
Politics cannot be separated from the life of man.  

Theory of State 

• Aristotle’s theory of State can be seen as a revision of Plato’s views. 

o As per Aristotle, Man, by nature is a political animal…one who claims that he can live 

without the State is either a God or Beast…”- The starting point for Aristotle’s 

natural/organic theory of State rests in the social and political nature of man.  

o For Aristotle, man is predisposed towards cooperation and partnership. He belongs to the 

Socratic tradition wherein State is natural and desirable unlike the Sophists who consider 

individual prior to the State. 

• Habermas in his analysis of ‘public sphere’ underlines how in Aristotelian theory, “to seek a good 

life, the citizen is dependent on the polis.” Aristotle traces a hierarchy of needs that are fulfilled by 

the corresponding social institution:  

 

 

 

 

• The State, thus, represents the culmination of institutional development but it is prior to the 

individual and all other organisation because outside the State, the individual is a meaningless 

fragment. 
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• The relevance of Aristotle’s views can be gauged from the fact that he influenced the ideas 
of modern thinkers such as Hannah Ardent. Her firm belief in community as source of 
power displays essence of Aristotelian spirit. Hegel’s idea of state also had the influence of 
Aristotle. 

• This was starkly in contrast to the modern contractualist theories like those propounded by 
Hobbes and Locke that underlined primacy of individual in agreeing to the formulation of 
political authority.  

Conclusion 

• However, his does not mean that the interests of the individual didn’t matter, rather Aristotle 

argues that the individual would not know his own particular good without being a “man” as a part 

of a moral community that State constitutes.  

• The analysis comes close to Rousseau’s General Will. However, for Aristotle State was a community 

reserved for the deserved few. Hence Karl Popper viewed Aristotle’s best state as a compromise 

between three things: a romantic Platonic aristocracy, a “sound and balanced” feudalism, and 

some democratic ideas; but feudalism has the best of it. 
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The principles of "moral indifference" and "universal egoism" are the 
cornerstones of Machiavelli's political philosophy. Comment. (15) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Machiavelli is considered as a child of renaissance. His work, The Prince represents a break 
from not just medieval thought, but also Greek idealism and its emphasis on politics 
adhering to the yardstick of ethics.  

• He was the first person to establish an autonomous sphere of politics and was bold enough 
to suggest politics is not ethics, leading many scholars to regard him as one of the first 
“modern” thinkers of Western political thought.  

• Given Machiavelli’s context of a divided Italy and constant tug of war over the Italian city-

states, his chief concern rather than being morality was geared towards securing his State’s 
national interest.   

• The emphasis on power politics stemmed from Machiavelli’s views on human nature. 
Contrary to Aristotle and other thinkers of medieval period, who presumed human nature 
as innately social, Machiavelli had taken a very pessimistic idea of human nature as being 
selfish, greedy, ungrateful and power hungry.  

• Wolin states that politics is plagued with “the dilemma of limited goods and limitless 
ambition.” For Machiavelli, human nature thus, remains constant throughout history 
enabling one to discern general laws of political behavior to maximise gain and devise 
statecraft. 

• Based on this egoistic and power hungry nature of humans, Machiavelli hoped to present a 
realist theory of statecraft for he believed that the power of State is an end in itself.  

• Since, in the realm of statecraft the safety and security of State justifies everything. 
Therefore, he proposed two different strands of morality- one for the ruler (virtu) and 
another for the citizens. 

• For Machiavelli, in politics, depending upon time and circumstances, fair could be foul or 
foul could be fair. Therefore, ruler must train himself to represent the judicious combination 
of the lion and the fox.  

• On careful examination we find that his views are quite similar to that of Kautilya and Sun 
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Tzu. However, his views have been criticised by scholars like Leo Strauss who called him 
‘teacher of evil’ while Beneditto Croce regards him as amoral.  

• On the other hand, Isaiah Berlin defends Machiavelli against this charge by arguing that 
Machiavelli was not contrasting an immoral political realm with a moral personal realm; 

rather, he was showing us the conflict between two moralities: public and private.  

• According to Berlin, Machiavelli retains the classical link between public good and private 
interests. Virtu is required for a vibrant and stable political community, which, in turn, is 
essential for individuals to lead a happy life.  
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Comment on the following- "It is not Wisdom but Authority that makes a 
law." (Hobbes)(10) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Hobbes is known as the scholar of security and order.  Oakeshott hails his work Leviathan 

as a masterpiece in political theory of sovereignty, Law, Human Nature and Political 
Obligation.  

• He witnessed the bloody revolution in England which ultimately led to him arguing for a 
strong sovereign with absolute powers to prevent anarchy. According to Shefali Jha,  
Hobbes originates the tradition of contractarian political theory, according to which, all 
relations in which human beings enter, are binding only if they are entered into freely or 
voluntarily.  

• One of the most important concepts of Hobbes is State of Nature which provides insight 
into Hobbesian idea of human nature as well as law. State of nature presents a classic 
situation of prisoner’s dilemma (Rawls) with condition of war against all as humans are 
driven by appetites and aversions, devoid of any larger morality.  

• There does exist a Law of Nature, consisting of 19 laws, Hobbes characterises them as 
theorems of peace and self-preservation identified through reason. However, due to the 
lack of a sovereign these laws remain unenforceable. Hence, they cannot contain anarchy 
and ensure security of life. In this context he held that ‘Covenants without swords are 

nothing but words’.  

• In order to secure their escape from the state of nature, individuals renounce their natural 
rights Ito all things, and institute, by common consent, resting them with the 
commonwealth/ or State as an ‘artificial man’ and absolute sovereign.  

• Hobbes belonged to the school of positive law i.e. he believed in state backed laws. He also 
gave the state the power to punish if laws are not followed. According to Hobbes, a person 

not abiding by law means he is trying to assert his sovereignty but there cannot be two 
sovereigns. Hence for Hobbes, ‘law is the command of the sovereign’.  

• This lawfulness and security allows individuals to pursue their desires while ensuring no 
rules are broken. The only right available to individuals is that of self-preservation.  
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• The realm of contemporary International Politics may be viewed as a state of nature. The 
unquestioned Syrian invasion by the USA, Russian aggression against Ukraine, Chinese 
expansionism etc show that the world listens to the argument of power rather than power 
of argument. Lack of certain and enforceable International law has only added to the chaos.  

• In domestic sphere Hobbesian premises found to be true in context of weak states where 
authorities are not able to enforce law. [Soft/ failed states like those in Central Africa and 
West Asia.] 

Conclusion 

• Despite the contemporary relevance, the absolute authority of  Sovereign to create law is often 

regarded by critics as hinging towards totalitarianism. However, at the same time as Sabine rightly 

says -” the absolute power of the sovereign – was really the necessary compliment of his 

individualism ” 
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Political theory attempts to study various problems of society and offers 
possible solutions with a view to settle the unsettled and burning issues 
not only in the interest of peace, security and welfare of society but also for 
its own reasons of existence. Elaborate. [15] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• According to Rajeev Bhargava, political theory is a form of systematic reflection with 
features such as conceptual sensitivity, rational structure, aspiration for a humanly 
achievable truth and objectivity, generality, an explicit mandate to unearth assumptions 
and presuppositions and a strong and non-speculative intent.  

Need of the Political theory : to solve the burning issues 

• One of the most significant aspects of political theory is its probing into questions like: 

o nature and purpose of the state; why one should prefer a kind of state than the other;  

o what the political organization aims at; by what criteria its ends, its methods and its 

achievements should be judged; 

o what is the relation between state and the individual. 

• Political theory has been engaged in these age-old questions from Plato onwards because it is 

concerned with the fate of humanity and common good and therefore devising types of political 

communities, State, institution and methods to ensure the same.  

• Importantly, political theory deals with what Gallie regards as the ‘essentially contested 

concepts’ like liberty, justice, equality which though most societies aspire for, the definitions and 

means of achievement of the same vary greatly across space and time. 

• While it is not necessary that political theory can provide answers to all questions, it can at least tell 

us with direction and past lessons on how to proceed. Thus, as problems and social contexts 

change, political theory also adapts to address these issues.  
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• To deal with oppression of divine rule in medieval era, political theory witnessed the rise of 

contractualism. Similarly, to deal with problems of persistent inequality and historic injustices, 

ideas like affirmative action, insurance against misfortune were propounded in political theory.  

• Scholars like Rawls and Sen helped distributive justice become more embedded in the real needs of 

society.  

Assurance of Political theory’s own existence; 

• During 1950’s when Political theory gave up on its normative role, the death of discipline was 

declared, as behaviouralism emphasized a value free, quantitative led study of existing society and 

its institutions free of value judgments.  

• But soon behaviouralism was declared as “mad craze for scienticism” that did not address 

normative issues confronting society, leading to the emergence of post-behaviouralism. It is a 

future oriented approach, and synthesis of both values and scientific data, aimed at solving the 

social problems of both present and future.  

• Post behaviouralism was instrumental in a revival of political science by making it more 
relevant to the society and developing theories that aren’t just significant intellectual 
enterprises but also geared towards resolving existing concerns in society such as the works 
of John Rawls ‘A Theory of Justice’, Robert Nozick’s ‘Entitlement Theory’, C.B. 
Macpherson’s theory on Democracy etc.  

• Thus, political theory not only comprehends and explains the social and political reality but 
is also actively engaged in hastening the process of history. As Laski put it, the task is not 
merely one of description of what it is but also a prescription of what ought to be. 
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