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Then first I propose that the Air ye enclose
 and the space ’twixt the Earth and the sky,
Encircling it all with a brick-builded wall,
 like Babylon’s, solid and high.
   Aristophanes, The Birds 1 
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House and City 
An analysis of public and private space in Plato’s utopian po-

T he imagined social and po-
litical order in utopic  
writing has of-

ten been closely bound with the  
space of the city. Aristophanes, the ancient Greek play-
wright, went so far as to have men grow wings and 
construct a sky-bound town in his utopian satire The 
Birds. Pisthetarios [the persuader] learns to fly and 
convinces the birds to take advantage of their strate-
gic position beween the heavens and earth. His aim is 
to assume control over the channels of communica-
tion between the gods and human beings, gaining an 
advantage over the gods who appear to depend upon 
humans’ sacrifices in the same way that humans depend 
upon their good will. 

Although the word utopia is derived from the Greek 
and ancient writers certainly expressed ideals that 
could be described as utopian, the term was first used 
by Thomas More in the early part of the sixteenth cen-
tury. Since that time, the term has been employed for 
different purposes and its meaning is often ambigu-
ous.2  Part of the ambiguity arises from the inherent 

pun in the word itself. The initial letter ‘u’ comes from 
the Greek ou, meaning ‘no’ or ‘not’. However, the ‘u’ can 
readily be associated the Greek eu [good or well], ren-
dering utopia as ‘ideal place’ or ‘good place’. More 
was well aware of the dual meaning of the word,3  as 
evidenced from the following lines from the “Meter 
of four verses in the Utopian language” appended to 
a sixteenth century English translation of the Utopia: 
“Wherefore not Utopie, but rather rightely / My name 
is Eutopie: a place of felicitie.”4  

Utopian thinking has always been characterized by 
an aspiration to the ideal, an aspiration that results in 
literary descriptions of a place that often has no speci-
fic location or no location that the reader has known 
or imagined. Yet, this does not preclude the possibility 
that descriptions of Utopia are influenced and conditio-
ned by the author’s engagement with their own time 
and place. This was certainly true in the case of More 
who, in a letter prefixed to the first edition of Utopia, 
portrays himself as overburdened by his participation 
in public life as a member of the legal profession and in 
private life as the head of his household. In commen-
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ting upon the often competing demands of the public 
and private realm, More introduces the reader to one 
of the primary themes that will occupy the remainder 
of the work.5  

The reconciliation of public and private has been a 
common feature of utopic writing; More recognized 
this feature in Plato’s writings and used his views on 
the distinction between public and private as a ba-
sis for discussion in the Utopia. The relationship bet-
ween public and private occupies a large part Plato’s 
Laws, which is foreshadowed by the very title of the 
work. The Greek word for law is nómos, the etymology 
of which associates it with governing the practice of 
distributing privately held land to citizens in the co-
lonies, a practice that nómos is thought to have been 
introduced to regulate in the seventh century B.C. The 
origins of the word are visible in the meaning of the 
word neméis [distribution] and the verb nemó [to deal 
out, to dispense], which appears throughout the epic 
works attributed to Homer. Throughout Xenophon’s 
Oeconomicus, a treatise on household managament, 
nemó was used in relation to proper distribution or the 
allocation of things to their proper spaces, particularly 
within the residence.

The spatial aspect of the term nómos prevailed 
in ancient usage. In The Human Condition, Hannah 
Arendt, in support of this claim, connected the term 
back to the original meaning of laws or rules of conduct. 
She argued that the law of the polis6  was not the con-
tent of political action nor a catalogue of prohibitions, 
but rather a mandate that functioned like a boundary 
(peras) between public and private: 

The law was originally identified with this boundary 
line, which in ancient times was actually a space, a kind 
of no man’s land between the private and the public, 
sheltering and protecting both while, at the same time, 
separating them from each other.7  

The boundary ensured that the public realm and the 
private realm were protected and preserved by separa-
ting them and, in Athens, this boundary was manifest 
in the enclosing wall surrounding the private space of 
the residence.8 

The differentiation between public and private spa-

ce is clearly manifest in the question of private property 
and, in Athens, the distinction was made between the 
private space of the oikos (household) and the public 
space of the polis.9  The public space existed outside 
of the boundaries of the household; the private space 
was delineated by the boundaries enclosing the pri-
vate property of the oikos, which included house and 
land (joined together in the Greek phrase oikia kai 
chorion).10  

This paper will be limited to a discussion of the distinc-
tions between the private space of the house and pu-
blic space of the city in the utopian polis proposed by 
Plato in the Laws. In order to demonstrate the utopian 
nature of Laws, this paper will analyze Plato’s denial of 
the boundary between public and private space, and 
demonstrate how this denial was a critique of the use 
of space in the ancient Greek polis of Athens. The analy-
sis will be carried out by examining two instances where 
the boundary separating public and private space is 
transgressed, and therefore negated: i) the movement 
of women outside the confines of the private space of 
the residence via their participation in public dining 
groups; and ii) the encroachment of the public, i.e. 
the‘state’, into the private space of the household.

The Negation of Boundaries in the Laws 
Plato introduces the subject of housing in a section 
on the allocation of property in Book V of the Laws. 
This section outlines a system of property distribution in 
which each citizen would receive two plots of land, each 
with a house, one being close to the city and the other 
located in the countryside.11  In Book VI, Plato states that 
men and women were to reside with their parents until 
married and, upon marriage,12  men received one of the 
two houses in his allotment.13  Little is said concerning 
the building of houses; Plato states that because his 
construction is a ‘verbal’ one, he will deal with the laws 
governing marriage first, since 

...when we come to the actual construction of the State, 
we shall, God willing, make the houses precede mar-
riage, and crown all of our architectural work with our 
marriage laws.14  

The following sections will discuss how these so-
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called ‘marriage laws’ demonstrate the denial of the 
boundary between public and private space and, in 
doing so, reveal the utopian character of the Laws.

Abandoning Female Disorder:                                           From 
Private Space to Public Meals
During the first year of marriage, both husband and wife 
were required to take their meals in public messes. As 
Plato duly notes, this proposition would have been 
met with astonishment by his contemporaries in At-
hens, for it would have required women to transgress the 
boundaries of the household and enter into the public 
space of the polis.15  In the following passage on the pu-
blic meal, Plato aknowledges his debt to Sparta16  while 
defending the decision to allow women:

...[In the case of Sparta] public meals for men are, as I 
said, rightly and admirably established by divine neces-
sity, but for women this institution is left , quite wrongly, 
unprescribed by law, nor are public meals for them 
brough to the light of day; instead of this, the female sex, 
that very section of humanity which, owing to its frailty, 
is in other respects most secretive and intriguing, is 
abandoned to its disorderly condition through the per-
verse compliance of the lawgiver.17 

The connection between the ‘female sex’ and its ‘dis-
orderly condition’ is significant. Here Plato contradicts 
many other Athenian writers on the relationship bet-
ween women, visibilty and disorder. He argues that the 
failure to bring women out of the private space of the 
home and ‘into the light of day’ will contribute to what 
he describes as the disorderly condition of the female 
sex; in contrast, other writers suggest that a ‘well-or-
dered’ woman was one who did not see the ‘light of 
day’.18  The movement of women outside of the hous-
ehold was also subject to legislative control, as seen in 
the following passage from a biographical account of the 
ruler Solon: 

 ...[Solon] also subjected the public appearances of wo-
men, their mourning and their festivals, to a law which 
did away with disorder and licence.19 

In ancient Athenian literature, the behavior of women 
was commonly appraised with words from the root 

kosm-, which often meant the orderly separation of 
things. In a speech entitled Against Simon, the orator 
Lysias presented what was certainly an extreme segre-
gation of women: 

...he came there at night in a drunken state, broke down 
the doors, and entered the women’s rooms; within were 
my sister and my nieces, whose lives have been so well-
ordered (kosmiós) that they were ashamed to be seen 
even by their kinsmen.20  

Although it was a normative ideal and certainly breach-
ed, the value system expressed in ancient Athenian 
literature reflects a commonly held belief that women 
were expected to confine themselves within the walls 
enclosing the house.21 

Athenian literature offers a variety of reasons for the 
relegation of women to the interior. Xenophon wrote 
that women were assigned the duties relating to the 
interior by the gods, arguing that women should at-
tend to duties inside the house while men engaged 
in work outside.22  In the following passage from the 
Laws, Plato outlines some of the duties assigned to 
women: 

...here’s how we Athenians deal with the problem: we 
‘concentrate our resources’, as the expression is, under 
one roof, and let our women take care of our stores and 
the spinning and wool-working in general. Or we could 
adopt the Spartan system, Megillus, which is a compro-
mise. You make your girls take part in athletics and you 
give them a compulsory education in the arts.23  

This passage also reveals a distinct difference between 
Athens and Sparta, i.e. women were not confined to the 
private space of the residence, but were visible as a re-
sult of their participation in atheletics, education and 
public meals. While Plato modelled the laws governing 
the movement of women on Sparta, he went even 
further in promoting their integration, and therefore 
their presence, in the public space of the polis.24  

Reproductive Rules and the Denial of Private Space
After setting down the rules governing female partici-
pation in the common meal, Plato turns his attention to 
reproduction. The newly married couple were charged 
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with producing “for the State children of the greatest 
possible goodness and beauty.”25  Officials known as 
‘women-inspectors’ were responsible for ensuring 
that this charge was duly carried out, especially in cases 
where a child was not yet born. Whenever there was an 
‘abundant issue’ of offspring, the period of procreation 
and supervision was to last for ten years; if no child-
ren were produced during this period, the women-in-
spectors met to decide the most advantageous terms 
for both parties, and the couple was then divorced. 
Should a dispute arise between the husband and wife 
in relation to the divorce, then 

The women-inspectors shall enter the houses of the 
young people, and, partly by threats, partly by admo-
nition, stop then from their sin and folly.

This proposal clearly indicates the utopian nature of 
the Laws, for the boundaries separating public from 
private, the walls of the household, are negated. The 
free movement of the women-inspectors across this 
boundary also represents the denial of the autonomy 
of the household, which was fiercely protected, espe-
cially in Athens.26  

There was a clear distinction between public and 
private life in Athens, between the equalitarian inte-
raction in the polis and the hierarchic relationships 
within the oikos. The relationships between the mem-
bers of the household were characterized by a strict 
hierarchy, with the male citizen assuming the role 
as the uncontested authority. On the subject of the 
social relations within the household, S.C. Humphreys 
has written, 

Entry to the household emphasised the control of its 
head – he decided whether to rear a child or not, purcha-
sed slaves, and arranged marriages.27

 

In the utopian polis developed by Plato, the state usur-
ped the control over entry into the household. With 
regard to the question of children entering the oikos, 
it was not whether, but when. And, if the marriage did 
not produce a child within ten years, the union, and 
therefore the household, were dissolved. The radical 
nature of Plato’s proposal can be seen in relation to 
Athenian family law which, although offered redress in 
cases where the head of the oikos was incompetent 
or unjustly exploited his authority, was often ineffectual. 
One of the reasons for the inadequacy of family law in At-
hens was certainly the insistence on the maintenance 
of a clear distinction between public and private, a dis-
tinction made manifest in the boundaries separating 
public and private space.

When the state assumes control of the household in 
the Laws, Plato is revising an earlier position characte-
rized by the elimination of both the family and private 
property in the Republic. The concessions made in the 
Laws are clearly based on the construction of the city 
and the use of space in Athens; however, it is remarka-
ble that the boundary demarcating the space of the 
household no longer ensured the autonomy of the 
citizen. 

Conclusion
In both of the cases examined in this paper, Plato ne-
gated the walls of the household that functioned as 
boundaries separating public from private space; 
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boundaries that reinforced, and were reinforced by, the 
social structure of ancient Athens. A clue to the reasons 
behind this lies not in the Laws, but in the Gorgias. In 
this work, Plato quotes Socrates as saying that Athens 
is a city ‘full of harbours and docks and walls and re-
venues’ where there is no longer ‘room for justice and 
temperance’.28 

Habour and docks generated the revenue to sup-
port the city of Athens; in contrast, Plato placed his ideal 
city inland and argued that it would be self-sufficient 
and support institutions like the public mess with its 
own agricultural production. Looking to Sparta rather 
than Athens, Plato denied the citizens a fortification 
wall.29  In Athens, walls functioned as boundaries that 
ensured the autonomy of both the oikos and the polis: 
the fortification wall surrounding the city ensured the 
independence of the city via the protection that it of-
fered;30  and the walls enclosing the household preser-
ved and protected the boundary between public and 
private space within the city.

Like More and other utopian writers in search of ‘jus-
tice and temperance’,31  Plato never fully reconciled the 
competing demands of the public and private realm, 
and the implications that this has for public and pri-
vate space. It was perhaps this reason that led him to 
reconsider the distinctions made in the Republic and 
develop them further in the Laws. The ‘marriage laws’ 
both represent this development and, when viewed in 
relation to Athens, the utopian nature of his project. 
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