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THE OIKOS AS A POLITICAL DEVICE 
IN PLATO'S WORKS 

' ETIENNE HELMER 

l. Introduction 

It has often been claimed that Plato's perfect city or polis rests on the abolition 

of the oikos or oikia, that is the family as household, and as the economic produc
tion unit from which the words "economv" and "econornics'' derive. For in-, 

stance, according to Carlo Natali, Plato wants to ''get rid of the house
hold (oikos)", and "the abolition of the oikos is the consequence of the eqtialíty of 

functions between men and women".1 In the same way, Allan Bloom claims that 

"[in Book V], the family is abolished".2 And Luc Brisson considers that for Plato 
"the family is the main enemy of the city".3 

The oikos is indeed considered by Plato as an anti-political force. In many pas

sages, egoistíc desires occurring in the oikos are shown as the motives of our ac
tions, whereas the perfect city is possible only if we are able to share the same 

values, and act for the sake of the common interests. That's why in the R.epublzc, 
Plato asks tbe rulers to live together, with no prívate property and no prívate or 
individual relationships. 

Y et, despite this criticism of the tradicional oikos as an anti-political force, 
Plato <loes not get rid of it. As I intend to show, his poligr consists ín converting 

it into a political device for the salce of the unity of the perfect and just city. I will 
first remind what the tradicional conception of the oikos was in Plato's time, as a 

1 "L'élisíon de l'oikos dans la Rép11blique de Platon" in Études sur la Ripublique, M. Dixsaut (ed.) 
with the collaboration of A. Larivée, vol. I, París, Vrín, 2005, pp. 221 and 213 [my English transla
tion]. 

2 The Republic o[ Plato. T ranslation and Intepretive Essc!J. l ew York., Basic Books, 1968, p. 385. 

3 Les Loís de Platon, Paris, PUF, 2007, p. 104 [my English translation]. 
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background for a better understancling of his own conception. Second, I will ex
pound in what sense the oikos is an anti-political force in Plato's works. Third, I 
will sho\v how the oikos becomes one of the main poLitical {levices L1sed by Plato 

to promote his perfect state. 

11. The ttaditional conception of the oikos 

In Plato's time, the oikos was on the one hand a farm estate ai1d a house to 
manage, on the other hand a family including, in a broader extent, non-free peo

ple such as slaves. It was both a material or economjc institution and a moral in
stitution dealing with ethical \ralues. I t had a productive function and an educative 

function. 

The standard conception of the oikos of that time can be fc)und 

in Xenophon's Oeco110111icus. The second part of this dialogue is the report to 
Critobulus by Socrates ()f a rualogue he had himself \Vith Ischomachus about the 

best way to take care of one's oikos and its moral benefit. Ischomachus stands for 
the aristocratic citizen devoted to the perfection of his soul. Here he is presented 

also as a pragmatic man interested in farming and not only in war matters, as it 
used to be the case when pre,'Íous writers, like Homer or Pindar, depicted the 

ideal man. This is an inno,Tation: farrning has become the best \vay for self

achievement. However, despite this break from tradition, Xenophon's portrairure 
of the ideal farmer citizen remains tradicional because, as we shall see, it is still 

inspired by warlike fearures and keeps in accordance with customs. TI1ree main 

features of the tradicional conception of oikos can be drawn from tlus book. 

Increasing the income of the oikos 

In Ischomachus's view, being a good oikonomos, that is a master o f an oikos, 
consists among other things in getting ",vealth increased by honest means'',4 that 
is in increasing the income of the oikos with no bounds but al\vays in accordance 

\VÍth a moral behaviour. Being as rich as possible \vas one of the trarutional moral 
values in ancient times,5 as a sort of evidence for the moral abilitv of the citizen. 

' 

In this respect, material benefits \Vere seen as going hand in hand "\\<Íth moral 
benefit. 

4 Xenophon, Oec. XI, 8. 

~ M.l. Pinley, Tbe A11cienl hco11011!y, Berkeley, Tl1e University of California Prcss, 1973, p. 40; 
L'Econo111ie antique French transl., Paris, Minuit, 1975, p. 42. 
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The oikos is a miniature polis 

Accorcling to the tradicional conception of the oikos, the difference between 
the cit)' and the oikos is nota clifference in nature but only in degree. The house is 

a miniarure cit)'. Then, 

che management of pri,·ate concerns differs only in point of number from that 

of public affairs. In other respects they are 1nuch alike [ ... ] and the men em

ployed in pri\rate and public transactions are the same. r'or those \vho take 

chargc of public affairs employ just the same rnen \vhen thcy attend to their own; 

and those ~·ho understand how to employ them are successful directors of pub

lic and priva te concerns, and those who do not, fail in both.6 

As a result, according to I schomachus, there is a unique abilit)' for power 
which "is common to ali forms of business alike: agriculrure, politics, estate

management (oiko11omike) , \varfare."7 The model of the good commander, both 
for the oikos ru1d the city, is the milita!)' chief. Por instance, the good master of the 

oikos must refer to the statesmen D raco and Solon and theirs laws to command to 
his slaves. 8 As a result, the good citizen has to be a sor t of good military com

mander in his oikos.9 

This assimilation of the oikos to the ciry was part of the ideological back

ground justifying the growth o f the Athenian empire º''er the seas ar the middle 
of the Sth centur)' . Plato will criticize this identification because it implies unceas

ing warfare and political instabilit)'. 

Men and women functions in the oikos are different by nature 

Ischomachus says the division of labour ii1 the oikos should be made in accor

dance \VÍth narure: 

since both the indoor and the outdoor tasks demand labour and attention, God 

from the first adapted the woman's nature, I think, to rhe indoor and man's to 

the 0L1tdoor tasks and cares. For he made the man's body and mind more capa

ble of enduring cold and heat, and journeys and campaigns; and therefore im

posed on him the outdoor rasks. To the \\'ornan, since he has made her body less 

capable of such endurance, I take it that God has assigned the indoor tasks.10 

6 Xenophon, .\fe111orabilia, III, 4. Cf. Aeschi11es, Against Til)1t1rchus 1, 30 (I owe this reference to 

C. Natal!). 
7 ()ec. XXI , 2. 
8 Oec. XIV, 6-8. 

9 Oec. XXI, 8-9. Sec also IX, 15. 

iooec. Vll ,22-23. 
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Sorne characters in Plato's dialogues somehow share the same view, for in
stance Meno: h e sees the "woman's virtue [ . . . ] as the duty of ordering the house 
well, looking after the property indoors''.11 

111. The traditional ozkos as an anti-political force in Plato's works 

P lato criticizes these three aspects of the tradicional conception of the ozkos as 
obstacles to the lJnity of the city. 

The economic extension of the oikos as detrimental to the unity of the polis 

To understand better his criticism of the first point, we need to refer briefly to 
bis conceprion of the city and politics, and to his antluopological theory. 

In Plato's view, the best city is the one tl1at is really one, because its citizens 

share common values. On the contrary, the civil strife or stasis is "a war as to 

which it would be the desire of every man that, if possible, it should 11ever occur 

in his own State, and that, if it did occur, it should come to as speedy an end as 

possible".12 The lack of unity is the mai11 danger that the good statesman must 

prevent. That's why in the Statesman, the statesman is compare(! to the weaver of a 

well-united city. And in the Republic, Socrates says the governors of the I<allipolis 

"s.hould let it grow so long as in its growth it consents to remain a 11nity, but no 
further''.13 

According to Plato's anthropological theory, men are motivated by a tendency 
called pleotiexia, impl)ring that everyone wants "to have more of something than 

someone e~se''. 14 As reported by Glaucon, "every creature by its nature pursues 

the pleonexttl ~s a good". 15 The common expression of this violent tendency, 
deeply rooted m our souls, consists in the lure of money and material goods. 

· These political and anthropological considerations combine in the undermin

ing role of the lure of money toward the required unity of the city. In Plato's view 

the ex~ansion of the tradicional oikos, aiming at increasing its wealth, is necessaril; 

~amagmg to th~ unity of the city, because such an oikos is motivated by its self
mterest first, with no care of the public sphere. Tus boundless desire of wealth 

11 Meno, 71 E 4-6. 
12 Laws I, 628 B 1-3. 
135 tatesman 310 E 5-9; Rep11b/ic IV, 423 B 6-7. 
14 

J. Gutglueck, "From pleonexia to polupragmos11ne. A conflacion of possession and action in 
la~~'s Republic 349 B-350 C", American joun1a/ of Philology, Vol. 109, Nº1, 1988, pp. 20-39. 

Repitblic II, 359 C 3-5. 
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inescapably results into staszi. ''[The ordinary cities] are each one of them many 

cities, nota city [ . . . ]. There are two at the least at enmity with one another, the 

city of the rich and the city of the poor, and in each of these there are many 
[ .. . ]".16 Under such conditions, the just or good city cannot emerge, for 

no man's nature is naturally able both to perceive \.vhat is of benefit to the civic 

life of men and, perceiving it, to be alike able and willing to pracúce what is best. 

For, in the fl!st place, it is difficult to perceive that a true civic art necessarily 

cares for the public, not the prívate, interest - for the public interest binds States 

together, "vhereas the prívate interest rends them asunder.17 

So it is clear that, against the tradicional view, Plato cannot allow the unlimited 

growth of the income of the oikos. T hat's why in the best city Plato deprives the 

guardians of privare property and of living inside an oikos. They will live a com

mon life. Regarding the economic aspect of the oikos, they will be forbidden to 

possess anything, in particular gold and silver, and to be involved in trade. For 

• 

whenever they shall acquire for tl1emselves land of their own and houses (oikias) 

and coin, they will be house-holders (oikonomoz) and farmers instead of guardians, 

and will be transformed from the helpers of their fellow ciúzens to their enemies 

and masters" and this "vould implicate a shipwreck for themselves and the polis.18 

Then, as an economic institution, the tradicional oikos is seen by Plato as de

structive of the city, because its care implies means and ends incompatible with 
the care of the city. 

Privacy of the traclitional ozkos versus the comrnunity of the best polis 

The same holds true for the oikos as a sphere of moral values and a family. As 

we have seen, the good city must be unified, but this is possible only if people 

share common valt1es, as made clear by the Athenian in the Lan;s: 

[the best city is the one] in \vhich there is community of \.vives, children, and all 

chattels, and ali that is called 'prívate' is everywhere and by every means rooted 

out of our life, and so far as possible it is contrived that even things naturally 

'private' have become in a way 'communized', - eyes, for instance, and ears and 

hands seem to see, hear, and act in common, - and that all men are, so far as 

possible, unanimous in the praise and blame they bestow, rejoicing and grieving 

16 Repub/ic IV, 422 E 5-423 A 1. 
17 Laws, IX, 875 A 1-6. 

18Repub/ic111, 417 A 5-B S. 
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ar the same things, and that they honor \v'Íth ali their hearc those Ja,vs 'vbich ren

der the Scace as unified as possible.19 

In order to ful fill this political reguirement, the statesman of the just city has 

to smooth the different values and moral standards of the cüfferent oikoi that 

compose the city and thar are, as such, anti-political forces. For every family usu

ally makes the interest of its oikos the standard of its own values and wants to uni
versalize them. Privacy and privare interest then prevail over the sense of com

muni ty and common good required b)' the true political life. Plato deals with this 

issue ii1 the La1JJs, in the account of the birth of the cities. Accorcüng to 

the Athenian, ar the very beginning of the poleis, there were several oikoi, but an

cient statesmen were not successful in building a truly p olítica! unity because each 

one of these oikoi had its proper ntles and values. In each family, "the fathers 

stamped upon their children and children's children their own cast of mind. 

These people rhen carne into the larger community furnished each with their own 

peculiar la,vs''.20 

In order to avoid this danger, P lato considers the oikos and the polis as two dif
ferent kinds of societies by nature. The city is not a big family, the family is not a 

small city. That's why in the Republic, the ozkos serves as a model only for the rela

tions between the rulers, as we shall see, but not for the whole society, which is 

compared to a single incüvidual, not to a family. 21 At the same time, and contrary 

to Xenophon's identification, being a good oikonon1os ii1 Plato's best city is not 

enough to be a good statesman: the latter needs to be a philosopher, as shown by 

the philosopher kings in the &public, whereas the former is rarely able to devote 

himself to philosophy.22 

Women asan anti-political gender 

Plato's last criticisrn about the tradicional oikos deals with the nature and func

tion of \VOmen. According to Xenophon's Oeconotni'ct1s, the oikos as a moral institu

tion is the realm of \:vomen. But he cannot consider them as an anti-political gen

der, precisely because he thinks the oikos and the polis are quite the same and differ 

only ID size. On the contrary, Plato, as part of his careful distinction between the 

oikos and the polis, has two arguments to say that women are an anti-political gen

der. 

19 La111.r V, 739 C 1-D 3. 

20 La111.r TII, 681 B 4-6. 

21 Republic V, 462 C 7. 

22 &public VI, 497 E 6-498 B 1. 
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As a first argument, which can seem odd to us and has been viewed as highly 

controversial,23 Plato considers they are by nature reluctant to public life. In the 

Lo111s, the Athenian clairns that their ''gender is most secretive and intriguing" .24 

Referring to common meals, he says that in orcünary states, women will never ac

cept such an illstitution: 

The female sex would more readily endure anything rather than [the common 

mea!]: accustomed as rhey are to Uve a reúred and prívate life, women will use 

every means to resist being Jed out in to thc lighr.25 

As a second argument, Plato knows that \VOmen in the oikos are an anti

political gender not only by nature, but also because they are not allowed to par

ticipare to any political activity and do not receive any political education. D ue to 

this sitt1ation, they cannot transmit truly political and common values to their 

children. In the oikos as Plato can \vatch it ill Athens, women have nothing but a 

domestic power. They raise their children, in particular their sons, so that they 

might expand the wealth of the oikos as much as possible, without caring for the 

damages it might cause to the cit)·, because they have no idea of the reguirem ents 

o f the true political life. 

Both for "natural'' and political reasons, wornen stand for a privare principie, 

opposed to public life. 

IV. Making the oikos into a political device for the sake of the best city's 
unity 

D oes then Plato illtend to abolish tl1e oikos, as claimed by sorne commenta

tors? Such is not the case. The ozkos is not abolished: it is transformed into a po

litical device for the sake of the best city's unity. Plato uses the interna! force of 

possession which is t:}rpical of the oikos, and converts it so that it could be benefi

cial to the ciry as a community. 

The oikos as a political model for common life in the Republic 

This conversion Íltst occurs in the Rep11blic, ID two steps. First, privare rela

tions are forbidden among the group of the rulers: 

23 See Fel71i11i.rt lnterpretation.r ef Pk1to, N. 'fuana (ed.), 'fhe University of Pennsylvania State Press, 
1994. 

24 LJJJVS VI, 781 A 2-4. 
25 La111s VI, 781 C 5-6. 
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The woroen shall all be common to all the men, and none shall cohabit with any 

privately; and the children shall be common, and no parent shall know its own 

offspring nor any child its parent". 26 

This excerpt is the clearest denial of the tradicional conception of the family in 

Plato's works. 

Second, the oikos is convoked as a model for the relationships between the 

guardians themselves. Socrates establishes that inside the group of the guardians, 

for every generation, all the W()rnen are the motl1ers of all the children, and the 

same for the men as fathers. He adds that for every generation, all the babies that 

are bom at the same time are brothers anll sisters.27 

The family relations are then no more it1dividual, but they sill exist as such. 

They are now turned toward many people, so that their prívate climension might 

disappear. If Plato abolishes the family as a closed social unit, he does not abolisl1 

the strength of family feelings: he uses them in order to establish a stronger unity 

among the rulers of the city, because the best city depends on their unity. 

Reinventing the oikor. the kleros in the Laws 

One could object that the Republic is preoccupied mostly with the rulers, not 
with the orditlary citizens. What about them? Do they still live in tradicional oikot? 
Plato does not say a single word about it in the Rtpublic. But it is one of the most 
central topics in the Lau;s. In this dialogue, the tradicional oikos is converted into 

what the Athenian calls a kleros. As described fil a long passage,28 the kleros is a 

5040th portion of the territory of the common city. I t is composed of two parts, 

one close to the city center, and the other one in the countryside. Each part is 

made of a house and a land. Ali the kleroi are supposed to be eqt1al in size and 

productivity. As shown by the four following characteristics, the kleros is still an 

oikos but a "political oikol' aimillg at the city's 11nity: 

1. the kleros does not belong the citizens but to the city. Then they cannot sell 

it and there is no private property. 

2. as the harvests are com1non to ali the citizens, they cannot overlook their 

kleros and are obliged to exploit it (even if not directly because tl1ey are forbidden 

to work). 

26 R.tp11blic V, 457 C 6-D 3. 

27 l\epirb/ic V , 457 D-461 D . 

28 Laills V, 737 C-745 E. 

' 

(2012) THE O IKOS AS A P OLITICAL D .EVJCE JN PLATO'S W ORKS 31 

3. there is a limit of wealth, so that individuals cannot think first of their self 

interest in exploiting their land. 

4. the members of the family do not belong to themselves but to the city it

self. 29 Being a member of a family consists first in being a member of the city. 

The kleros is then tl1e rein,rention of the oikos, based on the required unity of 

the city. The familia! and economic institution is converted so that me11 and wo

tnen become political animals, that is people interested in the common good, 

even if tl1ey would prefer to satisfy their own interests. 

V. Conclusion 

I hope I have shown enough that the oikos is not seen only as an anti-political 

force but as a possible political device for establishing the best city, in two ways: 

· as a model for sorne political relations in the Republic, and as a renewed basic so

cial instin1tion in the Laivs. 
¡ 

This political use of the family unit can be interpreted in two ways at least. We 

·can see the Platonic family, mostly in the Laws, as being ordered to abide by the 

laws and values of the rulers, as if it had no active parti.cipation in tl1e political 
world. But in converting ilie oikos into a politi.cal device, Plato might mean some

thing else: even if ordinary people don't rule tl1e city, they have a political power 

in the sense that the becoming of the city depends directly on theír prívate behav

ior and the valt1es they mculcate to their children inside the family unit. 

Universidad de Puerto Rico, Recinto de Río Piedras 
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