
 Revisiting Classical Political Thought in Contemporary 

Contexts* 

                                
Supattra Santirungroj1 and Nuttha Jangaksorn2  

1-2Mahamakut Buddhist University, Thailand 
1E-mail: supattra.tin1994@gmail.com 

2E-mail: nuttha2539@gmail.com 
 

Received 10 April 2024; Revised 3 May 2024; Accepted 7 May 2024 

 

Abstract 

 This article critically revisits the legacy of classical political thought in light of 

contemporary global challenges. Drawing from key thinkers such as Plato, Aristotle, 

Machiavelli, Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau, the study explores how foundational 

concepts—justice, sovereignty, civic virtue, and the social contract are reinterpreted in 

modern democratic, authoritarian, and transnational contexts. Through a conceptual and 

comparative analysis, the article highlights the enduring relevance of classical 

frameworks in shaping liberalism, participatory governance, and ethical leadership, 

while also interrogating their limitations when applied to issues such as gender 

exclusion, Eurocentrism, climate crisis, and digital surveillance. Contemporary theorists 

including Rawls, Arendt, and Foucault are examined for their critical engagement with 

classical texts, illustrating how tradition can serve as both a resource and a site of 

resistance. The article concludes by advocating for a pluralistic and reflexive political 

theory that engages with the classical canon while addressing the complexities of a 

rapidly changing world. 
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Introduction 

Classical political thought—comprising the foundational works of 

thinkers such as Plato, Aristotle, Machiavelli, Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau—

continues to exert profound influence on contemporary political discourse and 

institutional design. Despite being rooted in vastly different historical and 

sociopolitical contexts, these texts provide enduring frameworks for addressing 

perennial political questions: What is justice? What legitimizes authority? What 

is the ideal form of governance? These classical theories, grounded in concepts 

like virtue, the social contract, sovereignty, and the common good, remain 

central not only to political philosophy curricula but also to modern political 

practice (Strauss, 1959; Coleman, 2000). 
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The enduring relevance of classical political thought can be attributed to 

its normative power and conceptual clarity. As Sheldon Wolin (1960) notes, 

classical political theory offers a vision of political life that aspires to be both 

ethical and rational—qualities often absent in contemporary realpolitik. 

Moreover, the resurgence of interest in thinkers such as Machiavelli and Hobbes 

in the age of authoritarian populism, or Rousseau and Aristotle in participatory 

democratic movements, demonstrates how classical ideas are mobilized in 

present-day debates over power, legitimacy, and civic virtue (Tuck, 1993; 

Arendt, 1958). 

However, a core tension emerges when these timeless ideas are 

confronted with the complexities of the modern world. The transformation of 

political life under globalization, technological surveillance, ecological crisis, 

and identity politics often exceeds the conceptual horizons of classical thinkers. 

For example, Hobbes’s sovereign was designed for a territorially bounded 

polity, not a digitally interconnected world of transnational threats. Similarly, 

Aristotle’s polis excluded women and slaves, raising questions about the 

applicability of his civic model to pluralistic democracies (Okin, 1979; Held, 

2006). 

This article addresses this core dilemma: how can classical political 

thought be meaningfully reinterpreted in light of contemporary global 

challenges, and what are the epistemological and normative limits of such 

reinterpretation? Specifically, it seeks to answer the following research 

questions: 

1. How are classical theories reinterpreted in light of contemporary 

global issues such as authoritarianism, digital governance, and climate crisis? 

2. What limits exist in applying classical frameworks to pluralistic, 

technologically advanced, and globally interconnected societies? 

To explore these questions, the study employs a conceptual and 

comparative methodology. It engages in a critical textual analysis of key 

classical works, juxtaposed with contemporary theoretical debates and political 

phenomena. By doing so, the article does not seek to merely historicize or 

idealize these classical thinkers, but rather to evaluate their contributions and 

limitations as tools for navigating today’s political landscape. 

  
Foundations of Classical Political Thought 

1. Greek Foundations 

The origins of Western political thought lie in the classical Greek tradition, 

where philosophical inquiry was intimately connected to questions of justice, 

governance, and human nature. Two of the most influential figures of this tradition—

Plato and Aristotle—provided enduring frameworks that continue to inform modern 

conceptions of statehood and political virtue. 

Plato, in The Republic, constructs an ideal state governed by philosopher-kings 

who embody wisdom and rationality. For Plato, justice is achieved when each class 
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within the polis performs its designated function: rulers govern with wisdom, 

auxiliaries protect with courage, and producers contribute through moderation. This 

tripartite structure reflects Plato’s psychological theory of the soul, positing harmony 

between reason, spirit, and appetite as the basis of a just individual—and by extension, 

a just state (Plato, trans. 1992). Though often criticized for its authoritarian undertones 

and its detachment from democratic practice, The Republic remains foundational in 

normative political theory, especially in debates over meritocracy, elitism, and the role 

of education in governance (Annas, 1999). 

Aristotle, a student of Plato, offers a more empirical and pluralistic approach in 

his Politics. Rejecting Plato’s rigid idealism, Aristotle emphasizes the importance of the 

"best practicable constitution", arguing that politics should cultivate virtue among 

citizens within the constraints of existing social realities (Aristotle, trans. 1998). He 

classifies governments based on who rules (one, few, many) and whether they govern 

for the common good or personal interest, thereby laying the groundwork for later 

constitutional theory. For Aristotle, the polis is a natural institution aimed at achieving 

eudaimonia (human flourishing), and political participation is both a right and a means 

of moral development (Miller, 1995). 

Together, Plato and Aristotle shaped the foundational questions of political 

thought: What is justice? Who should rule? What is the relationship between the 

individual and the state? Their contrasting visions—idealism versus realism, theory 

versus practice—continue to frame debates in political philosophy today. 

2. Modern Classical Thinkers 

The early modern period witnessed a radical transformation in political thought, 

marked by the rise of the sovereign state, the decline of feudalism, and the emergence 

of secular authority. Thinkers such as Machiavelli, Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau 

articulated new frameworks for understanding power, legitimacy, and the social 

contract in a rapidly changing political landscape. 

Niccolò Machiavelli, in The Prince (1513), departs from classical virtue ethics 

and emphasizes realpolitik—the effective exercise of power irrespective of moral 

constraints. He argues that rulers must be pragmatic, even ruthless, to maintain 

authority and stability. Virtù, for Machiavelli, is not moral virtue but the capacity to 

shape fortune through calculated action. His disillusionment with the instability of 

Italian city-states led him to favor strong centralized rule, and his thought remains a 

cornerstone of modern discussions on leadership, strategy, and authoritarian governance 

(Skinner, 1981). 

Thomas Hobbes, writing during the English Civil War, presents a bleak view 

of human nature in Leviathan (1651). He posits that in the state of nature, life is 

"solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short," necessitating the formation of a social 

contract whereby individuals cede rights to a sovereign for the sake of peace and 

security (Hobbes, 1996). Hobbes’s concept of an absolute sovereign continues to 

inform contemporary debates on state authority, emergency powers, and the limits of 

individual liberty. 

In contrast, John Locke offers a more optimistic view in his Two Treatises of 

Government (1689), where the social contract is based on the protection of natural 

rights—life, liberty, and property. Government, for Locke, derives legitimacy from the 

consent of the governed and is accountable to them. Locke’s ideas laid the intellectual 
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foundation for liberal democracy, constitutionalism, and the American and French 

revolutions (Tully, 1980). 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau, in The Social Contract (1762), challenges both 

Hobbesian authoritarianism and Lockean liberalism. He argues that true freedom arises 

from obedience to the general will, a collective expression of the common good. 

Rousseau envisions a participatory form of democracy in which citizens actively shape 

laws and policies. Although his concept of the general will has been critiqued for its 

potential to suppress dissent, Rousseau remains a vital source for theories of civic 

republicanism, popular sovereignty, and democratic education (Bertram, 2010). 

These modern classical thinkers shifted political inquiry from normative ideals 

to questions of institutional design, legitimacy, and human motivation. Their legacy 

endures in contemporary liberal, republican, and authoritarian political frameworks. 

 

Classical Thought in Democratic Contexts 

Classical political thought continues to inform the theory and practice of 

contemporary democracy. Despite originating in contexts vastly different from today’s 

pluralistic and technologically advanced societies, thinkers such as Locke, Rousseau, 

and Aristotle remain foundational to our understanding of rights, civic virtue, 

participation, and legitimacy. Their ideas have been revisited and reinterpreted in light 

of the challenges faced by modern liberal and participatory democracies, particularly in 

the face of growing inequality, political apathy, and institutional distrust. 

1. Liberalism and Locke Today: Rights, Property, and State Legitimacy in 

Neoliberal Democracies 

John Locke’s liberal framework, grounded in the natural rights of life, liberty, 

and property, forms the intellectual cornerstone of modern constitutional democracies. 

In Two Treatises of Government, Locke posits that government’s legitimacy arises from 

the consent of the governed and its primary role is the protection of individual rights 

(Locke, 1988). These principles have profoundly influenced the development of liberal 

democratic institutions, particularly in Anglo-American contexts. 

However, in neoliberal democracies, Locke’s thought has undergone a 

significant reinterpretation. Contemporary political theorists argue that Locke’s 

emphasis on property rights has been selectively amplified to support market 

fundamentalism and privatization, often at the expense of equality and collective 

welfare (Harvey, 2005). Critics note that the Lockean notion of freedom—as non-

interference by the state—has been used to justify minimal regulation, despite growing 

disparities in power and access to resources (Brown, 2015). Thus, while Locke remains 

central to liberal democratic theory, his legacy in practice reveals tensions between 

liberty and structural inequality in neoliberal governance. 

2. Rousseau and Deliberative Democracy: Civic Participation and the 

General Will in Participatory Models 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau offers a compelling vision of democracy based not on 

the mere aggregation of preferences, but on the formation of the general will through 

collective deliberation. In The Social Contract, Rousseau contends that true freedom is 
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achieved when individuals obey laws they have a hand in creating, thereby aligning 

personal autonomy with civic obligation (Rousseau, 1997). This ideal has had enduring 

appeal in theories of deliberative democracy, which emphasize informed public 

reasoning and citizen engagement over passive electoral participation. 

Contemporary democratic innovations such as participatory budgeting, citizen 

assemblies, and deliberative polls embody Rousseauian principles by creating 

institutional mechanisms for civic input and moral reasoning. Scholars like Jürgen 

Habermas and Joshua Cohen have extended Rousseau’s ideas, arguing that legitimate 

democratic authority emerges from procedures that promote inclusion, transparency, 

and rational discourse (Habermas, 1996; Cohen, 1989). Nevertheless, critics caution 

against idealizing the general will, noting the risks of homogenization and the 

marginalization of dissenting voices in the name of collective unity (Urbinati, 2006). 

3. Aristotelian Virtue Ethics: Revival in Political Education and Ethical 

Leadership 

While Aristotle’s Politics was written in the context of the Athenian polis, his 

emphasis on virtue ethics and citizenship as a form of ethical development has gained 

renewed relevance in modern democratic theory. For Aristotle, the purpose of the state 

is not merely to ensure security or economic prosperity but to cultivate virtuous citizens 

capable of achieving eudaimonia, or human flourishing (Aristotle, trans. 1998). Civic 

participation, in this view, is both a duty and a means of moral education. 

In contemporary democratic contexts, Aristotle’s thought has inspired calls for 

the integration of civic education, character formation, and ethical leadership in 

political institutions. Political theorists such as Alasdair MacIntyre and Martha 

Nussbaum have revived Aristotelian ethics to critique the proceduralism of liberal 

democracies and to argue for the role of moral virtues—such as courage, justice, and 

practical wisdom—in sustaining democratic life (MacIntyre, 1981; Nussbaum, 2006). 

Moreover, in the wake of political scandals and widespread distrust in leadership, 

Aristotle’s emphasis on the moral character of rulers offers a framework for rethinking 

integrity and responsibility in public office. 

In sum, classical thinkers such as Locke, Rousseau, and Aristotle continue to 

shape democratic theory in diverse and sometimes conflicting ways. Locke’s emphasis 

on rights and consent underpins liberal institutions, while Rousseau’s focus on 

collective will enriches deliberative and participatory models. Meanwhile, Aristotle’s 

virtue ethics highlights the moral dimension of citizenship and leadership. Each 

provides essential, though incomplete, insights into the democratic challenges of the 

21st century. 
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Classical Thought and Contemporary Authoritarianism 

While classical political thought is often celebrated for its contributions to 

democratic theory, it also provides frameworks that resonate—sometimes 

controversially—with contemporary forms of authoritarianism, populism, and 

technocratic governance. Thinkers like Machiavelli, Hobbes, and even Plato offered 

political models that emphasize order, hierarchy, and the strategic use of power—

models that find renewed relevance in modern regimes facing crises of legitimacy, 

security, and governance capacity. 

1. Machiavelli’s Relevance: Strategic Manipulation and Realpolitik in 

Modern Populist Regimes 

Niccolò Machiavelli’s The Prince (1532) remains a canonical text in 

discussions of political realism. Machiavelli advises rulers to use deceit, fear, and 

manipulation to preserve power and maintain the state. While his intent may have been 

to ensure stability in a fragmented Italy, his ideas have been reinterpreted by both critics 

and admirers as a blueprint for strategic authoritarianism. 

In the 21st century, many populist and illiberal leaders—from Hungary’s 

Viktor Orbán to Turkey’s Recep Tayyip Erdoğan—demonstrate what might be called a 

“Machiavellian” pragmatism. These leaders often cloak authoritarian tactics in 

democratic rhetoric, manipulate institutions, and centralize executive power under the 

guise of protecting national interest (Zakaria, 2003; Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2017). In 

such regimes, political success is not necessarily measured by adherence to moral or 

democratic ideals but by the ability to control narratives, neutralize opposition, and 

project strength—echoing Machiavelli’s dictum that it is “better to be feared than 

loved” if one cannot be both (Machiavelli, 2003). 

2. Hobbes and Sovereign Authority: The Resurgence of Security-First 

Governance During Crises 

Thomas Hobbes, in Leviathan (1651), posits that human beings in their natural 

state are driven by fear and self-preservation, necessitating an absolute sovereign to 

prevent civil disorder. For Hobbes, the social contract does not emphasize rights as 

much as security and obedience to authority. The sovereign—whether monarch or 

assembly—must be strong enough to ensure peace and protect life (Hobbes, 1996). 

In times of crisis, Hobbes’s thought regains relevance. The COVID-19 

pandemic, terrorist threats, and mass migration have prompted governments across the 

world—democratic and authoritarian alike—to adopt emergency powers, restrict civil 

liberties, and assert centralized control. These security-first approaches often evoke 

Hobbesian logic: the justification of absolute authority for the sake of collective 

survival (Agamben, 2005; Honig, 2009). Critics warn, however, that this can normalize 

states of exception, eroding democratic accountability under the pretense of public 

safety. 
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3. Plato’s Guardian Class: Technocracy and Paternalism in Authoritarian 

Systems 

Plato’s Republic offers a vision of justice in which philosopher-kings—those 

with knowledge of the good—govern the city. The guardian class, educated in 

philosophy and shielded from material corruption, is entrusted with ruling in the interest 

of all. While often praised for its moral clarity, Plato’s ideal state is unapologetically 

hierarchical and anti-democratic, rooted in the belief that the masses are ill-equipped 

to govern themselves (Plato, trans. 1992). 

This model resonates with modern technocratic and paternalistic regimes, 

where legitimacy is claimed not through popular mandate but through expertise and 

claimed rationality. In China, for instance, the Chinese Communist Party often frames 

its rule as a meritocratic, evidence-based alternative to Western liberalism—echoing 

the Platonic view that enlightened elites are better suited to govern than the uninformed 

majority (Bell, 2015). Such regimes emphasize economic performance, public order, 

and centralized decision-making over participatory governance, thereby adopting a 

Platonist rationale for authoritarian control. 

In each of these cases—Machiavelli's realpolitik, Hobbes’s sovereign 

absolutism, and Plato’s rule by the wise—classical thought provides a language and 

logic for justifying strong rule in moments of uncertainty. While these frameworks can 

offer stability and direction, they also pose serious risks to democratic values, 

especially when invoked to bypass accountability, pluralism, and human rights. 

 

Global Challenges and Classical Reinterpretation 

Contemporary global challenges—including ecological collapse, transnational 

migration, and the growing salience of cosmopolitan justice—have provoked a critical 

reassessment of classical political thought. While much of classical theory was 

developed in pre-modern, bounded societies, its core principles—ethical universality, 

civic responsibility, and political legitimacy—continue to be reinterpreted in light of 

interconnected, post-Westphalian realities. This section explores how Stoic and Kantian 

cosmopolitanism, Rousseau’s social contract, and Aristotle’s vision of the polis have 

been adapted (or resisted) in response to the complex moral and political demands of 

global governance. 

1. Global Justice and Cosmopolitanism: Revisiting Stoic Universalism and 

Kantian Moral Thought 

The Stoics, particularly thinkers like Epictetus and Marcus Aurelius, advocated 

for the idea that all human beings share a rational nature and belong to a common moral 

community—the cosmopolis. This early form of moral universalism laid the foundation 

for later philosophical visions of global justice, most notably in the work of Immanuel 

Kant. In Perpetual Peace (1795), Kant proposed a cosmopolitan order in which 

sovereign states are bound by international law and a shared commitment to moral 

principles (Kant, 2006). 
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Today, this tradition is echoed in normative theories of global justice advanced 

by philosophers such as Martha Nussbaum and Thomas Pogge. Nussbaum (2006), 

drawing on Stoic ethics, argues for a capabilities-based approach to global citizenship, 

emphasizing universal dignity over nationalist frameworks. Similarly, Pogge (2002) 

critiques the global economic order using Kantian principles, advocating for 

institutional reforms to reduce transnational inequality. Yet, critics note the tension 

between cosmopolitan ethics and political feasibility, particularly in a world 

increasingly shaped by populist nationalism and sovereign retrenchment (Brown, 2010). 

2. Climate Crisis and Political Obligation: Rousseau’s Social Contract in 

the Anthropocene 

The climate crisis represents a paradigmatic challenge to classical models of the 

social contract, which were premised on intergenerational stability and territorial self-

sufficiency. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, in The Social Contract (1762), envisioned a polity 

in which individuals agree to govern themselves through a shared commitment to the 

general will, rooted in the common good. In the context of the Anthropocene, however, 

the boundaries of that “common good” must be redefined to include future generations, 

non-human life, and planetary ecosystems (Latour, 2018). 

Recent scholarship has sought to expand Rousseauian thought to account for 

ecological interdependence. For instance, Andrew Dobson (2003) argues for a theory of 

“ecological citizenship”, grounded in obligations that transcend national borders and 

immediate communities. Likewise, Bruno Latour (2018) proposes that democratic 

societies must now include “representatives of the Earth”—a radical reimagining of the 

social contract that fuses environmental ethics with political theory. In this sense, 

Rousseau’s ideal of the general will has been reinterpreted as an ethical imperative to 

act collectively on behalf of the biosphere, despite the absence of a global sovereign. 

3. Migration and the Limits of the Nation-State: Aristotle’s Polis vs. Global 

Interdependence 

In Politics, Aristotle conceived of the polis as a closed, self-sufficient 

community in which full citizenship was contingent upon birth, property, and 

participation in political life (Aristotle, trans. 1998). This conception excluded women, 

slaves, and foreigners, and was based on the ideal of a homogenous civic body—a view 

increasingly at odds with the realities of contemporary global migration, displacement, 

and multiculturalism. 

Modern democracies face profound challenges reconciling national identity and 

universal human rights, particularly in debates over refugee protection, statelessness, 

and border regimes. Some theorists, such as Seyla Benhabib (2004), argue that 

Aristotelian notions of political belonging must evolve to accommodate porous borders 

and hybrid identities. Others, like Chantal Mouffe (2000), warn that a purely 

cosmopolitan ethos risks overlooking the political and emotional attachments that 

sustain democratic engagement within bounded communities. 
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Aristotle’s vision, then, poses both a limitation and a provocation: while the 

polis cannot easily accommodate contemporary transnational realities, its emphasis on 

active, virtuous citizenship remains a counterpoint to the bureaucratization and 

depersonalization of global governance. The task is thus not to discard Aristotle but to 

reconstruct political membership in ways that affirm both rootedness and relationality. 

In sum, global challenges such as climate change, mass migration, and global 

inequality demand a creative and critical engagement with classical political thought. 

The universality of Stoic and Kantian ethics, the collective moral agency in Rousseau’s 

contract, and the civic idealism of Aristotle’s polis continue to serve as conceptual 

resources—albeit imperfect ones—for theorizing justice and responsibility in a deeply 

interdependent world. 

 

Critiques and Limitations of Classical Political Thought 

While classical political thought provides foundational insights into justice, 

authority, and civic virtue, it is not without significant limitations. Over the past several 

decades, scholars from feminist, postcolonial, and critical theory traditions have 

challenged the universalism, inclusivity, and applicability of canonical texts. These 

critiques underscore the need to reinterpret, supplement, or even move beyond classical 

frameworks when addressing contemporary concerns, particularly those related to 

gender, cultural diversity, and technological modernity. 

1. Exclusion and Gender: Feminist and Postcolonial Critiques 

One of the most enduring criticisms of classical political thought concerns its 

systematic exclusion of women and marginalized peoples from political consideration. 

In works such as The Sexual Contract, Carole Pateman (1988) argues that early modern 

theorists like Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau naturalized male dominance by excluding 

women from the social contract. While Locke famously emphasized consent and 

liberty, his theory presupposed a patriarchal household in which only property-owning 

men could exercise political agency. 

Similarly, Susan Moller Okin (1979) interrogates the gendered assumptions 

embedded in classical texts, particularly Aristotle’s claim that women are biologically 

unfit for rational deliberation and public life. Okin contends that the normative ideals of 

justice and citizenship in Western political philosophy have historically been structured 

around male experiences, leaving women’s voices and perspectives invisible or 

devalued. 

Postcolonial theorists further argue that classical texts often universalize norms 

derived from imperial and Eurocentric contexts, marginalizing non-Western forms of 

political organization and thought. Thinkers like Bhikhu Parekh (2000) and Gayatri 

Spivak (1999) caution against uncritically applying Western concepts such as the social 

contract or liberal individualism to societies with different historical trajectories and 

moral frameworks. 
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2. Eurocentrism: The Challenge of Applying Western Classics in Diverse 

Political Cultures 

Many canonical political thinkers—Plato, Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau—assumed 

a bounded, homogeneous polity rooted in shared cultural, linguistic, and philosophical 

traditions. These assumptions are increasingly problematic in today’s pluralistic and 

multicultural societies. The Eurocentric orientation of classical theory often fails to 

account for the moral pluralism, indigenous epistemologies, and alternative political 

cosmologies found across the Global South. 

For instance, Aristotle’s emphasis on the polis as the highest form of human 

association may obscure the legitimacy of other political arrangements such as 

confederacies, kinship-based governance, or transnational solidarity networks. 

Moreover, liberal individualism—as derived from Locke and Rousseau—often clashes 

with collectivist traditions or relational ontologies prevalent in African, Asian, and 

Indigenous contexts (Wiredu, 1996; Alcoff, 2007). This raises important 

methodological questions about whether classical theory can serve as a universal 

paradigm or whether it must be contextualized and pluralized to remain relevant. 

3. Technological Modernity: Absence of Digital Governance and 

Surveillance Capitalism in Classical Frameworks 

A further limitation of classical political thought is its inability to anticipate or 

account for technological modernity—especially phenomena such as digital 

surveillance, algorithmic governance, and platform capitalism. While classical thinkers 

grappled with power, authority, and knowledge, they did so in pre-industrial societies 

devoid of contemporary technologies that reshape political behavior and social control. 

Thinkers like Michel Foucault (1977) have extended classical concerns about 

discipline and authority into modern contexts, especially regarding surveillance and 

bio-power. Yet, the digital age presents new forms of domination that classical 

frameworks are ill-equipped to address. For instance, the concept of the sovereign—as 

imagined by Hobbes or Locke—does not map easily onto decentralized networks of 

power, such as multinational tech corporations or algorithmically enforced norms on 

social media platforms (Zuboff, 2019). 

Moreover, the crisis of democracy in the digital era—marked by 

disinformation, echo chambers, and the commodification of personal data—demands 

new political theories of agency, freedom, and consent that move beyond classical 

assumptions. While core insights about authority, justice, and virtue remain relevant, 

classical thought must be critically retooled to engage with the complexities of post-

industrial and post-liberal political life. 

Conclusion of the Section 

These critiques do not suggest that classical political thought should be 

discarded, but rather that it must be reinterpreted, pluralized, and supplemented. 

Feminist, postcolonial, and critical theorists challenge us to rethink the normative 

foundations of politics in a way that is inclusive, reflexive, and attuned to contemporary 
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global realities. In doing so, they illuminate both the richness and the rigidity of 

classical paradigms—and the need for a truly global political theory. 

 

Contemporary Theorists and the Legacy of Classical Thought 

Contemporary political theory continues to be shaped by the intellectual legacy 

of classical thought, not through uncritical reproduction but through reinterpretation, 

critique, and adaptation. Thinkers such as John Rawls, Hannah Arendt, and Michel 

Foucault engage with the classical canon—Plato, Aristotle, Rousseau, Machiavelli—not 

merely as historical sources but as conceptual foundations for addressing modern 

political dilemmas. Their work illustrates how classical themes—justice, power, 

participation, and the public realm—remain relevant but must be reframed for a 

contemporary context marked by pluralism, mass society, and complex structures of 

domination. 

1. John Rawls and Rousseau: Justice, the Social Contract, and the General 

Will 

In A Theory of Justice (1971), John Rawls revives and modernizes the social 

contract tradition, drawing heavily from Rousseau, Locke, and Kant. Rawls reimagines 

the contract as a hypothetical agreement behind a “veil of ignorance,” where rational 

agents, unaware of their social status, would choose principles of justice that ensure 

fairness and equality (Rawls, 1999). This model preserves Rousseau’s normative 

emphasis on autonomy and collective self-legislation but avoids the metaphysical and 

homogenizing assumptions of the “general will.” 

While Rousseau envisioned direct civic participation, Rawls’s liberalism 

accommodates the institutional complexity of modern democracies by focusing on 

procedural fairness and public reason. Yet critics argue that Rawls, like his 

predecessors, maintains a Eurocentric moral framework and under-theorizes power 

asymmetries rooted in race, gender, and global injustice (Mills, 1997). Nonetheless, 

Rawls demonstrates the continued relevance of classical concepts—justice, legitimacy, 

and consent—when applied to pluralistic, rights-based societies. 

2. Hannah Arendt and Aristotle: Action, Speech, and the Public Realm 

Hannah Arendt engages directly with Aristotle’s conception of politics as 

praxis—a space of action and speech where individuals realize their freedom through 

participation in a shared public world. In The Human Condition (1958), Arendt laments 

the loss of the classical polis, which she saw as the highest expression of political 

freedom and public virtue. Modernity, in her view, has replaced political action with 

bureaucratic management and mass consumption, thereby eroding the conditions for 

meaningful public life (Arendt, 1958). 

Arendt does not seek a return to the ancient city-state, but she reclaims 

Aristotle’s distinction between action (praxis) and labor or work as a critique of the 

depoliticized and instrumental logic of modern governance. Her emphasis on plurality, 

natality, and judgment reinvigorates classical ideals while adapting them to the 

challenges of totalitarianism, exile, and the mass society. In doing so, Arendt bridges 

the gap between ancient civic virtue and modern existential crises. 

 

 



Asian Journal of Humanities and Social Innovation Vol.1 No.2 (April - June 2024)        | 43 

 

3. Michel Foucault and Machiavelli: Power, Discipline, and 

Governmentality 

Michel Foucault reconfigures the classical concern with power—most 

famously articulated by Machiavelli—by shifting focus from sovereign authority to 

diffuse, disciplinary mechanisms embedded in everyday institutions. In works such as 

Discipline and Punish (1977) and Security, Territory, Population (2007), Foucault 

critiques the sovereign-centric model of power found in Hobbes or Machiavelli, arguing 

instead that modern governance operates through surveillance, biopolitics, and 

normative regulation. 

Yet, Foucault’s analysis is deeply influenced by classical thinkers. He refers to 

Machiavelli’s “raison d’État” to trace the genealogy of modern statecraft and critiques 

the legacy of Platonic and Christian truth-seeking embedded in modern epistemologies. 

Rather than rejecting the classical tradition, Foucault genealogizes it, showing how its 

assumptions have mutated into the microphysics of power in the modern state. 

Foucault thus represents a critical appropriation of classical thought: not as a 

source of normative guidance, but as a discursive formation that must be historicized 

and deconstructed to understand contemporary forms of domination and resistance. 

Conclusion of the Section 

Contemporary political theorists continue to dialogue with classical texts, 

whether by building upon their frameworks (as in Rawls), reclaiming their civic ideals 

(as in Arendt), or deconstructing their epistemologies (as in Foucault). This legacy is 

not static—it is contested, reinterpreted, and strategically mobilized. Classical thought 

persists, not as dogma, but as a living archive of concepts, tensions, and possibilities for 

political reflection in the modern world. 

 
Conclusion 

The enduring relevance of classical political thought lies not in its uncritical 

preservation, but in its continual reinterpretation in response to contemporary 

challenges. From Plato’s vision of justice to Rousseau’s social contract and Aristotle’s 

virtue ethics, the classical canon offers conceptual tools that continue to inform our 

understanding of power, governance, and civic life. However, as this article has shown, 

applying these ideas in the modern world requires critical engagement with their 

normative foundations, cultural assumptions, and historical limitations. 

In democratic contexts, Locke’s liberalism, Rousseau’s participatory ideals, and 

Aristotle’s emphasis on ethical citizenship continue to shape debates on legitimacy, 

justice, and civic education. At the same time, the authoritarian potential of classical 

ideas—particularly those of Machiavelli, Hobbes, and even Plato—resonates with 

current political developments, including populism, technocracy, and the securitization 

of governance. 

Global phenomena such as climate change, migration, and digital surveillance 

expose the limits of classical models premised on closed polities, anthropocentrism, and 

sovereign rule. These challenges demand a political theory that is not only normatively 

robust but also responsive to pluralism, interdependence, and technological modernity. 

Feminist, postcolonial, and critical theorists have rightly interrogated the exclusions and 

assumptions of the classical canon, reminding us that the tradition is not universal but 

situated—and therefore subject to contestation and revision. 
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The legacy of classical thought today is therefore best understood not as a static 

inheritance but as a dynamic conversation—one in which contemporary theorists like 

Rawls, Arendt, and Foucault engage with, revise, and sometimes reject their 

philosophical predecessors. Moving forward, scholars and practitioners must continue 

this dialogue, drawing from the classical tradition while remaining attentive to the 

ethical and political demands of a changing world. 

Only through such critical and inclusive engagement can classical political 

thought remain a living resource—one that not only explains the past but helps shape a 

more just, democratic, and reflective future. 
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