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Introduction to Ancient Greek Political Thought!
According to Ernest Barker, the origin of political thought began with the ancient Greeks. In other words, Greek political thought is considered one of the oldest in the world. It had a profound influence on the political institutions of not only the ancient times but also of modern times. The simple reason for this is the rational mind, secular outlook and efficient management of city-states by the Greeks. These city-states, in fact, served as laboratories for experimenting with various institutions.

The social and political organization of Greek city-states resembled a common​wealth society wherein there was a great amount of mutual sharing of life and habitat. Religion had no impact on the lives of the people. The entire Greek community opined that state is a natural institution that came into existence for the moral and personal development of the individual.

The state was regarded as a means to an end. Man is regarded as an independent citizen of the self-governing society and there was perfect equality as well as opportunities and rights. Further, a number of Greek city-states practiced different forms of governments such as aristocracy, monarchy and democracy.

Greeks firmly believed in an ethical society. In their view, a city-state is not only a self-sufficient body, but also a self-governing body. A man’s life was expected to be ethical because the state was considered an ethical institution.

Human welfare was the primary objective. There was a great amount of emphasis on education in order to create an ideal state. Ancient Greek philosophers aimed at making a society wherein there was a greater cooperation between the people from different classes.

Some of the unique features of ancient Greek city-states are as follows:
1. The city-state was administered directly owing to its small territories,

2. The city-state was a church as well as a state,

3. The city-state was self-sufficient and self-governed, and citizens enjoyed freedom, and

4. The city-state was an educational, ethical and political body; there was active participation of the people in political activities, and there was greater harmony in the city-states.

Greeks had given great importance to law owing to their ability to think rationally. A number of Greek political thinkers opined that law is the dispassionate reason—objective and unbiased. They believed that law is essential for the promotion of the well- being of the citizen. As far as justice is concerned, Greek thinkers viewed justice as virtue in action.
They contended that justice enables a person to discharge his duties towards the development of human personality. Further, a city-state was considered ideal only if it was based on justice. According to thinkers like Plato and Aristotle, justice is nothing but willful obedience of laws of the state.

The notion of citizenship held today is not a continuation from the Greeks. There were, in fact, stark differences between the Greek notion of citizenship and that of the modern view. Citizenship is not mere payment of taxes, right to exercise vote or obedience to laws. It is a direct participation in the political affairs of the state, as the Greeks did not believe in representative system.

However, not all members of the society were given an opportunity to participate in the political affairs of the state. Slaves, minors, old—and in some city-states women—were not allowed to participate or did not have citizenship because it was widely believed that they could not discharge their duties towards the state.

Even working classes, both skilled and unskilled, were denied citizenship because they lacked leisure, and with this, reasoning and a speculative mind. The Greeks, therefore, restricted citizenship to only those privileged classes of the society who were free from economic insecurity and from other economic day-to- day problems.

The system of governance in the ancient Greek city-states was not uniform despite identical territorial limits and populations. Three important forms of governments were in practice in different city-states, viz., monarchy, aristocracy and democracy.

Aristotle, the most celebrated ancient Greek political thinker, after examining nearly 158 constitutions, argued for a mixed constitution, taking the best of all the available forms of governance. Greeks never believed in democracy, as they never had faith in representative forms of government. Thus, their conception of government is symptom​atic of the class-based authority—aristocracy.

Thus, from the above points, it can be stated that Greeks have a great passion for reason, virtues and knowledge. They attached considerable significance to the discussions for reaching truth. The entire political enquiry was conducted through discussions and dialogues.

Methodologically, they may be viewed as the pioneers for the application of inductive and deductive approaches for the analysis of political phenomena. It is indisputable that the Greek thinkers have left an indelible mark on the intellectual tradition of the successive political philosophers of the medieval, modern and contemporary times in the West. With the above basic premises that guide the Greek political thought, let us study about the two most famous Greek political philosophers, viz., Plato and Aristotle, and their opinions.

