
politics of aristotle
politics of aristotle represents one of the foundational works in classical
political philosophy, offering profound insights into the nature of the
state, governance, justice, and citizenship. Aristotle’s exploration of
political systems goes beyond mere description, delving into the purposes and
functions of different forms of government. His ideas have significantly
influenced Western political thought, laying the groundwork for modern
democratic theory and the study of political ethics. This article will
examine the core principles of Aristotle’s political philosophy, including
his classification of governments, the concept of the polis, his views on
citizenship and justice, and the relevance of his ideas in contemporary
politics. Through a detailed analysis, the politics of Aristotle reveals
enduring questions about power, authority, and the common good that remain
central to political discourse today.
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Aristotle’s Concept of the Polis
At the heart of the politics of Aristotle lies the concept of the polis, or
city-state, which he considers the highest form of human community. Aristotle
argues that the polis exists not merely for economic or defensive purposes
but to enable citizens to achieve the good life through virtuous living and
political participation. According to Aristotle, humans are "zoon
politikon"—political animals by nature—meaning that their full potential can
only be realized within a political community.

The Purpose of the Polis
Aristotle emphasizes that the polis exists to promote the ultimate good,
which he identifies as eudaimonia, often translated as happiness or
flourishing. This good life is attainable only through active engagement in
the political process and adherence to moral virtues. Unlike other
associations, such as families or villages, the polis is self-sufficient and
aims at the highest form of human good.



Naturalness of Political Association
In the politics of Aristotle, the formation of the polis is a natural
progression from smaller social units. He posits that individuals first come
together in families, then villages, and eventually city-states, reflecting
an inherent human tendency to seek community and order. This natural
development underscores Aristotle’s belief that political life is essential,
not artificial or imposed.

Classification of Governments
One of the most influential aspects of the politics of Aristotle is his
systematic classification of governments based on who rules and whether they
govern for the common interest or their own benefit. He categorizes political
systems into three correct forms and their corresponding deviant forms.

Correct Forms of Government
Aristotle identifies three legitimate types of governance:

Monarchy: Rule by one individual aimed at the common good.

Aristocracy: Rule by a few virtuous and capable individuals for the
benefit of all.

Polity: A constitutional government where many participate, focusing on
the welfare of the community.

Deviant Forms of Government
Corresponding to each correct form is a corrupt version that serves the
rulers' interests rather than the common good:

Tyranny: Corrupt monarchy where a single ruler governs selfishly.

Oligarchy: Rule by a wealthy few who prioritize their own interests.

Democracy: In Aristotle's usage, a form of mob rule where the poor
majority governs for its own benefit, often at the expense of the common
good.



Citizenship and Political Participation
In Aristotle’s political philosophy, the concept of citizenship is central to
the functioning of the polis. Citizenship involves active participation in
deliberative and judicial processes, and it is through this engagement that
individuals contribute to the governance and ethical character of the state.

Definition and Role of Citizens
Aristotle defines a citizen as someone who has the right to participate in
deliberation and decision-making concerning the governance of the polis.
Citizenship is not merely a legal status but an active role requiring virtue
and commitment to the community’s well-being.

Criteria for Citizenship
The politics of Aristotle reveals that citizenship was limited to free men
who were born to citizen parents and excluded women, slaves, and resident
foreigners. This exclusivity reflects the socio-political realities of
ancient Greece but also underscores Aristotle’s view that political
participation requires certain capacities and responsibilities.

Justice and the Common Good
Justice occupies a crucial place in the politics of Aristotle, where it is
understood as the principle that governs relationships within the polis and
ensures harmony and stability. Aristotle distinguishes between different
types of justice and links them to the idea of the common good.

Distributive and Corrective Justice
Aristotle differentiates between distributive justice, which concerns the
fair allocation of honors, wealth, and resources according to merit, and
corrective justice, which deals with rectifying wrongs in private
transactions. Both forms are essential to maintaining social order and trust.

Justice as a Political Virtue
For Aristotle, justice is more than legal fairness; it is a virtue that
reflects a commitment to the common good. A just polity is one where rulers
govern with the interest of the entire community in mind, balancing diverse
interests to promote collective well-being.



Legacy and Influence of Aristotle’s Political
Thought
The politics of Aristotle has had a lasting impact on political philosophy,
shaping debates about governance, democracy, and civic responsibility for
over two millennia. His analytical approach and ethical considerations
continue to inform contemporary discussions about the nature and purpose of
political institutions.

Influence on Western Political Theory
Aristotle’s classification of governments and emphasis on the common good
influenced Enlightenment thinkers and the development of constitutional
democracies. His ideas about mixed government and the importance of the
middle class remain relevant in modern political analysis.

Continued Relevance
Modern scholars and political theorists revisit the politics of Aristotle to
explore questions of justice, citizenship, and the role of virtue in public
life. His insights into the balance between individual rights and communal
responsibilities provide valuable perspectives in contemporary governance
debates.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of Aristotle's Politics?
The central theme of Aristotle's Politics is the study of the nature,
purpose, and organization of the city-state (polis) and the best forms of
government to achieve the common good.

How does Aristotle define the ideal government in
Politics?
Aristotle defines the ideal government as a polity, a mixed regime combining
elements of democracy and oligarchy, which promotes the common good and
ensures stability and justice.

What are the main types of government according to
Aristotle?
Aristotle categorizes governments into three correct forms: monarchy (rule by
one), aristocracy (rule by few), and polity (rule by many), and their corrupt



counterparts: tyranny, oligarchy, and democracy (which he viewed as mob
rule).

How does Aristotle view the role of citizens in
politics?
Aristotle believes that active participation in politics is a fundamental
duty of citizens, as political engagement is essential for achieving virtue
and the common good.

What is Aristotle's concept of justice in Politics?
Aristotle's concept of justice involves distributive justice, where political
power and resources are distributed proportionally based on merit, and
corrective justice, which aims to rectify wrongs in private transactions.

How does Aristotle's Politics address the issue of
slavery?
Aristotle controversially argues that slavery is a natural institution in
some cases, claiming that some people are slaves by nature and suited to
serve, which reflects the historical context but is widely criticized today.

What is the significance of the middle class in
Aristotle's Politics?
Aristotle emphasizes the importance of a strong and large middle class for
political stability, as it helps prevent the extremes of wealth and poverty
that can lead to conflict and tyranny.

How does Aristotle's Politics influence modern
political theory?
Aristotle's Politics has profoundly influenced modern political theory by
introducing concepts like constitutional government, the role of the middle
class, and the importance of civic participation, laying groundwork for later
democratic ideas.

Additional Resources
1. Aristotle’s Politics: A Critical Guide
This book offers a comprehensive analysis of Aristotle’s *Politics*,
exploring its core themes such as justice, citizenship, and the ideal state.
It engages with contemporary political theory while situating Aristotle’s
ideas within their historical context. The essays also examine the relevance
of Aristotle’s political philosophy for modern democratic theory.



2. The Political Thought of Aristotle
This volume provides an in-depth exploration of Aristotle’s political
philosophy, focusing on his views about the polis, governance, and the role
of virtue in politics. It discusses Aristotle’s classification of governments
and his concept of the best constitution. The book is suitable for readers
seeking a detailed understanding of Aristotle’s political ideas.

3. Aristotle and the Politics of Friendship
Focusing on the role of friendship in Aristotle’s political theory, this book
reveals how personal relationships underpin political communities. It argues
that Aristotle’s concept of philia goes beyond personal bonds to include
civic friendship, which is essential for a stable and just society. The work
connects Aristotle’s ethical and political writings to show their mutual
influence.

4. Reading Aristotle’s Politics Today
This book reinterprets Aristotle’s *Politics* in the light of contemporary
political challenges such as democracy, justice, and civic engagement. It
highlights the enduring significance of Aristotle’s insights and how they can
inform current political debates. The authors bring fresh perspectives to
Aristotle’s analysis of power, citizenship, and the common good.

5. Aristotle’s Ethics and Politics in Dialogue
This text examines the interplay between Aristotle’s *Nicomachean Ethics* and
*Politics*, demonstrating how his ethical theories underpin his political
philosophy. It shows that for Aristotle, the purpose of politics is to create
conditions for human flourishing. The book is ideal for readers interested in
the moral foundations of political life.

6. The Constitution of Athens and Aristotle’s Politics
This book juxtaposes Aristotle’s *Politics* with his work on the
*Constitution of Athens*, offering insights into the practical application of
his political theories. It explores the structure and functioning of the
Athenian democracy as a case study for Aristotle’s political ideas. The
analysis helps readers understand the empirical basis behind Aristotle’s
normative claims.

7. Justice and the Common Good in Aristotle’s Political Thought
This study delves into Aristotle’s conception of justice and how it serves
the common good within the polis. It discusses distributive and corrective
justice and their implications for political organization. The book also
assesses Aristotle’s views on inequality and social harmony in a political
context.

8. Aristotle’s Politics and the Modern State
This book examines the influence of Aristotle’s political philosophy on the
development of modern political institutions and theories. It traces the
reception of Aristotle’s ideas through history and evaluates their impact on
contemporary notions of citizenship, governance, and law. The work bridges
ancient political thought with modern political science.



9. Women and Citizenship in Aristotle’s Politics
This text investigates Aristotle’s views on gender and citizenship,
particularly focusing on the role and status of women in the polis. It
critiques and contextualizes Aristotle’s exclusion of women from full
political participation. The book contributes to feminist interpretations of
classical political philosophy and the ongoing discourse on gender and
politics.
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