Name ____________________________________________________

The Best State of a Commonwealth

Thomas More’s Utopia and Plato’s The Republic
What is the perfect form of government, in which the people “shape their state”? Two preeminent documents come to the surface. Famed Greek philosopher Plato wrote The Republic around 380 BCE. In it, he describes the concept of justice, the ideal “city-state”, and how the perfect man fits into it. Sir Thomas More’s Utopia, completed in 1516, is the work of a scholarly and witty Englishman, who attacks in his own way the chief political and social evils of his time. Both offer critique of their current governments, and while offering solutions, realize that, through the faults of man, no government is perfect. More writes, “Whoever shall live to try [creating a perfect society, a “utopia”], shall see [myself]…prove a notable and rare man.”
Part I: The Republic
Plato’s Republic is written as a dialogue between two people, notably, the author and Socrates, another famed philosopher of the time; Socrates was Plato’s mentor. We find the following conversation in the Eighth Chapter of The Republic:
“…The four governments of which I spoke…are, first, [the timocracy] those of Crete and Sparta, which are generally applauded [in which, only property-holders can vote]; what is termed oligarchy comes next; this is not equally approved, and is a form of government which teems with evils: thirdly, democracy, which naturally follows oligarchy, although very different: and lastly comes tyranny, great and famous, which differs from them all, and is the fourth and worst disorder of a State.”

1. Plato details that, in order of “success”, the following forms of government are 1) timocracy, 2) oligarchy, 3) democracy, and 4) tyranny. We’ve defined a “timocracy”, you know what a “democracy” and a “tyrannical” form of government are, and an “oligarchy” means “rule by the few”, usually the educated and elite. Why then, in your opinion does Plato place a “timocracy” and an “oligarchy” above a democracy, our prized, American-form of government?

Plato goes on to say, in the conversation:
“For we cannot suppose that States are made of 'oak and rock,' and not out of the human natures which are in them, and which in a figure turn the scale and draw other things after them?” 
Yes, he said, the States are as the men are; they grow out of human characters.”
2. What is meant by this quote, and how “human natures” make States?

One of the features, and attempts, of communism was to wipe out social class entirely and create a society of equals. We’ve already seen in The Lord of the Flies that mankind is flawed, and therefore needs laws to control him. But there will always be tensions within society, between the “law-makers” and the “law-followers”; the “have’s” and the “have-not’s”. Plato recalls the first time a government, any government, was ever formed:
“When [problems in society] arose, then the two [kinds of people] were drawn different ways: the [upper class] fell to acquiring money and land and houses and gold and silver, [but] not wanting money but having the true riches in their own natures. There was a battle between [the upper classes], and at last they agreed to distribute their land and houses among individual owners; and they enslaved their friends and maintainers, whom they had formerly protected in the condition of freemen, and made of them subjects and servants; and they themselves were engaged in war and in keeping a watch against them…. Such a State is not one, but two States, the one of poor, the other of rich men; and they are living on the same spot and always conspiring against one another.”
3. In Ancient Greece and Rome, there were three class levels: the upper class, the lower class, and the slave class. If it is the upper class that makes laws, (Plato calls them “the iron and brass”), why would they want to “enslave their friends and maintainers”? 
4. Furthermore, is it possible to have a society where one class is NOT “enslaved”?

Consider a later conversation between the author and Socrates:

“And so at last, instead of loving contention and glory, men become lovers of trade and money; they honor and look up to the rich man, and make a ruler of him, and dishonor the poor man. 

They next proceed to make a law which fixes a sum of money as the qualification of citizenship; the sum is higher in one place and lower in another, as the oligarchy is more or less exclusive; and they allow no one whose property falls below the amount fixed to have any share in the government. These changes in the constitution they effect by force of arms, if intimidation has not already done their work. 

And this, speaking generally, is the way in which oligarchy is established.”
5. Plato expressed that an “oligarchy” is a supreme form of government. Yet, he says that all governments have flaws. What is the “flaw of the oligarchy”?
And now, we’ll conclude on Plato’s discussion about “democracy”. Remember, it was third on the list, only above a “tyranny”:

“…Democracy comes into being after the poor have conquered their opponents, slaughtering some and banishing some, while to the remainder they give an equal share of freedom and power; and this is the form of government in which the magistrates are commonly elected by lot. 

In the first place, are they not free; and is not the city full of freedom and frankness --a man may say and do what he likes? 

And where freedom is, the individual is clearly able to order for himself his own life as he pleases? 

Then in this kind of State there will be the greatest variety of human natures.”

6. “Democracy” means “rule by the people”. But Plato says, in a democracy, “[people] are not free…”. Why?
What’s wrong with “democracy”? Plato says: “His life has neither law nor order; and this distracted existence he terms joy and bliss and freedom; and so he goes on.”

Part II: The Utopia


Fast-forward almost 2,000 years, and Thomas More writes Utopia. In it, he envisions a perfect society, where all members are an active part of keeping it so. More attacks a few of society’s ills, and starts with “property”, the key ingredient in Plato’s “timocracy”:
“Though, to speak plainly my real sentiments, I must  freely own that as long as there is any property, and while  money is the standard of all other things, I cannot think  that a nation can be governed either justly or happily: not  justly, because the best things will fall to the share of the  worst men; nor happily, because all things will be divided  among a few (and even these are not in all respects happy), the rest being left to be absolutely miserable…. I am persuaded that till property is taken away, there can be no equitable or just distribution of things, nor can the world be happily governed.”
7. According to More, why does “property” make the rest “absolutely miserable”?

Furthermore, if not about “physical property”, what about “monetary property”?

“The folly of men has enhanced the value of gold and silver because of their scarcity; whereas…Nature… freely given us all the best things in great abundance, such as water and earth, but has laid up and hid from us the things that are vain and useless… [Citizens of Utopia] eat and drink out of vessels of earth or glass, which makes an agreeable appearance, though formed of brittle materials; while they make their chamber-pots (toilets) of gold and silver, and that not only in their public halls but in their private houses. Of the same metals they likewise make chains and [handcuffs] for their slaves, to some of which, as a badge of infamy, they hang an earring of gold, and make others wear a chain or a coronet of the same metal; and thus they take care by all possible means to render gold and silver of no esteem;”
8. The Utopians completely abandon any value derived from gold. Give examples of how Utopians treat gold differently than “Westerners” (Americans and Europeans).
More’s “Utopia” exists on an island, where the stretch of current governments cannot reach. On this island, he discusses clothing:

“Throughout the island they wear the same sort of clothes without any other distinction, except what is necessary to distinguish the two sexes, and the married and unmarried. The fashion never alters; and as it is neither disagreeable nor uneasy, so it is suited to the climate, and calculated both for their summers and winters.”
9. Why does he emphasize the fact that all must “wear the same sort of clothes”?

It might seem like More is creating a “fantasy world” with a cultish fashion sense. But he goes on to answer the questions of the doubters:

“But it is now time to explain to you the mutual intercourse [interactions] of this people, their commerce, and the rules by which all things are distributed among them. As their cities are composed of families, so their families are made up of those that are nearly related to one another. Their women, when they grow up, are married out; but all the males, both children and grandchildren, live still in the same house, in great obedience to their common parent…provision is made that none of their cities may contain above 6,000 families, besides those of the country round it. No family may have less than ten and more than sixteen persons in it; but there can be no determined number for the children under age. This rule is easily observed, by removing some of the children of a more fruitful couple to any other family that does not abound so much in them….The oldest man of every family, as has been already said, is its governor. Wives serve their husbands, and children their parents, and always the younger serves the elder.”
10. Utopia’s government has a form of “oligarchy”. Describe the “oligarchic government” in Utopia. 

In regards to true government structure:

“The Prince is for life, unless he is removed upon suspicion of some design to enslave the people. The Tranibors are new chosen every year, but yet they are, for the most part, continued; all their other magistrates are only annual. The  Tranibors meet every third day, and oftener if necessary,  and consult with the Prince either concerning the affairs of the State in general, or such private differences as may  arise sometimes among the people, though that falls out  but seldom…. One rule observed in their council is, never to debate a thing on the  same day in which it is first  proposed; for that is always referred to the next meeting, that so men may not rashly and in the heat of discourse engage themselves too soon.”
11. Compare and contrast the American system of democracy with the “Utopian oligarchy”. Where are they similar? Where are they different? You can make a T-Chart for this question if you’d like to…

And lastly we come to punishment. More recognizes that human beings are imperfect, and therefore sets up the following system of judgment:
“For the most part, slavery is the punishment even of the greatest crimes, for as that is no less terrible to the criminals themselves than death, so they think the preserving them in a state of servitude is more for the interest of the commonwealth than killing them, since, as their labor is a greater benefit to the public than their death could be, so the sight of their misery is a more lasting terror to other men than that which would be given by their death.”
12. The United States has a similar system of “slavery”. What is ours? And how is it similar to “Utopian slavery”?

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

13. CONCLUSION: Plato’s The Republic talks about the four (4) kinds of government, their highlights and their lowlights. Thomas More’s Utopia discusses a completely different system, on an island far, far away, in which all of society is delightfully “perfect”.

Combine the two: Is there a perfect system where More’s ideas can fit into any of Plato’s described governments? Start with the obvious: Choose one of Plato’s governments and adjust it to include More’s desires for perfection.
