Politics
Aristotle
c. 350 b.c.
The union of man and woman is the foundation of the
state; hence, the state is natural. We are, by nature, social and political animals. The state is prior to the individual, who needs it to flourish. Government should be
ordered to the good of the whole. The virtue of a good
man is not necessarily the same as that of the good
citizen; corrupt governments honor those who are corrupt. Only in the ideal state do the two coincide. Under a constitutional form of government, the virtuous
know both how to rule and how to obey. The happiness
of the individual is connected to the happiness of the
state. Education should be directed toward inculcating
the virtues in the citizen.

Book One
Chapters 1 – 2
Chapter 1
Every state is a community of some kind, and
every community is established with a view to some
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good; for mankind always act in order to obtain that
which they think good. But, if all communities aim at
some good, the state or political community, which
is the highest of all, and which embraces all the rest,
aims at good in a greater degree than any other, and
at the highest good.
Some people think that the qualifications of a
statesman, king, householder, and master are the
same, and that they differ, not in kind, but only in the
number of their subjects.
For example, the ruler over a few is called a master; over more, the manager of a household; over a
still larger number, a statesman or king, as if there
were no difference between a great household and a
small state. The distinction which is made between
the king and the statesman is as follows: When the
government is personal, the ruler is a king; when, according to the rules of the political science, the citizens rule and are ruled in turn, then he is called a
statesman.
But all this is a mistake; for governments differ
in kind, as will be evident to any one who considers
the matter according to the method which has hitherto guided us. As in other departments of science, so
in politics, the compound should always be resolved
into the simple elements or least parts of the whole.
We must therefore look at the elements of which the
state is composed, in order that we may see in what
the different kinds of rule differ from one another,
and whether any scientific result can be attained
about each one of them.
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Chapter 2
He who thus considers things in their first growth
and origin, whether a state or anything else, will obtain the clearest view of them. In the first place there
must be a union of those who cannot exist without
each other; namely, of male and female, that the race
may continue (and this is a union which is formed,
not of deliberate purpose, but because, in common
with other animals and with plants, mankind have
a natural desire to leave behind them an image of
themselves), and of natural ruler and subject, that
both may be preserved. For that which can foresee by
the exercise of mind is by nature intended to be lord
and master, and that which can with its body give
effect to such foresight is a subject, and by nature a
slave; hence master and slave have the same interest.
Now nature has distinguished between the female
and the slave. For she is not niggardly, like the smith
who fashions the Delphian knife for many uses; she
makes each thing for a single use, and every instrument is best made when intended for one and not for
many uses. But among barbarians no distinction is
made between women and slaves, because there is no
natural ruler among them: they are a community of
slaves, male and female. Wherefore the poets say, “It
is meet that Hellenes should rule over barbarians” as
if they thought that the barbarian and the slave were
by nature one.
Out of these two relationships between man and
woman, master and slave, the first thing to arise is the
family, and Hesiod is right when he says, “First house
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and wife and an ox for the plough,” for the ox is the
poor man’s slave.
The family is the association established by nature for the supply of men’s everyday wants, and the
members of it are called by Charondas ‘companions
of the cupboard,’ and by Epimenides the Cretan,
‘companions of the manger.’ But when several families are united, and the association aims at something
more than the supply of daily needs, the first society to be formed is the village. And the most natural
form of the village appears to be that of a colony from
the family, composed of the children and grandchildren, who are said to be suckled ‘with the same milk.’
And this is the reason why Hellenic states were
originally governed by kings; because the Hellenes
were under royal rule before they came together, as
the barbarians still are. Every family is ruled by the
eldest, and therefore in the colonies of the family the
kingly form of government prevailed because they
were of the same blood. As Homer says: “Each one
gives law to his children and to his wives.” For they
lived dispersedly, as was the manner in ancient times.
Wherefore men say that the Gods have a king, because they themselves either are or were in ancient
times under the rule of a king. For they imagine, not
only the forms of the Gods, but their ways of life to
be like their own.
When several villages are united in a single complete community, large enough to be nearly or quite
self-sufficing, the state comes into existence, originating in the bare needs of life, and continuing in ex926
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istence for the sake of a good life. And therefore, if
the earlier forms of society are natural, so is the state,
for it is the end of them, and the nature of a thing is
its end. For what each thing is when fully developed,
we call its nature, whether we are speaking of a man,
a horse, or a family. Besides, the final cause and end
of a thing is the best, and to be self-sufficing is the
end and the best.
Hence it is evident that the state is a creation of
nature, and that man is by nature a political animal.
And he who by nature and not by mere accident is
without a state, is either a bad man or above humanity; he is like the “Tribeless, lawless, hearthless one,”
whom Homer denounces—the natural outcast is
forthwith a lover of war; he may be compared to an
isolated piece at draughts.
Now, that man is more of a political animal than
bees or any other gregarious animals is evident. Nature, as we often say, makes nothing in vain, and man
is the only animal whom she has endowed with the
gift of speech. And whereas mere voice is but an indication of pleasure or pain, and is therefore found
in other animals (for their nature attains to the perception of pleasure and pain and the intimation of
them to one another, and no further), the power of
speech is intended to set forth the expedient and inexpedient, and therefore likewise the just and the unjust. And it is a characteristic of man that he alone
has any sense of good and evil, of just and unjust, and
the like, and the association of living beings who have
this sense makes a family and a state.
927

Readings in American Deism
Further, the state is by nature clearly prior to the
family and to the individual, since the whole is of
necessity prior to the part; for example, if the whole
body be destroyed, there will be no foot or hand, except in an equivocal sense, as we might speak of a
stone hand; for when destroyed the hand will be no
better than that. But things are defined by their working and power; and we ought not to say that they are
the same when they no longer have their proper quality, but only that they have the same name.
The proof that the state is a creation of nature and
prior to the individual is that the individual, when
isolated, is not self-sufficing; and therefore he is like a
part in relation to the whole. But he who is unable to
live in society, or who has no need because he is sufficient for himself, must be either a beast or a god: he
is no part of a state.
A social instinct is implanted in all men by nature, and yet he who first founded the state was the
greatest of benefactors. For man, when perfected, is
the best of animals, but, when separated from law
and justice, he is the worst of all; since armed injustice is the more dangerous, and he is equipped at
birth with arms, meant to be used by intelligence and
virtue, which he may use for the worst ends. Wherefore, if he have not virtue, he is the most unholy and
the most savage of animals, and the most full of lust
and gluttony. But justice is the bond of men in states,
for the administration of justice, which is the determination of what is just, is the principle of order in
political society.
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Book III
Chapters 4, 6 – 7
Chapter 4
There is a point nearly allied to the preceding:
Whether the virtue of a good man and a good citizen is the same or not. But, before entering on this
discussion, we must certainly first obtain some general notion of the virtue of the citizen. Like the sailor,
the citizen is a member of a community. Now, sailors
have different functions, for one of them is a rower,
another a pilot, and a third a look-out man, a fourth
is described by some similar term; and while the precise definition of each individual’s virtue applies exclusively to him, there is, at the same time, a common
definition applicable to them all. For they have all of
them a common object, which is safety in navigation.
Similarly, one citizen differs from another, but the
salvation of the community is the common business
of them all. This community is the constitution; the
virtue of the citizen must therefore be relative to the
constitution of which he is a member. If, then, there
are many forms of government, it is evident that there
is not one single virtue of the good citizen which is
perfect virtue. But we say that the good man is he who
has one single virtue which is perfect virtue. Hence it
is evident that the good citizen need not of necessity
possess the virtue which makes a good man.
The same question may also be approached by
another road, from a consideration of the best con929
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stitution. If the state cannot be entirely composed
of good men, and yet each citizen is expected to do
his own business well, and must therefore have virtue, still inasmuch as all the citizens cannot be alike,
the virtue of the citizen and of the good man cannot
coincide. All must have the virtue of the good citizen—thus, and thus only, can the state be perfect;
but they will not have the virtue of a good man, unless we assume that in the good state all the citizens
must be good.
Again, the state, as composed of unlikes, may be
compared to the living being: as the first elements into
which a living being is resolved are soul and body,
as soul is made up of rational principle and appetite,
the family of husband and wife, property of master
and slave, so of all these, as well as other dissimilar
elements, the state is composed; and, therefore, the
virtue of all the citizens cannot possibly be the same,
any more than the excellence of the leader of a chorus
is the same as that of the performer who stands by his
side. I have said enough to show why the two kinds
of virtue cannot be absolutely and always the same.
But will there then be no case in which the virtue
of the good citizen and the virtue of the good man
coincide? To this we answer that the good ruler is
a good and wise man, and that he who would be a
statesman must be a wise man.
And some persons say that even the education of
the ruler should be of a special kind; for are not the
children of kings instructed in riding and military
exercises? As Euripides says: “No subtle arts for me,
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but what the state requires.” As though there were a
special education needed by a ruler.
If then the virtue of a good ruler is the same as
that of a good man, and we assume further that the
subject is a citizen as well as the ruler, the virtue of
the good citizen and the virtue of the good man cannot be absolutely the same, although in some cases
they may; for the virtue of a ruler differs from that
of a citizen. It was the sense of this difference which
made Jason say that ‘he felt hungry when he was not
a tyrant,’ meaning that he could not endure to live in
a private station. But, on the other hand, it may be
argued that men are praised for knowing both how to
rule and how to obey, and he is said to be a citizen of
approved virtue who is able to do both.
Now if we suppose the virtue of a good man to be
that which rules, and the virtue of the citizen to include ruling and obeying, it cannot be said that they
are equally worthy of praise. Since, then, it is sometimes thought that the ruler and the ruled must learn
different things and not the same, but that the citizen
must know and share in them both, the inference is
obvious.
There is, indeed, the rule of a master, which is
concerned with menial offices—the master need not
know how to perform these, but may employ others
in the execution of them: the other would be degrading; and by the other I mean the power actually to
do menial duties, which vary much in character and
are executed by various classes of slaves, such, for example, as handicraftsmen, who, as their name signi931

Readings in American Deism
fies, live by the labor of their hands: under these the
mechanic is included.
Hence in ancient times, and among some nations, the working classes had no share in the government—a privilege which they only acquired under
the extreme democracy. Certainly the good man and
the statesman and the good citizen ought not to learn
the crafts of inferiors except for their own occasional
use; if they habitually practice them, there will cease
to be a distinction between master and slave.
This is not the rule of which we are speaking; but
there is a rule of another kind, which is exercised over
freemen and equals by birth—a constitutional rule,
which the ruler must learn by obeying, as he would
learn the duties of a general of cavalry by being under the orders of a general of cavalry, or the duties of
a general of infantry by being under the orders of a
general of infantry, and by having had the command
of a regiment and of a company. It has been well said
that ‘he who has never learned to obey cannot be a
good commander.’
The two are not the same, but the good citizen
ought to be capable of both; he should know how
to govern like a freeman, and how to obey like a
freeman—these are the virtues of a citizen. And,
although the temperance and justice of a ruler are
distinct from those of a subject, the virtue of a good
man will include both; for the virtue of the good
man who is free and also a subject, e.g., his justice,
will not be one but will comprise distinct kinds, the
one qualifying him to rule, the other to obey, and
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differing as the temperance and courage of men and
women differ.
For a man would be thought a coward if he had
no more courage than a courageous woman, and a
woman would be thought loquacious if she imposed
no more restraint on her conversation than the good
man; and indeed their part in the management of the
household is different, for the duty of the one is to
acquire, and of the other to preserve. Practical wisdom only is characteristic of the ruler: it would seem
that all other virtues must equally belong to ruler
and subject. The virtue of the subject is certainly not
wisdom, but only true opinion; he may be compared
to the maker of the flute, while his master is like the
flute-player or user of the flute.
From these considerations may be gathered the
answer to the question, whether the virtue of the
good man is the same as that of the good citizen, or
different, and how far the same, and how far different.
*****
Chapter 6
Having determined these questions, we have next
to consider whether there is only one form of government or many, and if many, what they are, and how
many, and what are the differences between them.
A constitution is the arrangement of magistracies
in a state, especially of the highest of all. The government is everywhere sovereign in the state, and the
constitution is in fact the government. For example,
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in democracies the people are supreme, but in oligarchies, the few; and, therefore, we say that these
two forms of government also are different: and so in
other cases.
First, let us consider what is the purpose of a state,
and how many forms of government there are by
which human society is regulated. We have already
said, in the first part of this treatise, when discussing
household management and the rule of a master, that
man is by nature a political animal. And therefore,
men, even when they do not require one another’s
help, desire to live together; not but that they are
also brought together by their common interests in
proportion as they severally attain to any measure of
well-being.
This is certainly the chief end, both of individuals
and of states. And also for the sake of mere life (in
which there is possibly some noble element so long
as the evils of existence do not greatly overbalance
the good) mankind meet together and maintain the
political community. And we all see that men cling
to life even at the cost of enduring great misfortune,
seeming to find in life a natural sweetness and happiness.
There is no difficulty in distinguishing the various kinds of authority; they have been often defined
already in discussions outside the school. The rule of
a master, although the slave by nature and the master
by nature have in reality the same interests, is nevertheless exercised primarily with a view to the interest of the master, but accidentally considers the slave,
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since, if the slave perish, the rule of the master perishes with him.
On the other hand, the government of a wife and
children and of a household, which we have called
household management, is exercised in the first instance for the good of the governed or for the common good of both parties, but essentially for the good
of the governed, as we see to be the case in medicine,
gymnastic, and the arts in general, which are only
accidentally concerned with the good of the artists
themselves. For there is no reason why the trainer
may not sometimes practice gymnastics, and the
helmsman is always one of the crew. The trainer or
the helmsman considers the good of those committed to his care. But, when he is one of the persons
taken care of, he accidentally participates in the advantage, for the helmsman is also a sailor, and the
trainer becomes one of those in training.
And so in politics: when the state is framed upon
the principle of equality and likeness, the citizens
think that they ought to hold office by turns. Formerly, as is natural, every one would take his turn of
service; and then again, somebody else would look
after his interest, just as he, while in office, had looked
after theirs. But nowadays, for the sake of the advantage which is to be gained from the public revenues
and from office, men want to be always in office. One
might imagine that the rulers, being sickly, were only
kept in health while they continued in office; in that
case we may be sure that they would be hunting after
places.
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The conclusion is evident: that governments
which have a regard to the common interest are constituted in accordance with strict principles of justice, and are therefore true forms; but those which
regard only the interest of the rulers are all defective
and perverted forms, for they are despotic, whereas a
state is a community of freemen.
Chapter 7
Having determined these points, we have next to
consider how many forms of government there are,
and what they are; and in the first place what are the
true forms, for when they are determined the perversions of them will at once be apparent. The words
constitution and government have the same meaning, and the government, which is the supreme authority in states, must be in the hands of one, or of a
few, or of the many. The true forms of government,
therefore, are those in which the one, or the few, or
the many, govern with a view to the common interest; but governments which rule with a view to the
private interest, whether of the one or of the few, or
of the many, are perversions.
For the members of a state, if they are truly citizens, ought to participate in its advantages. Of forms
of government in which one rules, we call that which
regards the common interests, kingship or royalty;
that in which more than one, but not many, rule, aristocracy; and it is so called, either because the rulers
are the best men, or because they have at heart the
best interests of the state and of the citizens.
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But when the citizens at large administer the state
for the common interest, the government is called
by the generic name—a constitution. And there is a
reason for this use of language. One man or a few
may excel in virtue; but as the number increases it
becomes more difficult for them to attain perfection
in every kind of virtue, though they may in military
virtue, for this is found in the masses. Hence in a
constitutional government the fighting-men have the
supreme power, and those who possess arms are the
citizens.
Of the above-mentioned forms, the perversions
are as follows: of royalty, tyranny; of aristocracy, oligarchy; of constitutional government, democracy.
For tyranny is a kind of monarchy which has in view
the interest of the monarch only; oligarchy has in
view the interest of the wealthy; democracy, of the
needy: none of them the common good of all.

Book VII
Chapter 2, 14
Chapter 2
There remains to be discussed the question
whether the happiness of the individual is the same
as that of the state, or different. Here again there can
be no doubt—no one denies that they are the same.
For those who hold that the well-being of the individual consists in his wealth, also think that riches
make the happiness of the whole state, and those who
value most highly the life of a tyrant deem that city
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the happiest which rules over the greatest number;
while they who approve an individual for his virtue
say that the more virtuous a city is, the happier it is.
Two points here present themselves for consideration: first (1), which is the more eligible life, that
of a citizen who is a member of a state, or that of an
alien who has no political ties; and again (2), which is
the best form of constitution or the best condition of
a state, either on the supposition that political privileges are desirable for all, or for a majority only?
Since the good of the state and not of the individual is the proper subject of political thought and
speculation, and we are engaged in a political discussion, while the first of these two points has a secondary interest for us, the latter will be the main subject
of our inquiry.
Now it is evident that the form of government is
best in which every man, whoever he is, can act best
and live happily. But even those who agree in thinking that the life of virtue is the most eligible raise a
question, whether the life of business and politics is
or is not more eligible than one which is wholly independent of external goods, I mean than a contemplative life, which by some is maintained to be the only
one worthy of a philosopher.
For these two lives—the life of the philosopher
and the life of the statesman—appear to have been
preferred by those who have been most keen in the
pursuit of virtue, both in our own and in other ages.
Which is the better is a question of no small moment;
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for the wise man, like the wise state, will necessarily
regulate his life according to the best end.
There are some who think that while a despotic
rule over others is the greatest injustice, to exercise
a constitutional rule over them, even though not unjust, is a great impediment to a man’s individual wellbeing. Others take an opposite view; they maintain
that the true life of man is the practical and political,
and that every virtue admits of being practiced, quite
as much by statesmen and rulers as by private individuals.
Others, again, are of opinion that arbitrary and
tyrannical rule alone consists with happiness; indeed,
in some states the entire aim both of the laws and of
the constitution is to give men despotic power over
their neighbors. And, therefore, although in most
cities the laws may be said generally to be in a chaotic state, still, if they aim at anything, they aim at
the maintenance of power: thus in Lacedaemon and
Crete the system of education and the greater part of
the of the laws are framed with a view to war. And in
all nations which are able to gratify their ambition
military power is held in esteem, for example among
the Scythians and Persians and Thracians and Celts.
In some nations there are even laws tending to
stimulate the warlike virtues, as at Carthage, where we
are told that men obtain the honor of wearing as many
armlets as they have served campaigns. There was
once a law in Macedonia that he who had not killed
an enemy should wear a halter, and among the Scythians no one who had not slain his man was allowed
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to drink out of the cup which was handed round at
a certain feast. Among the Iberians, a warlike nation,
the number of enemies whom a man has slain is indicated by the number of obelisks which are fixed in the
earth round his tomb; and there are numerous practices among other nations of a like kind, some of them
established by law and others by custom.
Yet to a reflecting mind it must appear very
strange that the statesman should be always considering how he can dominate and tyrannize over others, whether they will or not. How can that which is
not even lawful be the business of the statesman or
the legislator? Unlawful it certainly is to rule without
regard to justice, for there may be might where there
is no right. The other arts and sciences offer no parallel; a physician is not expected to persuade or coerce
his patients, nor a pilot the passengers in his ship.
Yet most men appear to think that the art of despotic government is statesmanship, and what men affirm to be unjust and inexpedient in their own case
they are not ashamed of practicing towards others;
they demand just rule for themselves, but where
other men are concerned they care nothing about it.
Such behavior is irrational; unless the one party is,
and the other is not, born to serve, in which case men
have a right to command, not indeed all their fellows,
but only those who are intended to be subjects; just as
we ought not to hunt mankind, whether for food or
sacrifice, but only the animals which may be hunted
for food or sacrifice, this is to say, such wild animals
as are eatable.
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And surely there may be a city happy in isolation, which we will assume to be well-governed (for
it is quite possible that a city thus isolated might be
well-administered and have good laws); but such a
city would not be constituted with any view to war or
the conquest of enemies—all that sort of thing must
be excluded. Hence we see very plainly that warlike
pursuits, although generally to be deemed honorable,
are not the supreme end of all things, but only means.
And the good lawgiver should inquire how states
and races of men and communities may participate
in a good life, and in the happiness which is attainable by them. His enactments will not be always the
same; and where there are neighbors he will have to
see what sort of studies should be practiced in relation to their several characters, or how the measures
appropriate in relation to each are to be adopted. The
end at which the best form of government should
aim may be properly made a matter of future consideration.
Chapter 14
Since every political society is composed of rulers
and subjects let us consider whether the relations of
one to the other should interchange or be permanent.
For the education of the citizens will necessarily vary
with the answer given to this question.
Now, if some men excelled others in the same degree in which gods and heroes are supposed to excel
mankind in general (having in the first place a great
advantage even in their bodies, and secondly in their
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minds), so that the superiority of the governors was
undisputed and patent to their subjects, it would
clearly be better that once for an the one class should
rule and the other serve.
But since this is unattainable, and kings have no
marked superiority over their subjects, such as Scylax
affirms to be found among the Indians, it is obviously
necessary on many grounds that all the citizens alike
should take their turn of governing and being governed. Equality consists in the same treatment of
similar persons, and no government can stand which
is not founded upon justice. For if the government
be unjust every one in the country unites with the
governed in the desire to have a revolution, and it is
an impossibility that the members of the government
can be so numerous as to be stronger than all their
enemies put together.
Yet that governors should excel their subjects is
undeniable. How all this is to be effected, and in what
way they will respectively share in the government, the
legislator has to consider. The subject has been already
mentioned (Book VII, Chapter 9). Nature herself has
provided the distinction when she made a difference
between old and young within the same species, of
whom she fitted the one to govern and the other to
be governed. No one takes offense at being governed
when he is young, nor does he think himself better
than his governors, especially if he will enjoy the same
privilege when he reaches the required age.
We conclude that from one point of view governors and governed are identical, and from another
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different. And therefore their education must be the
same and also different. For he who would learn to
command well must, as men say, first of all learn to
obey. As I observed in the first part of this treatise
(Book III, Chapter 6), there is one rule which is for
the sake of the rulers and another rule which is for
the sake of the ruled; the former is a despotic, the
latter a free government. Some commands differ not
in the thing commanded, but in the intention with
which they are imposed.
Wherefore, many apparently menial offices are an
honor to the free youth by whom they are performed;
for actions do not differ as honorable or dishonorable in themselves so much as in the end and intention of them. But since we say that the virtue of the
citizen and ruler is the same as that of the good man,
and that the same person must first be a subject and
then a ruler, the legislator has to see that they become
good men, and by what means this may be accomplished, and what is the end of the perfect life.
*****
[Translated by Benjamin Jowett]
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