
Introduction
Thornton Lockwood and Thanassis Samaras

Aristotle’s Politics is the second part of what theNicomachean Ethics calls “a
philosophy of human things” (X.9.1181b15). Its analyses range over the
nature of the household, criticisms of previous thinkers and legislators,
the underlying structure of different forms of political organization, the
varieties of different governments, the causes and curatives of political
dissolution or revolution, and the nature of the best political organization.
Scholarship on Aristotle’s Politics in the last twenty-five years – datable,
perhaps, to the eleventh Symposium Aristotelicum (1987),1 which was
devoted to the Politics – has undergone an almost unprecedented resur-
gence. During that period, Anglophone authors alone published over
twenty book-length studies and over ten (either whole or in part) transla-
tions of the Politics; during the same period, seven other collections of
scholarly articles were devoted to topics in the Politics, along with several
hundred journal articles.2 No other work in Aristotle’s corpus – with the
exception of theNicomachean Ethics – has been the object of such scrutiny.
However, whereas the scholars who convened to study the Politics at the
eleventh Symposium Aristotelicum largely came from the academic dis-
cipline of classics, the seeds contained within their works spread to several
cognate fields, perhaps especially philosophy and political theory.
Our critical guide provides a collection of learned articles, all previously

unpublished, that continues the harvest of scholarly insight on the Politics

1 The thirteen papers of the 1987 Symposium Aristotelicum XI are published in whole in Patzig (1990);
several were subsequently republished in Kraut and Skultety (2005). Keyt andMiller (1991) and Lord
and O’Connor (1991) were published in close chronological proximity to the Symposium, and
together the two edited collections included twenty-four chapters (including both previously
published and unpublished works) about the Politics from several different interpretative frame-
works. Two years later, Aubenque and Tordesillas (1993) published twenty-two newly written articles
in French about the Politics. Thus, between 1990 and 1993 (admittedly, an unusually fruitful period in
scholarship on Aristotle’s Politics) almost sixty book chapters were published simply in anthologies.

2 See further Lockwood (2013), which is a fully annotated online bibliography devoted to scholarship
on Aristotle’s Politics.
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and provides a showcase of the state of scholarly reflection on Aristotle’s
Politics from several different disciplines and embracing several different
methodological approaches to the work. The contributors range across the
university disciplines of classics, political science, philosophy, and ancient
history; their approaches can be variously classified as historical-critical,
philological, analytical, theoretical, and even literary. Indeed, at their best,
the chapters in this volume combine several of these approaches and speak to
debates one finds in many of the aforementioned disciplines. Although the
contributors to our volume embrace the highest standards of the various
disciplines to which they speak, homogeneity of opinion about Aristotle’s
Politics is not one of their shared characteristics. In February 2014, one of our
contributors – Eckart Schütrumpf – generously organized and hosted a
conference in Boulder, Colorado, at which many of our chapter authors
presented drafts of their papers (either in person or electronically). Although
presentation, discussion, and debate of the volume’s chapters provided each
author with an excellent chance to reflect upon and defend his or her claims,
the event also made clear the range of disagreement over the interpretation
of Aristotle’s Politics, perhaps especially with respect to its understanding of
justice. Such diversity and disagreement reflects the healthy state of scholar-
ship on the work, a snapshot of which we aim to provide in our edited
volume.
Although the scholars invited to contribute chapters to this book were

free to write upon the topics of their choosing, a somewhat “spontaneous
order” emerged from their papers, which clustered rather evenly around
three central divisions of Politics as a whole (although often with good bits
of spillover). The subject matter of the first two books of Aristotle’s Politics
(the topic of our first four chapters) is pre-political in the sense that those
books take up questions about the material conditions of political life, for
instance, the nature of the household (and its members, including women
and slaves), the nature of property, its accumulation, and its status as a
“private” or “public” good. Books III and IV of the Politics are especially
concerned with articulating the different senses of what Aristotle calls
“politeia” (the topic of our next four chapters), which in its general sense
is variously translated as “constitution,” “regime,” or “citizenship,” but
which is also the term that Aristotle uses for a specific kind of political
institution, usually translated as “polity,” namely one that is both good and
inclusive (characteristics that do not always fit together for allegedly anti-
democratic thinkers such as Aristotle). The remainder of the Politics, Books
IV through VIII, are all concerned with the classification and “improve-
ment” of constitutions (the topic of our final four chapters); but tensions
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emerge because such improvement is at times “pragmatic” and at other
times “idealistic” (and, paradoxically, often both). Let us characterize each
chapter in greater detail.
The first two books of the Politics include some of Aristotle’s most

famous (and subsequently contested) claims and discussions, such as
the claims that humans are political animals possessing logos, that the
polis exists by nature, and that both women and slaves are in some
sense inferior to men by nature. Aristotle also situates his own notion
of the best constitution against the most reputed theoretical and
existing constitutions in his time, including the constitution proposed
by Socrates in Plato’s Republic and the constitution the quasi-mythical
lawgiver Lycurgus bestowed upon the Spartans. In our book’s first chap-
ter, “On logos and politics in Aristotle,” Jill Frank takes up the twin
challenges of both determining what Aristotle means by the notoriously
complicated term logos (sometimes translated as “reason,” “principle,”
“explanatory account”) and elucidating the relationship between the claims
that humans are both “logos beings” and “political animals.” First, Frank
examines Aristotle’s account of logos intrapersonally, in the way he char-
acterizes the interaction of the “having logos” and the “not having logos but
capable of hearing logos” parts of the soul (i.e., the rational and appetitive
parts of the soul); second, she turns to Aristotle’s account of interpersonal
logos, namely the way that persuasive and political speech is characterized
in Aristotle’s Rhetoric; finally, she asks what light intra- and interpersonal
logos shed on the political nature of humans. Frank argues that Aristotle’s
notion of the enthymeme – a form of rhetorical reasoning in which a
speaker both guides and is dependent upon an audience to supply
premises to the speaker’s argument (a form of persuasion Frank identifies
with the middle voice of the Greek verb peithô [“to persuade”] and
entitles “middle-voice persuasion”) – captures what Aristotle thinks is
most characteristic of the human capacity to use logos. Such an account
deflates the abstractness of “reason” in Aristotle’s claims about political
human nature and views the excellent human life as a sort of dynamic
relationship, both within one’s own soul and among one’s fellow citizens.
In the book’s second chapter, “Is politics a natural science?,” Pierre

Pellegrin explores the claims that humans are political animals and that the
city exists by nature by considering the relationship between the principles
and methods of Aristotle’s biological sciences and those of his practical
science. Although Aristotle uses the explanatory scheme of the biological
sciences in Politics I.2, Pellegrin denies that Aristotle’s use of that scheme
calls into question his categorical division between theoretical and practical
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science. Rather, he concludes that although nature provides humans with
what could be called their “biological equipment,” they – unlike any other
natural beings – realize such equipment in practice or actions. As Pellegrin
puts it at one point, “The foundation of a city is surely a practical activity
that has taken place at a givenmoment and that could conceivably not have
taken place. In contrast, there is no bee that has founded the first hive.”
That Aristotle’s household and polis include natural hierarchies or forms

of “rule” (archê) between men and women is problematic not only to
modern egalitarian sentiments, but also within Aristotle’s writings as a
whole, since in some places he likens the relationship between men and
women as approximating a political or reciprocal relationship, but in
others he likens the relationship to a static aristocratic one between natural
superiors and inferiors. In the book’s third chapter, “Political rule over
women in Politics I,” Marguerite Deslauriers elucidates Aristotle’s appar-
ently conflicting claims that rule between men and women is both “poli-
tical” and “aristocratic” by examining both its “metaphysical” status, that
is, what Aristotle says about male and female souls with respect to delib-
eration, and its “functional” status, that is, how Aristotle describes the roles
of men and women in the household. The ambiguity of Aristotle’s char-
acterization of male-female rule in part reflects the ambiguous status of free
women within his political thought. Although women have no political
role outside the household, Aristotle ascribes to them significant delibera-
tive responsibilities and tasks within the household. On a practical level,
Deslauriers concludes that “women’s status would then be analogous (at a
first approximation) to that of those who have a voice but not a vote on a
committee: They would be entitled to express an opinion, and in principle
that opinion should be taken into account by those who do have a vote.”
Before Aristotle turns to his analysis of citizenship and politeia, he

devotes an entire book of the Politics to the examination of both the
theoretical and previously existing constitutions reputed to be well gov-
erned, such as those articulated in Plato’s Republic or Laws or those existing
in Sparta, Crete, and Carthage. In the fourth chapter of the book, “Politics
II: Political critique, political theorizing, political innovation,” Thornton
Lockwood argues that viewing Politics II as a series of disjointed criticisms
of his predecessors loses sight both of the underlying structure of Politics II
as a whole and its substantive political theorizing, which goes beyond mere
criticism. He argues that Politics II includes self-contained philosophical
excurses on the organization of property in a polis, the problem of political
innovation, and the relationship between chance and deliberation.
Although such sustained reflections originate in criticisms of the
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constitutions of the Republic, Hippodamos, and Sparta/Crete, nonetheless
they substantively go beyond those critiques. The theme that unites all
three excurses is the problematic nature of political innovation, namely
that although it is true that political knowledge and expertise advance over
time, innovating or criticizing political institutions has deleterious effects
upon obedience toward those institutions. In such a context, it is especially
surprising that Politics II elevates the constitution of Carthage – a non-
Greek, Phoenician city – above any of its proposed or existing Greek
competitors for the “best” best regime.
One of the central problems running through Politics Books III and IV

concerns the possibility of articulating a political institution that simulta-
neously incorporates human virtue and inclusive civic participation.
Insofar as a polis seeks to promote the well-being of its citizens, it needs
to be based on excellences of character and deliberation; but insofar as a
polis bases participation on such excellences, it raises the bar for civic
involvement and becomes exclusionary. In a word, Aristotle’s solution to
this tension is what he entitles “politeia”; but as is clear from the fifth
chapter in our book, J. J. Mulhern’s “Politeia in Greek literature, inscrip-
tions, and in Aristotle’s Politics: Reflections on translation and interpreta-
tion,” any single word for translating politeia in English is inadequate to
denote all the possible meanings of the term. Based partly on his published
annotated catalogue of 522 occurrences of politeia in the Politics (Mulhern
2014) and partly on a review of the history of the translation of the term,
Mulhern demonstrates both the complexity of the term “politeia” and the
need for the translator-interpreter of Aristotle’s thought to be alert to the
many possible uses and senses of the word. Remarkably, politeia’s original
sense is citizenship, the issue with which Book III begins, but it can also
mean citizen body, arrangement of offices, and regime. Using the same
translation (usually “constitution” or “regime”) in all cases, Mulhern
warns, is likely to attribute to Aristotle an exaggerated emphasis on the
structural element of the politeia and thus to impoverish our understanding
of his thought.
In Chapter 6, “The ‘mixed regime’ in Aristotle’s Politics,” Ryan Balot

offers a multifaceted account of the “mixed regime” or “polity.” Although
he acknowledges that, according to Aristotle’s analysis in the middle books
of the Politics, there are limitations to the degree of political excellence that
this constitutional type can achieve, Balot emphasizes its many positive
qualities: For Aristotle, the “mixed regime” is the best most cities can
realistically hope for, because it ensures stability, it involves citizens who
overcome their class divisions in order to achieve homonoia, it is open to
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government informed by reason, and it gives political expression to what
Ian Morris has named “middling or metrios ideology” (Morris 1996). Far
from being an uneasy and fragile combination of oligarchy and democracy,
Balot concludes, the “mixed regime” is a constitutional form that the
aspiring Aristotelian legislator would be well advised to pursue for its
own sake.
Chapter 7, Thanassis Samaras’s “Aristotle and the question of citizen-

ship,” also focuses on “polity,” that is, the specific kind of constitution that
shares the name of politeia in its general sense and that is typified by the rule
of the many for the common good. Whereas the many who are the ruling
element in this type of politeia are commonly taken to be the same many
who rule in democracy, Samaras argues that they are actually a different,
smaller group: a “middling” class of hoplitai (namely, those able to afford
the requirements of participating in the hoplite military class) and, mostly,
independent farmers. These mesoi are socially and economically distinct
from the majority of the citizens in a democracy. The exclusion of most
native adult males from polity, Samaras claims, makes this constitution
distinct from fourth century BC Greek democracy, which enfranchised all
such persons, including those who did not own property and worked for a
living.
One of the most hotly debated contemporary topics in scholarship on

Aristotle’s Politics concerns the political status of the many and Aristotle’s
discussion of the virtues of collective deliberation in Politics III.11. In
Chapter 8, “Aristotle, political decision making, and the many,”
Christopher Bobonich provides a detailed close reading of III.11, which
offers Aristotle’s most positive assessment of the abilities of the many
anywhere in his corpus. Bobonich notices that not only does the depiction
of the many in Politics III.11 contradict many other passages in Aristotle,
but it is philosophically difficult to determine its main point. By focusing
on the analogies used in III.11, Bobonich carefully examines their philoso-
phical consequences, and concludes that this chapter is “a curious text
indeed”: the arguments that can be developed out of Aristotle’s analogies
do not clearly support his optimistic appraisal of the abilities of the many.
The final four chapters in our book cluster around a pair of overlapping

perennial problems in Aristotle scholarship: On the one hand, the “empiri-
cal” books of Politics IV through VI, which focus upon actual and historical
constitutions, seem in tension with the “ideal” books of Politics VII and
VIII, which focus on the best regime.3 On the other hand, the Politics at

3 See, for instance, Barker (1946), Jaeger (1948), Lord (1981), Rowe (1991), and Pellegrin (1996).
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times exhibits a tension between the promotion of political stability –
regardless of whether a constitution is good or bad – and the promotion of
justice, virtue, and as much citizen well-being as possible.4 Both problems
emerge out of the complicated and indeed even problematic nature (or
perhaps natures) of justice in the Politics. Chapter 9, Eckart Schütrumpf’s
“Little to do with justice: Aristotle on distributing political power,” serves
as a good introduction to this grouping of papers by calling into question
whether dikaiosunê, namely the ethical virtue of Nicomachean Ethics Book
V, which is usually translated as “justice,” does any significant work in
Aristotle’s Politics (as contrasted with “what is just” or dikaion, which is
invoked in the Politics, albeit problematically). Schütrumpf pays close
attention to the different arguments that are offered throughout Politics
III.9–13 about contested claims to political participation, and shows con-
vincingly that the text undermines interpretations that read the passage as a
debate on “distributive justice.” Both the many and the wealthy have
legitimate claims to participate in a polis that escape the framework of
merit-based notions of distributive justice.
If Schütrumpf challenges the reader’s presuppositions about the place of

justice in the Politics, our tenth chapter, Arlene Saxonhouse’s “Aristotle on
the corruption of regimes: Resentment and justice” challenges the optimistic
reader’s presuppositions about the possibility of political improvement in
Aristotle’s Politics. Like Schütrumpf, Saxonhouse finds Aristotle’s discussion
of irresolvable claims to political participation in Politics III.9–13 to be crucial
to understanding the work as a whole, especially her focus text, which is the
account of regime transformation (both decay and amelioration) in Politics
V. At one point she writes, “The imprecision of knowing what one deserves
and multiple possible claims mean some will always feel the prick of exclu-
sion. And since no one is satisfied when deprived of the honors one thinks
one deserves, unrest always lies just beneath the surface.” Saxonhouse
shows the close connections between Politics III and V, and ultimately
concludes by suggesting that Aristotle finds more hope for stability in
inter-polis relations than in intra-polis disagreements.
If Schütrumpf and Saxonhouse together present a perspective on the

Politics that focuses upon the disagreements and dissents that are so central
to the analyses in Politics III, IV, and V, the chapters by Pierre Destrée and
Josiah Ober together present a perspective on the Politics that places greater
weight on its discussion of the best regime as a guide to institutional

4 See Kahn (1990) for a classic statement of the problem. The contrast is perhaps clearest in the
different “Aristotelian” interpretations of Yack (1993) and Miller (1995).
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reform. In Chapter 11, “Aristotle on improving imperfect cities,” Destrée
argues that implicit in practical science – which, as EN I.2 (1094b5–9)
notes, has as its aim the human good (both for the individual and the
polis) – is an orientation (indeed, perhaps even a duty) toward improving
one’s own polis, with improvement understood not solely to consist in
stability. Such improvement, Destrée continues, cannot avoid operating
without some sort of “best regime” as the constitution that is most con-
stitutive of its citizens’ well-being. Thus orientated toward the purpose of
the best regime in the Politics, Destrée focuses his analytical attention on
the controverted program for the different aims of political science in
Politics IV.1 and the “physical trainer” metaphor that Aristotle uses to
illuminate it. His chapter concludes with a careful reading of Aristotle’s
“advice” to a tyrant in Politics V.10–11 – advice that after his close exam-
ination looks much less Machiavellian.
Certainly one reason that thoughtful readers of Aristotle’s Politics can

arrive at such divergent views of its contents is the work’s interweaving of
actual fifth- and fourth-century polis history (which often chronicles gritty
intrapolis conflict and stasis) and a natural teleology claiming that a human
being, when perfected, is the best of all animals (although also the worst of
all animals when separated from law and justice [I.2, 1253a31–33]). In our
book’s final chapter, “Nature, history, and Aristotle’s best possible regime,”
Josiah Ober takes up the problem of nature and history in Aristotle’s
Politics and argues that “the best possible polis described in Politics VII
and VIII is the telos of the natural polis of Book I, outfitted with institu-
tions by a legislator who has employed the empirical evidence of the history
of real poleis.”His chapter is thus a capstone and fitting conclusion to our
volume in two ways: Ober brings together and synthesizes discussions from
all three parts of the Politics, which we have described above, but he also
takes a stand – a stand that is well aware of alternative interpretations – on
one of the most contentious questions in our book, namely the tension
between the pragmatic and idealistic strands in Aristotle’s thought. If the
reader of our book is left with more questions than answers, surely she will
better understand those questions and possess exempla of how one might
begin to answer them.
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chapter 1

On logos and politics in Aristotle
Jill Frank

It is not uncommon to take Aristotle’s political philosophy to be
“founded” on a “principle of natural rule” (Miller 2013: 39, emphasis in
original), according to which, as Aristotle puts it, “Whenever a number of
constituents . . . are combined into one common thing (hen ti koinon), a
ruling element and a ruled (archomenon) element appear and this char-
acteristic of living things is an outcome of nature” (Pol. 1254a28–33). It is
also not uncommon to take this “principle of natural rule” to lead to
something like “the principle of the rule of reason” (Miller 2013: 39,
emphasis in original), and from there to “levels of natural rule” based on
the relative “effective deliberative capabilit[ies]” of ruler and ruled (Miller
2013: 45–46).
Support for this reading of Aristotle’s political philosophy is sometimes

drawn from Aristotle’s invocation of a passage from Hesiod’s Works and
Days to describe the appropriate judge and practitioner of the art of
politics (politikê) and also the intended audience of his study of politikê:
“He is best of all who thinks out everything for himself (autos panta
noêsê[i]), while he too is worthy who is persuaded by another speaking
well (eu eiponti pithêtai); but he who neither thinks for himself nor takes
to heart what he hears from another (mêt’ autos noeê[i] mêt’ allou akouôn /
en thumô[i] ballêtai) is a worthless man” (EN 1095b10–13, quoting Hes.
WD 293–296). Aristotle’s endorsement of Hesiod’s taxonomy, it is
argued, shows that he defends “a class structure of human beings”
based on “how one comes to understand. This is a distinction among
different natures” (Burger 2008: 21).
“Reason” in “the rule of reason” and “how one comes to understand” in

the previous quotations translate the Greek logos and/or nous.1 My focus in
this essay is on logos, whose centrality to Aristotle’s account of politikê is

1 For Miller (2013), reason sometimes translates nous (39) and sometimes logos (40). Burger (2008)
speaks sometimes of “how one comes to understand” (21) and sometimes, as we will see later, of
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evidenced by his dual description of the human being as a political being
(zô[i]on politikon) (Pol. 1253a7) and also as the being with logos (zô[i]on
logon echon) (Pol. 1253a10–11, 1332b5–6, Rh. 1355b3), and by his claim that
being led by logos is distinctive of the appropriate student of politikê (EN
1095a10–12), the one positioned to judge well with respect to the political
(EN 1095a4–6), and the one positioned to take his study of politikê in its
proper spirit (EN 1095a12–13). Logos and politikê are thus bound together in
Aristotle’s political thought, to be sure.
Reading that relation as justifying a class structure of human beings

based in nature, understood as what sorts people into fixed classes, con-
founds rather than clarifies Aristotle’s study of politics, however. For then
the one led by logos, being able, in Hesiod’s terms, to “[think] out every-
thing for himself,” turns out to have no use for that study.With the one led
by pathos unsuitable as well, being unable, in Hesiod’s terms, to “be
persuaded by another speaking well” or to “take to heart what he hears
from another,” Aristotle’s study of politikê becomes a “work for nobody”
(Burger 2008: 4).2 And the only suitable practitioner and judge of politikê is
the one who, in virtue of his logos, is a law unto himself (Pol. 1284a14).
It is true that Aristotle authorizes the regime of absolute kingship

under certain limited conditions (Pol. 1287b37–1288a30). He also
endorses cities in which “citizens rule and are ruled in turn (or by part,
to ana meros toinun hôsautôs)” (Pol. 1287a18–20, 1332b16–27). He claims,
moreover, that his study of politikê is about how to become good (EN
1103b26–30). Aristotle’s interests in the possibilities of rotational rule and
ethical change over time suggest that his political philosophy – both his
study of politikê and his account of its practice – seeks less to sort out
already established “classes of its complex audience” (Burger 2008: 4) or
to hierarchize human beings into fixed ethical and political registers
(Miller 2013: 38), both of which suppose that human beings and their
capabilities are set, than to explore, and to guide change in the direction
of what is good for human beings. This, in turn, implies, as I have argued
elsewhere, an understanding of human nature as dynamic not static.3

“mind” (182), both of which translate nous, and sometimes of “reasoning” (21), “rationality,” or
“speech” (19, 41–43, 182), which translate logos. The Hesiod passage speaks of nous.

2 Burger (2008) highlights and responds to the “paradoxical” (3) nature of Aristotle’s invitation to his
“multi-layered audience” (21) by putting his ethical and political writings into an immensely
illuminating dialogue with Plato’s Socrates with a view to creating the “perplexity” that might orient
a reader to seek “‘the why’ beyond ‘the that’ of his moral education” (4).

3 See Frank (2004).
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