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He who would inquire into the essence and attributes of various kinds of governments must first of
all determine 'What is a state?' At present this is a disputed question.  Some say that the state has
done a certain act; others, no, not the state, but the oligarchy or the tyrant.  And the legislator or
statesman is concerned entirely with the state; a constitution or government being an arrangement
of the inhabitants of a state.  But a state is composite, like any other whole made up of many parts;
these are the citizens, who compose it.  It is evident, therefore, that we must begin by asking, Who
is the citizen, and what is the meaning of the term?  For here again there may be a difference of
opinion.  He who is a citizen in a democracy will often not be a citizen in an oligarchy.  Leaving out
of consideration those who have been made citizens, or who have obtained the name of citizen any
other accidental manner, we may say, first, that a citizen is not a citizen because he lives in a certain
place, for resident aliens and slaves share in the place; nor is he a citizen who has no legal right
except that of suing and being sued; for this right may be enjoyed under the provisions of a treaty.
Nay, resident aliens in many places do not possess even such rights completely, for they are obliged
to have a patron, so that they do but imperfectly participate in citizenship, and we call them citizens
only in a qualified sense, as we might apply the term to children who are too young to be on the
register, or to old men who have been relieved from state duties.  Of these we do not say quite
simply that they are citizens, but add in the one case that they are not of age, and in the other, that
they are past the age, or something of that sort; the precise expression is immaterial, for our meaning
is clear.  

Similar difficulties to those which I have mentioned may be raised and answered about deprived
citizens and about exiles.  But the citizen whom we are seeking to define is a citizen in the strictest
sense, against whom no such exception can be taken, and his special characteristic is that he shares
in the administration of justice, and in offices.  Now of offices some are discontinuous, and the same
persons are not allowed to hold them twice, or can only hold them after a fixed interval; others have
no limit of time- for example, the office of a dicast or ecclesiast.  It may, indeed, be argued that these
are not magistrates at all, and that their functions give them no share in the government.  But surely
it is ridiculous to say that those who have the power do not govern.  Let us not dwell further upon
this, which is a purely verbal question; what we want is a common term including both dicast and
ecclesiast.  Let us, for the sake of distinction, call it 'indefinite office,' and we will assume that those
who share in such office are citizens.  This is the most comprehensive definition of a citizen, and
best suits all those who are generally so called. 

* * * * * 
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Part IV 

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. 

* * * * *

Part V 

There still remains one more question about the citizen:  Is he only a true citizen who has a share
of office, or is the mechanic to be included?  If they who hold no office are to be deemed citizens,
not every citizen can have this virtue of ruling and obeying; for this man is a citizen And if none of
the lower class are citizens, in which part of the state are they to be placed?  For they are not resident
aliens, and they are not foreigners.  May we not reply, that as far as this objection goes there is no
more absurdity in excluding them than in excluding slaves and freedmen from any of the above-
mentioned classes?  It must be admitted that we cannot consider all those to be citizens who are
necessary to the existence of the state; for example, children are not citizen equally with grown-up
men, who are citizens absolutely, but children, not being grown up, are only citizens on a certain
assumption.  Nay, in ancient times, and among some nations the artisan class were slaves or
foreigners, and therefore the majority of them are so now.  The best form of state will not admit
them to citizenship; but if they are admitted, then our definition of the virtue of a citizen will not
apply to every citizen nor to every free man as such, but only to those who are freed from necessary
services.  The necessary people are either slaves who minister to the wants of individuals, or
mechanics and laborers who are the servants of the community.  These reflections carried a little
further will explain their position; and indeed what has been said already is of itself, when
understood, explanation enough. 

Since there are many forms of government there must be many varieties of citizen and especially
of citizens who are subjects; so that under some governments the mechanic and the laborer will be
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citizens, but not in others, as, for example, in aristocracy or the so-called government of the best (if
there be such an one), in which honors are given according to virtue and merit; for no man can
practice virtue who is living the life of a mechanic or laborer.  In oligarchies the qualification for
office is high, and therefore no laborer can ever be a citizen; but a mechanic may, for an actual
majority of them are rich.  At Thebes there was a law that no man could hold office who had not
retired from business for ten years.  But in many states the law goes to the length of admitting aliens;
for in some democracies a man is a citizen though his mother only be a citizen; and a similar
principle is applied to illegitimate children; the law is relaxed when there is a dearth of population.
But when the number of citizens increases, first the children of a male or a female slave are
excluded; then those whose mothers only are citizens; and at last the right of citizenship is confined
to those whose fathers and mothers are both citizens.  

Hence, as is evident, there are different kinds of citizens; and he is a citizen in the highest sense who
shares in the honors of the state.  Compare Homer's words, 'like some dishonored stranger'; he who
is excluded from the honors of the state is no better than an alien.  But when his exclusion is
concealed, then the object is that the privileged class may deceive their fellow inhabitants.  

As to the question whether the virtue of the good man is the same as that of the good citizen, the
considerations already adduced prove that in some states the good man and the good citizen are the
same, and in others different.  When they are the same it is not every citizen who is a good man, but
only the statesman and those who have or may have, alone or in conjunction with others, the conduct
of public affairs. 

* * * * *

Part X 

There is also a doubt as to what is to be the supreme power in the state:  Is it the multitude?  Or the
wealthy?  Or the good?  Or the one best man?  Or a tyrant?  Any of these alternatives seems to
involve disagreeable consequences.  If the poor, for example, because they are more in number,
divide among themselves the property of the rich- is not this unjust?  No, by heaven (will be the
reply), for the supreme authority justly willed it.  But if this is not injustice, pray what is?  Again,
when in the first division all has been taken, and the majority divide anew the property of the
minority, is it not evident, if this goes on, that they will ruin the state?  Yet surely, virtue is not the
ruin of those who possess her, nor is justice destructive of a state; and therefore this law of
confiscation clearly cannot be just.  If it were, all the acts of a tyrant must of necessity be just; for
he only coerces other men by superior power, just as the multitude coerce the rich.  But is it just then
that the few and the wealthy should be the rulers?  And what if they, in like manner, rob and plunder
the people- is this just?  if so, the other case will likewise be just.  But there can be no doubt that all
these things are wrong and unjust. 
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Then ought the good to rule and have supreme power?  But in that case everybody else, being
excluded from power, will be dishonored.  For the offices of a state are posts of honor; and if one
set of men always holds them, the rest must be deprived of them.  Then will it be well that the one
best man should rule?  Nay, that is still more oligarchical, for the number of those who are
dishonored is thereby increased.  Some one may say that it is bad in any case for a man, subject as
he is to all the accidents of human passion, to have the supreme power, rather than the law.  But
what if the law itself be democratical or oligarchical, how will that help us out of our difficulties?
Not at all; the same consequences will follow. 

Part XI 

Most of these questions may be reserved for another occasion.  The principle that the multitude
ought to be supreme rather than the few best is one that is maintained, and, though not free from
difficulty, yet seems to contain an element of truth.  For the many, of whom each individual is but
an ordinary person, when they meet together may very likely be better than the few good, if regarded
not individually but collectively, just as a feast to which many contribute is better than a dinner
provided out of a single purse.  For each individual among the many has a share of virtue and
prudence, and when they meet together, they become in a manner one man, who has many feet, and
hands, and senses; that is a figure of their mind and disposition.  Hence the many are better judges
than a single man of music and poetry; for some understand one part, and some another, and among
them they understand the whole.  There is a similar combination of qualities in good men, who differ
from any individual of the many, as the beautiful are said to differ from those who are not beautiful,
and works of art from realities, because in them the scattered elements are combined, although, if
taken separately, the eye of one person or some other feature in another person would be fairer than
in the picture.  

Whether this principle can apply to every democracy, and to all bodies of men, is not clear.  Or
rather, by heaven, in some cases it is impossible of application; for the argument would equally hold
about brutes; and wherein, it will be asked, do some men differ from brutes?  But there may be
bodies of men about whom our statement is nevertheless true.  And if so, the difficulty which has
been already raised, and also another which is akin to it -viz., what power should be assigned to the
mass of freemen and citizens, who are not rich and have no personal merit- are both solved.  There
is still a danger in aflowing them to share the great offices of state, for their folly will lead them into
error, and their dishonesty into crime.  But there is a danger also in not letting them share, for a state
in which many poor men are excluded from office will necessarily be full of enemies.  The only way
of escape is to assign to them some deliberative and judicial functions.  For this reason Solon and
certain other legislators give them the power of electing to offices, and of calling the magistrates to
account, but they do not allow them to hold office singly.  When they meet together their perceptions
are quite good enough, and combined with the better class they are useful to the state (just as impure
food when mixed with what is pure sometimes makes the entire mass more wholesome than a small
quantity of the pure would be), but each individual, left to himself, forms an imperfect judgment.



Government by the Middle Class -  5

On the other hand, the popular form of government involves certain difficulties.  In the first place,
it might be objected that he who can judge of the healing of a sick man would be one who could
himself heal his disease, and make him whole- that is, in other words, the physician; and so in all
professions and arts.  As, then, the physician ought to be called to account by physicians, so ought
men in general to be called to account by their peers.  But physicians are of three kinds:  there is the
ordinary practitioner, and there is the physician of the higher class, and thirdly the intelligent man
who has studied the art:  in all arts there is such a class; and we attribute the power of judging to
them quite as much as to professors of the art.  Secondly, does not the same principle apply to
elections?  For a right election can only be made by those who have knowledge; those who know
geometry, for example, will choose a geometrician rightly, and those who know how to steer, a pilot;
and, even if there be some occupations and arts in which private persons share in the ability to
choose, they certainly cannot choose better than those who know.  So that, according to this
argument, neither the election of magistrates, nor the calling of them to account, should be entrusted
to the many.  Yet possibly these objections are to a great extent met by our old answer, that if the
people are not utterly degraded, although individually they may be worse judges than those who
have special knowledge- as a body they are as good or better.  Moreover, there are some arts whose
products are not judged of solely, or best, by the artists themselves, namely those arts whose
products are recognized even by those who do not possess the art; for example, the knowledge of
the house is not limited to the builder only; the user, or, in other words, the master, of the house will
be even a better judge than the builder, just as the pilot will judge better of a rudder than the
carpenter, and the guest will judge better of a feast than the cook. 

This difficulty seems now to be sufficiently answered, but there is another akin to it.  That inferior
persons should have authority in greater matters than the good would appear to be a strange thing,
yet the election and calling to account of the magistrates is the greatest of all.  And these, as I was
saying, are functions which in some states are assigned to the people, for the assembly is supreme
in all such matters.  Yet persons of any age, and having but a small property qualification, sit in the
assembly and deliberate and judge, although for the great officers of state, such as treasurers and
generals, a high qualification is required.  This difficulty may be solved in the same manner as the
preceding, and the present practice of democracies may be really defensible.  For the power does
not reside in the dicast, or senator, or ecclesiast, but in the court, and the senate, and the assembly,
of which individual senators, or ecclesiasts, or dicasts, are only parts or members.  And for this
reason the many may claim to have a higher authority than the few; for the people, and the senate,
and the courts consist of many persons, and their property collectively is greater than the property
of one or of a few individuals holding great offices.  But enough of this. 

The discussion of the first question shows nothing so clearly as that laws, when good, should be
supreme; and that the magistrate or magistrates should regulate those matters only on which the laws
are unable to speak with precision owing to the difficulty of any general principle embracing all
particulars.  But what are good laws has not yet been clearly explained; the old difficulty remains.
The goodness or badness, justice or injustice, of laws varies of necessity with the constitutions of
states.  This, however, is clear, that the laws must be adapted to the constitutions.  But if so, true
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forms of government will of necessity have just laws, and perverted forms of government will have
unjust laws.

Part XII 

In all sciences and arts the end is a good, and the greatest good and in the highest degree a good in
the most authoritative of all- this is the political science of which the good is justice, in other words,
the common interest.  All men think justice to be a sort of equality; and to a certain extent they agree
in the philosophical distinctions which have been laid down by us about Ethics.  For they admit that
justice is a thing and has a relation to persons, and that equals ought to have equality.  But there still
remains a question:  equality or inequality of what?  Here is a difficulty which calls for political
speculation.  For very likely some persons will say that offices of state ought to be unequally
distributed according to superior excellence, in whatever respect, of the citizen, although there is no
other difference between him and the rest of the community; for that those who differ in any one
respect have different rights and claims.  But, surely, if this is true, the complexion or height of a
man, or any other advantage, will be a reason for his obtaining a greater share of political rights.
The error here lies upon the surface, and may be illustrated from the other arts and sciences.  When
a number of flute players are equal in their art, there is no reason why those of them who are better
born should have better flutes given to them; for they will not play any better on the flute, and the
superior instrument should be reserved for him who is the superior artist.  If what I am saying is still
obscure, it will be made clearer as we proceed.  For if there were a superior flute-player who was
far inferior in birth and beauty, although either of these may be a greater good than the art of flute-
playing, and may excel flute-playing in a greater ratio than he excels the others in his art, still he
ought to have the best flutes given to him, unless the advantages of wealth and birth contribute to
excellence in flute-playing, which they do not.  Moreover, upon this principle any good may be
compared with any other.

Book IV

Part IV

It must not be assumed, as some are fond of saying, that democracy is simply that form of
government in which the greater number are sovereign, for in oligarchies, and indeed in every
government, the majority rules; nor again is oligarchy that form of government in which a few are
sovereign.  Suppose the whole population of a city to be 1300, and that of these 1000 are rich, and
do not allow the remaining 300 who are poor, but free, and in an other respects their equals, a share
of the government- no one will say that this is a democracy.  In like manner, if the poor were few
and the masters of the rich who outnumber them, no one would ever call such a government, in
which the rich majority have no share of office, an oligarchy.  Therefore we should rather say that
democracy is the form of government in which the free are rulers, and oligarchy in which the rich;
it is only an accident that the free are the many and the rich are the few.  Otherwise a government
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in which the offices were given according to stature, as is said to be the case in Ethiopia, or
according to beauty, would be an oligarchy; for the number of tall or good-looking men is small.
And yet oligarchy and democracy are not sufficiently distinguished merely by these two
characteristics of wealth and freedom.  Both of them contain many other elements, and therefore we
must carry our analysis further, and say that the government is not a democracy in which the
freemen, being few in number, rule over the many who are not free, as at Apollonia, on the Ionian
Gulf, and at Thera; (for in each of these states the nobles, who were also the earliest settlers, were
held in chief honor, although they were but a few out of many).  Neither is it a democracy when the
rich have the government because they exceed in number; as was the case formerly at Colophon,
where the bulk of the inhabitants were possessed of large property before the Lydian War.  But the
form of government is a democracy when the free, who are also poor and the majority, govern, and
an oligarchy when the rich and the noble govern, they being at the same time few in number. 

* * * *

Of forms of democracy first comes that which is said to be based strictly on equality.  In such a
democracy the law says that it is just for the poor to have no more advantage than the rich; and that
neither should be masters, but both equal.  For if liberty and equality, as is thought by some, are
chiefly to be found in democracy, they will be best attained when all persons alike share in the
government to the utmost.  And since the people are the majority, and the opinion of the majority
is decisive, such a government must necessarily be a democracy.  Here then is one sort of
democracy.  There is another, in which the magistrates are elected according to a certain property
qualification, but a low one; he who has the required amount of property has a share in the
government, but he who loses his property loses his rights.  Another kind is that in which all the
citizens who are under no disqualification share in the government, but still the law is supreme.  In
another, everybody, if he be only a citizen, is admitted to the government, but the law is supreme
as before.  A fifth form of democracy, in other respects the same, is that in which, not the law, but
the multitude, have the supreme power, and supersede the law by their decrees.  This is a state of
affairs brought about by the demagogues.  For in democracies which are subject to the law the best
citizens hold the first place, and there are no demagogues; but where the laws are not supreme, there
demagogues spring up.  For the people becomes a monarch, and is many in one; and the many have
the power in their hands, not as individuals, but collectively.  Homer says that 'it is not good to have
a rule of many,' but whether he means this corporate rule, or the rule of many individuals, is
uncertain.  At all events this sort of democracy, which is now a monarch, and no longer under the
control of law, seeks to exercise monarchical sway, and grows into a despot; the flatterer is held in
honor; this sort of democracy being relatively to other democracies what tyranny is to other forms
of monarchy.  The spirit of both is the same, and they alike exercise a despotic rule over the better
citizens.  The decrees of the demos correspond to the edicts of the tyrant; and the demagogue is to
the one what the flatterer is to the other.  Both have great power; the flatterer with the tyrant, the
demagogue with democracies of the kind which we are describing.  The demagogues make the
decrees of the people override the laws, by referring all things to the popular assembly.  And
therefore they grow great, because the people have an things in their hands, and they hold in their
hands the votes of the people, who are too ready to listen to them.  Further, those who have any
complaint to bring against the magistrates say, 'Let the people be judges'; the people are too happy
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to accept the invitation; and so the authority of every office is undermined.  Such a democracy is
fairly open to the objection that it is not a constitution at all; for where the laws have no authority,
there is no constitution.  The law ought to be supreme over all, and the magistracies should judge
of particulars, and only this should be considered a constitution.  So that if democracy be a real form
of government, the sort of system in which all things are regulated by decrees is clearly not even a
democracy in the true sense of the word, for decrees relate only to particulars. 

* * * * *

Part XI 

We have now to inquire what is the best constitution for most states, and the best life for most men,
neither assuming a standard of virtue which is above ordinary persons, nor an education which is
exceptionally favored by nature and circumstances, nor yet an ideal state which is an aspiration only,
but having regard to the life in which the majority are able to share, and to the form of government
which states in general can attain.  As to those aristocracies, as they are called, of which we were
just now speaking, they either lie beyond the possibilities of the greater number of states, or they
approximate to the so-called constitutional government, and therefore need no separate discussion.
And in fact the conclusion at which we arrive respecting all these forms rests upon the same
grounds.  For if what was said in the Ethics is true, that the happy life is the life according to virtue
lived without impediment, and that virtue is a mean, then the life which is in a mean, and in a mean
attainable by every one, must be the best.  And the same the same principles of virtue and vice are
characteristic of cities and of constitutions; for the constitution is in a figure the life of the city.  

Now in all states there are three elements:  one class is very rich, another very poor, and a third in
a mean.  It is admitted that moderation and the mean are best, and therefore it will clearly be best
to possess the gifts of fortune in moderation; for in that condition of life men are most ready to
follow rational principle.  But he who greatly excels in beauty, strength, birth, or wealth, or on the
other hand who is very poor, or very weak, or very much disgraced, finds it difficult to follow
rational principle.  Of these two the one sort grow into violent and great criminals, the others into
rogues and petty rascals.  And two sorts of offenses correspond to them, the one committed from
violence, the other from roguery.  Again, the middle class is least likely to shrink from rule, or to
be over-ambitious for it; both of which are injuries to the state.  Again, those who have too much
of the goods of fortune, strength, wealth, friends, and the like, are neither willing nor able to submit
to authority.  The evil begins at home; for when they are boys, by reason of the luxury in which they
are brought up, they never learn, even at school, the habit of obedience.  On the other hand, the very
poor, who are in the opposite extreme, are too degraded.  So that the one class cannot obey, and can
only rule despotically; the other knows not how to command and must be ruled like slaves.  Thus
arises a city, not of freemen, but of masters and slaves, the one despising, the other envying; and
nothing can be more fatal to friendship and good fellowship in states than this:  for good fellowship
springs from friendship; when men are at enmity with one another, they would rather not even share
the same path.  But a city ought to be composed, as far as possible, of equals and similars; and these
are generally the middle classes.  Wherefore the city which is composed of middle-class citizens is
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necessarily best constituted in respect of the elements of which we say the fabric of the state
naturally consists.  And this is the class of citizens which is most secure in a state, for they do not,
like the poor, covet their neighbors' goods; nor do others covet theirs, as the poor covet the goods
of the rich; and as they neither plot against others, nor are themselves plotted against, they pass
through life safely.  Wisely then did Phocylides pray- 'Many things are best in the mean; I desire to
be of a middle condition in my city.' 

Thus it is manifest that the best political community is formed by citizens of the middle class, and
that those states are likely to be well-administered in which the middle class is large, and stronger
if possible than both the other classes, or at any rate than either singly; for the addition of the middle
class turns the scale, and prevents either of the extremes from being dominant.  Great then is the
good fortune of a state in which the citizens have a moderate and sufficient property; for where some
possess much, and the others nothing, there may arise an extreme democracy, or a pure oligarchy;
or a tyranny may grow out of either extreme- either out of the most rampant democracy, or out of
an oligarchy; but it is not so likely to arise out of the middle constitutions and those akin to them.
I will explain the reason of this hereafter, when I speak of the revolutions of states.  The mean
condition of states is clearly best, for no other is free from faction; and where the middle class is
large, there are least likely to be factions and dissensions.  For a similar reason large states are less
liable to faction than small ones, because in them the middle class is large; whereas in small states
it is easy to divide all the citizens into two classes who are either rich or poor, and to leave nothing
in the middle.  And democracies are safer and more permanent than oligarchies, because they have
a middle class which is more numerous and has a greater share in the government; for when there
is no middle class, and the poor greatly exceed in number, troubles arise, and the state soon comes
to an end.  A proof of the superiority of the middle dass is that the best legislators have been of a
middle condition; for example, Solon, as his own verses testify; and Lycurgus, for he was not a king;
and Charondas, and almost all legislators. 

These considerations will help us to understand why most governments are either democratical or
oligarchical.  The reason is that the middle class is seldom numerous in them, and whichever party,
whether the rich or the common people, transgresses the mean and predominates, draws the
constitution its own way, and thus arises either oligarchy or democracy.  There is another reason-
the poor and the rich quarrel with one another, and whichever side gets the better, instead of
establishing a just or popular government, regards political supremacy as the prize of victory, and
the one party sets up a democracy and the other an oligarchy.  Further, both the parties which had
the supremacy in Hellas looked only to the interest of their own form of government, and established
in states, the one, democracies, and the other, oligarchies; they thought of their own advantage, of
the public not at all.  For these reasons the middle form of government has rarely, if ever, existed,
and among a very few only.  One man alone of all who ever ruled in Hellas was induced to give this
middle constitution to states.  But it has now become a habit among the citizens of states, not even
to care about equality; all men are seeking for dominion, or, if conquered, are willing to submit. 
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What then is the best form of government, and what makes it the best, is evident; and of other
constitutions, since we say that there are many kinds of democracy and many of oligarchy, it is not
difficult to see which has the first and which the second or any other place in the order of excellence,
now that we have determined which is the best.  For that which is nearest to the best must of
necessity be better, and that which is furthest from it worse, if we are judging absolutely and not
relatively to given conditions:  I say 'relatively to given conditions,' since a particular government
may be preferable, but another form may be better for some people. 

Part XII

* * * * *

The legislator should always include the middle class in his government; if he makes his laws
oligarchical, to the middle class let him look; if he makes them democratical, he should equally by
his laws try to attach this class to the state.  There only can the government ever be stable where the
middle class exceeds one or both of the others, and in that case there will be no fear that the rich will
unite with the poor against the rulers.  For neither of them will ever be willing to serve the other, and
if they look for some form of government more suitable to both, they will find none better than this,
for the rich and the poor will never consent to rule in turn, because they mistrust one another.  The
arbiter is always the one trusted, and he who is in the middle is an arbiter.  The more perfect the
admixture of the political elements, the more lasting will be the constitution.  Many even of those
who desire to form aristocratical governments make a mistake, not only in giving too much power
to the rich, but in attempting to overreach the people.  There comes a time when out of a false good
there arises a true evil, since the encroachments of the rich are more destructive to the constitution
than those of the people. 

Source:  MIT Internet Classics Archive:  http://classics.mit.edu/Aristotle/politics.3.three.html
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