Lecture Ten

Aristotle: politics and the good life
The Polis

1. The state is the supreme form of association. 

2. The state aims to foster the good life for its citizens; it aims to develop happiness and virtue.

‘The state came about as a means of securing the good life’ (Bk.I, ii).
‘[E]very state is an association, and… every association is formed with a view to some good purpose. I say ‘good’, because in all their actions men do in fact aim at what they think good. Clearly then, as all associations aim at some good, that association which is the most sovereign among them all and embraces all others will aim highest, i.e. at the most sovereign of all goods. This is the association which we call the state, the association which is ‘political’’ (Bk.I, i)
3. The polis is natural: ‘every state exists by nature, as the earlier associations too were natural’ (Bk.I, ii). The good life and its development is the natural function of the state. The polis then allows man to reach his end – eudaemonia. 

4. ‘Man is by nature a political animal’ (Bk.I, ii). It is natural for man to live in a society. Man lives best in a polis or city-state. Man can only achieve the good life by participating in the state as citizens. 
5. The polis and the smaller associations are seen to share a common goal: ‘for the real difference between man and animals is that humans alone have perception of … just and unjust. It is this sharing of a common view in these matters that makes a household and a state’ (Bk.I, ii). 

6. The polis is seen as a biological organism; just like a body grows and develops so too does the polis (Bk.I, ii).  Individuals or different associations cannot exist separately from the polis. The good of the individual is inseparable from good of society. 

7. Justice and the good of man do not exist independent of the polis. Without law man may be the worst of animals, completely removed from the good life. Virtue and politics then are inseparable. Man achieves full development through participation in the polis. ‘For as man is the best of all animals when he has reached his full development, so he is worst of all when divorced from law and justice… The virtue of justice is a feature of a state; for justice is the arrangement of the political association, and a sense of justice decides what is just’ (Bk.I, ii). 
Practical wisdom and politics
Practical wisdom (phronesis) links Aristotle’s Ethics and his Politics. It is human nature to live in a polis, and it is important that citizens participate in the running of the polis because that gives them the opportunity to exercise practical wisdom which is so central to the good life. 

Six-fold classification of constitutions







One ruler
      Few rulers
                   Many rulers
Right or just constitutions 


Monarchy
        Aristocracy
        Polity

(rule for the common good)

Deviant constitutions



Tyranny
         Oligarchy
        Democracy

(pursue the good of the rulers)
What is the best practical regime?
Democracy – rule of the many and poor. Oligarchy - rule of the few and rich. These constitutions create conflict between the rich and poor sections of society, and as such can result in social and political instability. He favours ‘polity’ as the best practical regime. Polity is a middle ground between democracy and oligarchy. 

‘The superiority of the middle constitution is clear also from the fact that it alone is free from factions. Where the middle element is large, there least of all arise factions and divisions among the citizens. And big states are freer from factions, for this same reason, namely that their middle element is large. In small states it is easy for the whole body of citizens to become divided into two, which leaves no middle at all, and nearly everybody either rich or poor’ (Bk.IV, xi).

The larger the number of middle people, the less likelihood of fragmentation. 

The state is not only a means of regulating society but also provides opportunity for fulfillments of human potential through political activity; i.e. the existence and functioning of the state is a vital component of human nature. All this implies active participation in politics.
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