
Aristotle (384–322 BCE) 
“Man is by nature a political animal.” – Aristotle, Politics 

Aristotle, a brilliant student of Plato, chose a different path by focusing on the real 
world rather than abstract ideals. Unlike Plato, who imagined perfect states, 
Aristotle studied actual cities, constitutions, and civic life.  

His political thought is empirical, comparative, and based on careful observation. 
While Plato distrusted democracy and supported philosopher-kings, Aristotle 
favored moderation and stability in governance.  

He fused ethics and politics, believing that the state's true purpose is to help people 
live a good life. 

Context and Major Works 
Aristotle was born in Stagira, a town in Macedonia, and his early life placed him 
close to both Greek intellectual traditions and monarchical political systems. He 
spent nearly twenty years at Plato’s Academy in Athens, absorbing and debating 
the philosophical ideas of the time.  

Later, his role as tutor to Alexander the Great gave him direct insight into 
monarchical authority and imperial politics, shaping his nuanced views on 
governance.  

After his time at court, Aristotle returned to Athens and founded his own school, the 
Lyceum, where he taught and wrote extensively.  

His writings cover an extraordinary range—from logic and metaphysics to biology, 
ethics, and politics, showcasing his commitment to understanding all aspects of the 
natural and human world. 

Key Political Texts: 

●​ Politics: A detailed and systematic study of various constitutions, forms of 
government, citizenship, and the idea of justice. It reflects Aristotle’s 
empirical method and his aim to find the best practical form of governance. 

●​ Nicomachean Ethics: This work provides the ethical basis of his political 
theory, emphasizing virtue, character, and the idea of eudaimonia or the 
good life, which he believed was the ultimate goal of both the individual and 
the state. 
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Key Themes in Aristotle’s Political 
Thought 
1. Human Nature and the Political Animal 

Aristotle’s famous statement, “man is by nature a political animal”, forms the 
cornerstone of his political philosophy. Unlike other animals driven solely by 
instinct, human beings possess logos—the capacity for reason, reflection, and 
speech.  

This ability enables individuals not only to express needs or emotions, but to 
deliberate on moral concepts such as justice, law, and the common good.  

It is this rational and moral dimension that compels humans to live in organized 
communities, particularly the polis (city-state). 

Aristotle argues that human beings are not self-sufficient in isolation; they reach 
their full potential only in a political community. Therefore, political life is not a 
product of artificial convention or coercion, but the natural condition of human 
existence. 

2. The Evolution of Human Associations 

Aristotle presents a teleological view of society, where all associations evolve 
toward a purpose or end (telos). He explains the development of the polis as a 
natural progression through several stages: 

●​ The Household (Oikos): The most basic unit, formed for the sake of 
reproduction and daily needs. It includes master-slave, husband-wife, and 
parent-child relations. 

●​ The Village (Kome): A collection of households aimed at fulfilling more 
complex needs and economic cooperation. 

●​ The Polis (City-State): The highest form of association, arising for the sake of 
life but existing for the sake of the good life (eu zēn). It enables citizens to 
lead a life of moral and intellectual excellence, making it the telos of all 
associations. 

3. Politics as an Ethical Endeavour 

For Aristotle, politics is inseparable from ethics. It is not just about managing 
power or resolving conflicts—it is about shaping the moral character of citizens.  
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The aim of politics is to promote virtue (aretē) and guide people toward 
eudaimonia, which he defines as a life of rational activity in accordance with 
virtue. 

The lawgiver or statesman must act like a moral architect, crafting laws, 
institutions, and education systems that encourage ethical behavior. For instance: 

●​ Laws should inculcate justice, moderation, and civic responsibility. 

●​ Education should cultivate virtue and a sense of common good. 

●​ Public life should foster civic friendship (philia), dialogue, and participation. 

Unlike Plato, who often envisioned rule by philosopher-kings in an ideal realm, 
Aristotle insists on practical wisdom (phronesis)—a quality rooted in experience 
and moral judgment—as the core trait of a good ruler. 

4. The Polis as a Community of Equals 

Aristotle emphasizes that the polis is a community of free and equal citizens, 
engaged in ruling and being ruled in turn. It is not a tool for exploitation or 
domination, but a shared space for deliberation, justice, and moral education.  

Citizens are defined not by their economic roles, but by their active participation in 
governance and civic life. 

In this vision, freedom is not the absence of restraint, but the ability to live under 
just laws that one has a part in creating. The true test of a political system is 
whether it encourages the moral and intellectual growth of its members.  

Any regime that seeks power for its own sake or neglects virtue ceases to be a true 
polis, and degenerates into tyranny or oligarchy. 

5. Politics as the Highest Practical Science 

Aristotle classifies politics as the master science among practical disciplines, 
because it guides all others—including ethics, economics, and education. Every 
human activity takes place within a political framework, and its success or failure 
depends on the quality of governance. 

●​ A good political system ensures that individual excellence translates into 
collective well-being. 

●​ It aligns private virtue with public good, ensuring that ethics is not confined 
to personal life but embedded in public institutions. 
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●​ Ultimately, it provides the conditions necessary for people to become fully 
human—rational, moral, and socially fulfilled. 

2. The Classification of Governments: 
Aristotle’s Six Forms 
In his seminal work Politics, Aristotle develops a systematic typology of 
governments, rooted in both empirical observation and normative evaluation.  

Unlike Plato’s abstract idealism, Aristotle takes a more practical and comparative 
approach, studying existing constitutions across Greek city-states to identify 
patterns in political organization. 

He classifies governments based on two central criteria: 

1.​ Who holds power: one person, a few people, or the many. 

2.​ For whose benefit they rule: the common good or self-interest. 

This leads to a six-fold classification of regimes: 

Ruler(s) Rule for the Common 
Good 

Rule for Self-Interest 

One Monarchy Tyranny 

Few Aristocracy Oligarchy 

Many Polity Democracy 

 

3. Monarchy and Tyranny: Rule by One 

When a single ruler governs for the benefit of all, Aristotle calls it a monarchy. He 
views this as a noble form, especially when the ruler is virtuous and wise.  

However, it is unstable and prone to degeneration, as concentrated power can easily 
become tyranny—the worst form of government, where the ruler governs solely 
for personal gain, often using force and fear 

4. Aristocracy and Oligarchy: Rule by the Few 
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Rule by a few virtuous and capable citizens constitutes an aristocracy—a 
government based on merit and wisdom. This is not an aristocracy of birth or 
wealth, but of excellence (aretē).  

However, when this group uses power to preserve their own privileges, the system 
decays into an oligarchy, where a small elite dominates the majority, often 
suppressing political equality and public welfare. 

5. Polity and Democracy: Rule by the Many 

The third set in Aristotle’s typology involves rule by the many. When the masses 
rule with a concern for justice and the common good, Aristotle calls this form a 
polity—his most preferred regime.  

It is a mixed constitution, blending elements of democracy (popular 
participation) and oligarchy (respect for merit and property) to ensure balance 
and moderation. 

However, when the many rule in their own interest without regard for law or justice, 
Aristotle uses the term democracy in a negative sense.  

He characterizes this as “mob rule”—a degenerate form where numerical 
majority overrides justice and stability, and demagogues manipulate the masses 
for populist gain. 

6. The Role of the Middle Class 

A crucial insight in Aristotle’s theory is his belief that the middle class is the best 
safeguard of political stability. He argues that the middle class, being moderate in 
wealth, temperament, and ambition, is less likely to be corrupted by power or 
driven by envy or greed.  

In a well-balanced polity, the middle class helps prevent both oligarchic 
domination and democratic excesses, serving as a stabilizing force. 

This makes moderation a central value in Aristotle’s political thought. He believes 
that successful regimes must be built on compromise, balance, and civic virtue, 
rather than extreme wealth or unchecked majority rule. 

7. Legacy and Modern Echoes 

Aristotle’s classification of governments laid the groundwork for later political 
theory, particularly the idea of mixed government and constitutional balance. 
His concept of polity anticipates later thinkers like Polybius, Montesquieu, and the 
framers of the U.S. Constitution, who emphasized checks and balances and the 
separation of powers. 
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For example: 

●​ Montesquieu’s theory of government division into legislative, executive, 
and judicial branches echoes Aristotle’s concern for balancing power. 

●​ The U.S. Constitution’s system of federalism, bicameralism, and judicial 
review reflects a similar effort to prevent tyranny and promote the common 
good. 

●​ Modern democracies often adopt constitutional safeguards, rule of law, and 
civic education, resonating with Aristotle’s belief in governance by reason 
and virtue. 

3. The Best Possible State: A Vision of 
Practical Idealism 
Unlike Plato, who designed an ideal utopian republic governed by 
philosopher-kings, Aristotle adopts a more grounded and pragmatic approach 
to political theory.  

His idea of the best state is not a one-size-fits-all model but a flexible framework 
that varies according to the circumstances, resources, and cultural traits of each 
community.  

This makes Aristotle one of the earliest realists in political thought, emphasizing 
what is possible and sustainable over what is merely ideal. 

Aims of the Ideal State: Virtue, Education, and Civic Life 

For Aristotle, the goal of the state is ethical—to promote virtue (aretē) and enable 
citizens to achieve eudaimonia, or human flourishing. The state should be 
structured to cultivate the moral and intellectual development of its people.  

Four key elements define Aristotle’s vision of the ideal state: 

1.​ Moral Virtue: The state should encourage citizens to live virtuously, not just 
follow rules. 

2.​ Education: A well-designed education system is essential. It must be public, 
state-guided, and focused on forming good character. 

3.​ Civic Participation: The ideal citizen is actively engaged in 
governance—ruling and being ruled in turn. Passive subjects are not truly 
free. 
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4.​ Rule of Law: The state should be governed by laws, not by arbitrary rulers. 
Laws embody reason freed from passion, offering stability, justice, and 
rational governance. 

Thus, Aristotle's best state is a moral community, where institutions are designed 
to shape citizens into good human beings, not merely obedient subjects. 

Realism and Adaptability: The “Second-Best” State 

Aristotle is acutely aware that ideal conditions rarely exist. Societies vary in terms of 
population size, economic structure, geography, and cultural practices. 
Therefore, he emphasizes practical adaptability.  

If the ideal regime (based on virtue and civic harmony) cannot be established, the 
next best option should be adopted—one that balances conflicting interests and 
promotes moderate stability. 

This leads him to endorse the “polity”—a mixed government combining the 
elements of democracy and oligarchy—as the most realistically attainable good 
regime for many city-states.  

His emphasis on pragmatic compromise over dogmatic idealism is a remarkable 
feature of ancient political thought, anticipating later theories of 
constitutionalism and political pluralism. 

Supremacy of Law Over Individuals 

One of Aristotle’s most enduring contributions is his defense of the rule of law. He 
insists that the state should be governed not by personal will, but by laws grounded 
in reason.  

Rulers, being human, are susceptible to emotions, bias, and self-interest, but law, 
as “reason without desire,” offers impartiality and consistency. 

This idea forms the ethical foundation for modern constitutionalism, where laws 
are supreme and apply equally to all—citizens and rulers alike. By subordinating 
power to reasoned law, Aristotle aims to secure justice, accountability, and civic 
trust. 

Aristotle on Slavery: A Problematic Aspect 

One of the most controversial aspects of Aristotle’s political philosophy is his 
theory of natural slavery. He argues that some individuals—those lacking rational 
capacity or deliberative virtue—are “slaves by nature”, suited to be ruled rather 
than rule.  
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He justifies this hierarchy on the grounds that such persons benefit from the 
guidance of rational masters, comparing their role to that of the soul guiding the 
body. 

While Aristotle distinguishes between natural and legal (or conventional) 
slavery, his argument has drawn significant criticism. Modern scholars view this 
as a serious limitation of his otherwise universal ethical philosophy.  

It reflects the historical context and class biases of ancient Greece, where slavery 
was an accepted institution. Nonetheless, his defense of natural slavery stands in 
tension with his broader emphasis on reason, virtue, and human flourishing. 

4. The Doctrine of the Mean: Moderation 
in Ethics and Politics 
At the heart of Aristotle’s ethical and political thought lies the Doctrine of the 
Mean—a principle that advocates for balance, proportion, and moderation in all 
aspects of life. Rooted in his Nicomachean Ethics, this doctrine asserts that virtue 
is found in the “mean”, the intermediate between two extremes: excess and 
deficiency.  

Courage, for instance, is the mean between recklessness and cowardice; generosity 
lies between wastefulness and stinginess. 

But Aristotle does not restrict this principle to individual behavior alone—it 
becomes a guiding philosophy for politics and governance as well. 

Moderation as the Foundation of Just Governance 

Aristotle applies the Doctrine of the Mean to political life by promoting moderate 
and balanced governance. He is wary of political extremism—whether in the 
form of tyrannical autocracy, mob-driven democracy, or oligarchic domination.  

A good political order, for him, is one that avoids these extremes and fosters 
stability, reason, and virtue. 

This is why Aristotle favors the “polity”—a mixed form of government that 
combines democratic and oligarchic features. It reflects the mean between 
excessive rule by the rich (oligarchy) and unchecked rule by the poor (extreme 
democracy). Such a regime is more likely to ensure justice, participation, and 
long-term stability. 

The Role of the Middle Class: Embodiment of the Mean 
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The middle class occupies a central role in Aristotle’s vision of political moderation. 
He argues that this group, being neither excessively rich nor desperately poor, is 
the most likely to act with moderation, civic responsibility, and rationality. Their 
balanced temperament makes them ideal citizens and rulers in a stable polity. 

According to Aristotle: 

“A state aims at being composed, as far as possible, of equals and similars; 
and this condition is most readily found among those who are in the 
middle position.” 

He thus sees the middle class as the embodiment of the mean in political life—free 
from the arrogance of the wealthy and the resentment of the poor. 

Dangers of Extremes: Inequality, Emotion, and Power 
Concentration 

For Aristotle, extremes are the chief enemies of order and justice. He warns that: 

●​ Extreme wealth or poverty breeds class conflict, envy, and civil strife. 

●​ Emotional or populist politics can undermine rational deliberation. 

●​ Over-centralization of power, whether in the hands of a monarch or a 
populist majority, threatens freedom and the rule of law. 

This perspective is especially relevant today, as modern democracies grapple with 
economic inequality, political polarization, and the rise of authoritarian 
populism. Aristotle’s counsel is clear: political systems must be designed to curb 
extremes and cultivate the virtuous mean. 

5. Citizenship and Participation: Who 
Counts as a Citizen? 
Aristotle’s conception of citizenship marks a significant departure from Plato’s more 
hierarchical and philosophically exclusive model. Instead of defining citizenship 
in terms of birth, wealth, or abstract social roles, Aristotle roots it in active 
political participation.  

For him, a citizen is not merely someone who lives in a city-state, but someone 
who takes part in ruling and being ruled. 

This makes Aristotle one of the earliest thinkers to emphasize the centrality of civic 
engagement in political life, laying the foundation for later ideas of republican 
citizenship and participatory democracy. 
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Citizenship as Active Participation 

In Politics (Book III), Aristotle defines a citizen as: 

“One who has a share in ruling and being ruled.” 

This means that citizenship is not defined by property ownership, birthplace, or 
residence, but by one’s role in governance—particularly in deliberative and 
judicial functions.  

Citizens are those who can participate in legislative assemblies, hold public 
office, and serve in courts. In Aristotle’s ideal polis, citizenship is inherently 
active, not passive. 

This definition excludes slaves, women, children, and resident foreigners 
(metics), reflecting the exclusivity of ancient Greek society. However, the 
principle that citizenship is based on public participation—not just social 
status—was revolutionary for its time. 

Good Man vs. Good Citizen: A Philosophical Distinction 

A core distinction in Aristotle’s political thought is between the “good man” and the 
“good citizen”: 

●​ A good man is someone who possesses moral and intellectual virtue, living a 
life of reason and excellence. 

●​ A good citizen, by contrast, is someone who fulfills the duties of 
citizenship—loyalty, obedience to laws, civic participation, and the 
capacity to rule and be ruled. 

In the ideal state, the good citizen and the good man would coincide, but in many 
actual states, they may differ. For instance, in a flawed regime, a loyal citizen may not 
be morally virtuous.  

This distinction shows Aristotle’s realistic understanding of political life: what is 
good for the state may not always be morally ideal. 

The Role of Education in Civic Life 

For Aristotle, education is essential in producing virtuous and capable citizens. 
Civic education must go beyond literacy and numeracy; it must aim to shape 
character, instill public spirit, and train individuals in self-governance. Citizens 
must learn how to deliberate, obey laws, and exercise judgment. 

He strongly advocates for public, state-guided education, arguing that the 
formation of citizens is too important to be left to private discretion. In this, 
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Aristotle anticipates modern debates on civic education, national curricula, and 
public responsibility in moral formation. 

Exclusivity and Limitations: Who Is Left Out? 

Despite his emphasis on participation, Aristotle’s concept of citizenship was limited 
to a small segment of society: 

●​ Women, despite being part of the household economy, were excluded due to 
their perceived emotional nature. 

●​ Slaves were seen as lacking rational autonomy and thus unfit for public life. 

●​ Foreigners and laborers were denied citizenship because they did not 
possess leisure (scholē), which Aristotle considered necessary for civic virtue. 

These exclusions reflect the elitist and patriarchal nature of ancient Greek 
society, and they have drawn widespread criticism from modern scholars. 
Nevertheless, Aristotle’s framework of participatory citizenship has had a 
profound historical legacy. 

6. Influence on Later Thought and 
Traditions 
Aristotle’s political ideas did not fade with the fall of ancient Greece. Instead, they 
traveled across cultures and centuries, shaping the intellectual foundations of 
both medieval philosophy and modern political science. His legacy is truly global. 

Influence on Islamic Thought 

During the Islamic Golden Age, Aristotle’s works were translated into Arabic and 
became cornerstones of Islamic political philosophy. Thinkers like Al-Farabi and 
Averroes (Ibn Rushd) engaged deeply with Aristotle, especially his ideas about: 

●​ Virtuous rulers and the role of ethics in governance 

●​ The importance of law (sharia) as grounded in reason 

●​ Balancing philosophical wisdom with religious obligation 

These scholars did not merely imitate Aristotle—they adapted his thought to fit 
Islamic theology, forming a rich tradition of Islamic Aristotelianism that 
influenced both East and West. 

Christian Synthesis in Medieval Europe 
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In Christian Europe, Thomas Aquinas played a central role in reintroducing 
Aristotle to the West. Aquinas "baptized" Aristotle, integrating his ideas with 
Christian doctrine, particularly: 

●​ The concept of natural law, where human reason discovers moral truths 
grounded in nature 

●​ The view that politics serves the common good, aligning with divine law 

Through Aquinas, Aristotle’s ethics and politics became part of the Scholastic 
tradition, influencing Western law, theology, and governance. 

Foundation for Modern Political Science 

Aristotle is often called the father of political science, especially for his empirical 
method—studying real-world constitutions rather than just imagining ideal ones. 
His classification of governments (monarchy, aristocracy, polity, etc.) forms the 
basis for: 

●​ Comparative politics: understanding how different systems function 

●​ Constitutional theory: examining mixed government, balance, and 
moderation 

Modern political institutions, such as checks and balances or the separation of 
powers, echo Aristotle’s emphasis on moderation, rule of law, and civic 
participation. 

Scholars’ Reflections 

●​ Leo Strauss, a key political philosopher, saw Aristotle as the culmination of 
classical political rationalism—an approach where politics is guided by 
reason, not ideology. 

●​ Martha Nussbaum, a contemporary thinker, draws from Aristotle to build 
her Capabilities Approach—arguing that true human development requires 
both political freedom and ethical flourishing. 

7. Contemporary Relevance: Aristotle 
Today 
In today’s world of polarized politics, democratic fatigue, and ethical confusion, 
Aristotle’s political philosophy is making a strong comeback. His focus on virtue, 
reason, and civic responsibility speaks directly to today’s challenges. 
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Deliberative Democracy 

Modern democratic theorists are revisiting Aristotle’s belief that politics is about 
reasoned discussion (logos), not just voting or opinion polls. This supports ideas of 
deliberative democracy, where citizens: 

●​ Engage in dialogue and debate 

●​ Make decisions based on reason and the common good 

●​ Respect civic virtue over partisan gain 

This approach seeks to restore meaning to democracy beyond 
elections—emphasizing ethical participation. 

Ethical Governance 

Aristotle believed that good rulers must possess virtue, not just technical skill. In 
an age of political scandals and corruption, this idea is being revived in calls for: 

●​ Integrity and character in public life 

●​ Leaders guided by prudence (practical wisdom), not populist impulses 

●​ Public institutions built on trust and accountability 

Even institutions like the World Bank and UNDP echo Aristotle’s views in their 
focus on “good governance,” transparency, and capacity-building. 

Citizenship and Education 

As democracies confront civic apathy, Aristotle’s belief in citizenship as active 
participation is more relevant than ever. Schools and universities are now placing 
emphasis on: 

●​ Civic education that teaches rights and responsibilities 

●​ Character formation, not just academic achievement 

●​ Encouraging youth participation in political processes 

This aligns with Aristotle’s idea that education is essential for nurturing good 
citizens—those who are equipped to rule and be ruled in turn. 

Middle-Class Stability and Political Moderation 
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Modern economists and political theorists are increasingly concerned about the 
erosion of the middle class and the rise of populist extremes. Aristotle’s insight 
that: 

“The middle class is the best guardian of constitutional stability,” 

is echoed today in: 

●​ Policies to reduce wealth inequality 

●​ Strengthening moderate, centrist politics 

●​ Protecting institutions from extremist takeover 

His belief that extremes breed instability remains a powerful warning for 
contemporary democracies. 

Conclusion 

Aristotle's political philosophy remains a cornerstone of Western thought, 
profoundly influencing both ancient and modern political theory. His views on the 
natural basis of politics, where humans are inherently political animals, and his 
emphasis on virtue and civic participation, laid the groundwork for later 
developments in political science and ethics.  

His classification of governments, advocating for moderate governance and 
balance, continues to resonate in contemporary discussions about democracy, 
stability, and good governance. His belief in citizenship as active participation, 
coupled with his insights into middle-class stability, underscores the importance 
of ethical leadership and practical wisdom in today's political systems.  

Despite criticisms of his exclusionary views on slavery and women, Aristotle's 
legacy thrives in modern discourses on deliberative democracy, civic education, 
and political moderation, offering timeless lessons for nurturing just, virtuous 
societies. 

Support Free Education 
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Any amount is appreciated. Thank you for your 
support! 
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