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This dissertation examines how the political thought of Aristotle addresses foreign 

relations and the nature of international politics. I argue that for Aristotle the practice of 

justice and prudence occurs only in relation to the common good of particular and separate 

political communities. Thus, the possibility of human happiness, understood to be the life of 

virtue, depends on the existence of separate and free political communities. Aristotle 

nevertheless understands natural justice and natural friendship as a sign of a fundamental 

human community, which helps explain his concern for just foreign relations. Thus, 

although human happiness depends on participation in a self-sufficient political community, 

it does not prescind from human relationships that cross the boundaries of political 

communities. I conclude by showing how Aristotle’s political thought combines strengths of 

contemporary theories, such as realism, liberalism, or cosmopolitanism, while at the same 

time avoiding their weaknesses. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 

In the second book of his Politics, Aristotle writes: “most of what Phaleas wants to 

institute is designed to enable them [the people of Phaleas’ regime] to engage in politics 

nobly among themselves; but they should do so also with a view to their neighbors and all 

foreigners.”1 With this statement, Aristotle implies that those who philosophize about 

politics must be cognizant of what the foreign relations of a political community are, what 

those foreign relations reveal about the political community, and what possibilities and limits 

we can ascribe to a political community that seeks to engage in noble politics beyond its 

borders. Political philosophy does not stop at the water’s edge. 

But despite Aristotle’s clear statement about the importance of considering foreign 

affairs, the Aristotelian renaissance of the past century has spent little time focusing on 

Aristotle’s ideas about foreign relations. This is curious, because it has become almost 

commonplace to understand Aristotle not only as a peak of Greek thought and culture, but 

also as a philosopher whose theory, especially moral and political theory, can be brought to 

bear on modern political life. In particular, political theorists have suggested that there is 

something fundamentally wrong with modern liberalism, and that Aristotle’s political 

philosophy can supply an alternative that, in various ways, escapes modern liberalism’s 

problems.2  But while there are critiques of the influence of modern thought, such as that of 

1 Aristotle, Politics, trans. Carnes Lord (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1985), 1267a16-20. All 
references to Aristotle’s Politics are from this edition.  

2 Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), 29-50; Leo 
Strauss, Natural Right and History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, [1953] 1965), 156-64, 318-21; Alasdair 
MacIntyre, Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1990); Hans-
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Hobbes or Kant, on international politics, there has been relatively little discussion of 

whether Aristotle can provide us with an alternative approach to international politics. 3 

In this dissertation I propose that Aristotle’s political philosophy, especially with 

reference to the virtues of justice and prudence, provides us with such an alternative 

approach. Current theorists of international relations cluster around one of two extremes 

when making claims about how a political community should conduct itself with reference 

to others. One cluster argues that a state must be guided by cosmopolitan ideals and seek the 

establishment of universal justice around the globe.4 These thinkers suppose that moral 

ideals which are inherently universal and supranational in character ought to cause statesmen 

to aim for the good of a global polis, and consider their own political community as only a 

stepping-stone toward the achievement of a universal civic union.5 Thomas Pangle aptly 

describes them as “liberal” thinkers with a “cosmopolitan moral vision.”6 

 The other cluster of thinkers points out the moral significance of the national 

interest, and argues that the only worthwhile foreign policy a state can undertake is one 

guided by prudential calculation of how to achieve the national interest, an approach 

Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, trans. Joel Weinsheimer and Donald G. Marshall (London: Continuum, 
2004), 20-30, but especially 282, 315-20. 

3 For a good, albeit brief, appraisal of Aristotle’s political thought as it touches on international 
politics, see International Relations in Political Thought, ed. Chris Brown, Terry Nardin, and Nicholas Rennger (New 
York: University of Cambridge Press, 2002), 23-27, 61-83. 

4 Martha Nussbaum, “Patriotism and Cosmopolitanism,” in The Cosmopolitan Reader, ed. Garret 
Wallace Brown and David Held (Malden: Polity, 1994), 155-162; Charles Beitz, Political Theory and International 
Relations (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1979), 143; Thomas Pogge, World Poverty and Human Rights 
(Malden: Polity, 2002), 40; Immanuel Kant, “Perpetual Peace: A Philosophic Sketch” in Perpetual Peace and Other 
Essays, trans. Ted Humphrey (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1983), 119.     

5 Richard Shapcott, Justice, Dialogue, and Community in International Relations (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2001), 210. Hereafter referred to as “Shapcott.” 

6 Thomas L. Pangle, “Justice among Nations in Platonic and Aristotelian Political Philosophy” 
American Journal of Political Science Vol. 42, No. 2 (April, 1998): 377-78. 
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preferred by so-called political “realists.”7 While these thinkers do not necessarily reject 

universal moral notions, they emphasize advancing the common good of their own political 

community, and downplay considerations of what might be owed to those outside.8 Each set 

of thinkers offers persuasive arguments for its position that could be characterized as 

elevating either justice or prudence as the supreme moral category. Does “noble” politics 

with respect to those outside the political community emphasize prudence, or justice?9  

I argue that Aristotle provides an alternative to this dichotomous portrait of 

international politics. In the first place, Aristotle has a robust notion of the political common 

good and argues that the possibility of moral action depends on the political community. In 

this vein, not only does Aristotle argue that the city is prior by nature to the individual,10 but 

7 Hans Morgenthau, Political Theory and International Affairs, ed. Anthony Lang Jr. (Westport, CT: 
Praeger Publishers, 2004), 73. Martin Wight, “Western Values in International Relations,” in Diplomatic 
Investigations, ed. Martin Wight and Herbert Butterfield (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1966), 128; 
Raymond Aron, Peace and War: A Theory of International Relations, trans. Richard Howard and Annette Baker Fox 
(Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Company., 1966), 585: Niccolo Machiavelli, The Prince, trans. Harvey 
Mansfield (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1985), 13. 

8 For a trenchant and straightforward declaration of the moral supremacy of the political common 
good, see Hans J. Morgenthau, “The Primacy of the National Interest,” The American Scholar, Vol. 18, No. 2 
(Spring 1949): 207-212. For a different emphasis on the “primacy” of national interests (one which tellingly 
rests on elevating the superiority of Machiavelli as a moral thinker relative to all who came before him), see 
Albert O. Hirschmann, The Passions and the Interests: Political Arguments for Capitalism Before Its Triumph (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2013), 11-13, 30, 50-52.  

9 In framing the question of morality and foreign relations thus, I follow political philosophers, 
scholars of political philosophy, and international relations theorists. See the debate between Philus and Laelius 
in Cicero, De re publica ed. Clinton Walker Keyes, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1928), III.IX-X, where Philus argues that the Romans, “the men most just” (iustissimi homines), acted 
“prudently” (prudenter) in giving themselves a monopoly on wine and oil at the expense of non-Romans.  See 
also Joseph Cropsey, “The Moral Basis for International Action,” in America Armed, ed. Robert A. Goldwin 
(Chicago: Rand McNally, 1965), 71-91. A good summary of the various positions on the relative worth of 
universal moral norms vs the common good can be found in W. David Clinton “The National Interest: 
Normative Foundations,” The Review of Politics, Vol. 48, No. 4 (Autumn, 1986): 495-519.  Aristotle himself 
suggests that  justice and prudence are popularly understood to be at odds with each other when he comments 
in Rhetoric, “political orators often make any concession short of admitting that they are recommending their 
listeners to take an inexpedient course…the question whether it is not unjust for a city to enslave its innocent 
neighbors often does not trouble them at all.” In Aristotle: Rhetoric and Poetics, trans. W. Rhys Roberts (New 
York: Random House, 1954), 1358b33-38. Framing the issue as a dispute between prudence and justice, then, 
is not innovative and is an articulation of the tradition of political thought. 

10 1253a2. 
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the very first sense of justice he introduces in Nicomachean Ethics is virtuous acts ordered 

toward the good of the political community.11 And justice understood as giving to each what 

he merits also depends on the regime and the laws of the regime.12 One of the consequences 

of this proposition is Aristotle’s argument that “justice is a thing which belongs to the city” 

and that “separated from law and adjudication” a human being is the worst of animals.13 But 

not only is the city necessary to restrain human passion, the city is also the locus for the full 

exercise of prudence.14 The political community, rather than being a mere useful platform 

for the individual to find his own good, is in a fact a constitutive part of the virtuous life of 

the individual and its good is choiceworthy for him.15 Aristotle’s explanation of the primacy 

of the political community and its common good bears some similarity to the realists’ 

emphasis on the national interest.16 

In the second place, at the same time that Aristotle makes room for the moral 

significance of the political community and the good that belongs to that community, he 

argues for principles of justice that bind all human beings, regardless of their membership in 

the political community. For example, he argues that a justice exists between master and 

slave, insofar as the slave is a human being.17 Similarly, he claims that it is possible for one 

                                                 
11 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, trans. Susan Collins and Robert C. Bartlett (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 2011) 1130a5-6. All references to Nicomachean Ethics will be from this edition. 

12 Politics, 1279b38-1280a2. 

13 Politics, 1253a32-38. 

14 Nicomachean Ethics, 1142a9-10. 

15 1094b6-10. 

16 Clinton, “The National Interest,” 498-499. 

17 1159a10-12. 
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political community to treat another unjustly.18 This suggests that Aristotle is not a 

proponent of finding virtuous activity merely within the social practices of a political 

community, as some contemporary commentators have implied.19 I argue that although the 

political common good is according to Aristotle of preeminent importance to the virtuous 

life of the citizen, nonetheless Aristotle critiques the decisions of political communities on 

the grounds of natural justice. Thus, a political community cannot both treat other political 

communities as it pleases and at the same time fulfill its purpose of providing a context 

within which citizens can live nobly. It must act within certain limits if it is to avoid 

despotism, which Aristotle understands to be a way of life that is always ignoble, and even 

unjust when exercised against those who by nature are free.20 The political common good is 

not the last word on the moral life. 

This dissertation offers two significant contributions. First, it will provide a resource 

for those who wish to find an approach to foreign policy and international relations that 

provides a serious alternative to the dichotomy between realism and its myopic pursuit of 

the national interest and a liberalism that strays toward simple cosmopolitanism and forgets 

the moral significance of the political community. Second, it will serve scholars interested in 

Aristotelian political philosophy. Reams have been written about Aristotle, but little touches 

18 Politics, 1324b25-30. 

19  See, for example, Bernard Yack, The Problems of a Political Animal (Berkley: University of California 
Press, 1993), 18 and especially 149, where Yack claims that “there are no natural standards against which to 
measure the justice of members’ decisions and actions.”  See also Grady Scott Davis, Warcraft and the Fragility of 
Virtue: An Essay in Aristotelian Ethics (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2010), 13-15. Davis argues that according to 
Aristotle’s notion of justice, there is “no foundation for ethics beyond what any reasonable member of the 
community can be expected to know” and thus ascribes to Aristotle an “investigative pragmatism,” suggesting 
that Aristotle did not find many perplexities arising in the moral activity of the citizen and possible tensions 
between being a good citizen and being a good human being.  Davis fails to see that such tensions are 
consistent themes of Aristotle’s political philosophy.  

20 1254a24-27; 1255b30-33. 
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on foreign relations. Filling a gap in Aristotelian scholarship, the argument in this 

dissertation aims to give a coherent account of the possibilities for virtue outside the bounds 

of the political community. 

Aristotelian Political Theory and International Politics 

Few students of Aristotle have considered the possibility of Aristotelian justice in the 

international realm, with the exception perhaps of Aquinas and his followers.21 Generally, 

explicit statements about political philosophers and foreign affairs have come from 

international relations scholars looking for the pedigree of a given idea. Even here, however, 

the search for a political theory that supports their views of international life typically leads 

IR theorists in the direction of modern political thought. Without any sustained discussion, a 

few of them have then briefly referred to Aristotle as supporting, in a vague way, either 

realism or cosmopolitan liberalism.22 

21 There is a tradition of Aristotelian scholars who have written on the subject of international politics 
and just foreign relations. Aquinas, Francisco de Vitoria, and Francisco Suárez all understood themselves to be 
writing in the tradition of Aristotle and using Aristotelian arguments when justifying their positions. Vitoria and 
Suárez wrote a great deal on the law of nations, often understanding Aristotle to support their claims. A large 
part of Vitoria’s work, in particular, was a meeting of traditional Aristotelian political theory with more recent 
concepts, such as natural law. This dissertation, then, follows the footsteps of the Salamancan Thomists who 
were among the first to philosophize seriously about international politics. My own argument departs from the 
School of Salamanca in two major respects, however. In the first place, I argue only from Aristotle’s works or 
commentaries on his works. The Salamancans employed Aristotle as well as batteries of other arguments from 
Roman jurists and canon law, not to mention Thomas Aquinas himself. In the second place, they extensively 
argue about lawfulness in foreign affairs, particularly with respect to natural law. Without doubting the 
significance of natural law, I intend to focus on how the virtues, rather than law, ought to shape foreign 
relations. Thus, while the Salamancans focused on the goodness or evil of particular acts, this dissertation will 
focus largely on whether the virtues can be exercised with regard to foreign political communities. See Aquinas, 
Commentary on Aristotle’s Politics, trans. Richard J. Regan (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2007), 113. Likewise, Francisco 
de Vitoria relied on Aristotle’s notion of natural justice for his argument against enslaving the American Indian 
as much as on Aquinas’ understanding of natural law. See Vitoria, “On the American Indians” in Vitoria: 
Political Writings, ed. Anthony Pagden and Jeremy Lawrance (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 
especially conclusion to question 1. 

22 For example, Hans J. Morgenthau lists Aristotle among a group of political philosophers who 
understood the importance of power and conflict in human affairs. The implication is that Aristotle is a 
foundational thinker of political realism for Morgenthau. See Scientific Man Versus Power Politics (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, [1946] 1974), 5 and especially 154 and 193. Reinhold Niebuhr argued that because 
Aristotle thought there was an objective good that all can know, the philosopher believed that humans could 
transcend the particularity of time and place. In Niebuhr’s telling, this transcending of time and place means 
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Most scholars who have written on Aristotle regarding international politics or 

foreign relations identify him as realist thinker. This is partly due to the prominence of the 

common good of particular political communities in Aristotle’s political thought, as well as a 

supposed prejudice that non-Greeks could not be fully human. For example, Martin Wight 

claims that Aristotle’s teaching that the city is prior by nature to each citizen signals his 

fundamental hostility to liberalism. Consequently, Wight suggests that Aristotle was a 

“proto-totalitarian.”23 For Wight, this means that Aristotle’s political theory is a version of 

realism—because the political community contains the totality of human life, including 

ethical life, no moral reasoning can extend beyond its borders and influence its international 

relations. Wight argues that the baneful influence of Aristotle can be traced all the way to 

Hegel and German statism. He thus in effect blames Aristotle for the political excesses of 

19th and 20th century Germany.24  Wight’s view finds support in the work of scholars outside 

IR who have also claimed to see a “totalitarian” side to Aristotle’s political theory, thus 

lending some credence to Wight’s assertion.25  

                                                 
Aristotle has much in common with liberal theorists like Kant due to Aristotle’s emphasis on reason, along 
with an unwillingness to see the power of human passion. See Reinhold Niebuhr, The Nature and Destiny of Man: 
A Christian Interpretation: Human Nature (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 1996), 4,6,7,9, 152. 
Indeed, Aristotle “think[s] of the universal as an extension of [his] particular viewpoint, just as a modern 
communist is a universalist in his hope that communism may become the basis for world civilization” (215n5). 
That two founding members of realism in IR understood Aristotle in such different ways indicates the 
difficulty in trying to understand the philosopher, and his work’s resistance to being pigeon-holed into modern 
categories. 

23 Martin Wight, International Theory: The Three Traditions (New York: Holmes & Meier, 1992), 51. 

24 As does Reinhold Niebuhr, noted above. It is interesting that Wight also regarded Aristotle as part 
of a tradition that included John Locke. See “Western Values in International Relations,” 89. Like Morgenthau 
and Niebuhr, Wight cannot formulate the appropriate categories to classify Aristotle’s political thought. He is 
left claiming that one of two strands of his thought informs the politics of Gladstone, and the other German 
statism. International Theory, 51. 

25 See, for example, Jonathon Barnes “Aristotle and Political Liberty,” Aristotle’s Politics: Critical Essays, 
ed. Richard Kraut and Steven Skultety (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2005), 198-99. Barnes argues 
that because Aristotle compares citizens as parts to the whole of the political community, human individuals 
are nothing but “bits.” David Keyt,  “Three Fundamental Theorems in Aristotle’s Politics,” in A Companion to 
Aristotle’s Politics, ed. David Keyt and Fred D. Miller, Jr (Cambridge, MA: Basil Blackwell, Inc., 1991), 120, 
argues that if Aristotle is consistent in claiming that the political community is natural, it must be natural like a 
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 In contrast to those who claim that Aristotle understands the unity of the political 

community in a totalitarian fashion, Lloyd Gerson notes Aristotle’s insistence that the 

political community is not a whole like a human being. Gerson argues that this means the 

political community should take its bearings only from consideration of whatever makes its 

members happy.26 Moral reasoning that applies to the individual is out of place in 

international life. Although Gerson does not see a totalitarian side to Aristotle’s political 

thought, he does agree in effect with thinkers like Wight. Both suggest that for Aristotle the 

virtues have nothing to do with the conduct of foreign relations. 

Not only IR and political theorists, but also scholars of international law have seen 

Aristotle as offering little by way of ethical conduct in international politics. In particular, 

Coleman Phillipson and William Ballis have taken a dark view of Aristotle, arguing that his 

teaching on justice leads to the impossibility of moral guidance for foreign relations beyond 

stark calculations of interest, at least as far as war against barbarians is concerned.27  The 

assumption of both Phillipson and Ballis is that Aristotle believed any non-Greek was in fact 

a slave, and thus should be mastered. While they do leave open the possibility of Greek 

international politics governed by justice, that door is closed once it comes to non-Greeks. 

                                                 
tree. If this were true, then Barnes’ comments on Aristotle would be correct, and Wight, likewise, would be 
correct to connect Aristotle to Hegel. 

26 Lloyd P. Gerson, “The Morality of Nations: An Aristotelian Approach” in Aristotle’s Politics Today, 
ed. Lenn E. Goodman and Robert B. Talisse (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 2007),77-90.  

27 William Ballis, The Legal Position of War: Changes in Practice from Plato to Vattel (Hague: Martinus 
Nijhoff, 1937) 17-19, 163; Coleman Phillipson, International Law and Custom of Ancient Greece and Rome (London: 
Macmillan and Co., 1911) 40-41, 106. Both Ballis and Coleman suggest that because Aristotle was careful to 
maintain the distinction between citizen and non-citizen, as well as Greek and non-Greek, there was not much 
room for justice between cities. Nonetheless, both also admit that Aristotle either did possess a rudimentary 
understanding of just war (Ballis, 162) or began the tradition of thinking about natural justice in international 
relations (Coleman, 79).  
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Arguing that Aristotle had no vision of just or prudent relations between political 

communities, even if one or both were non-Greek (such as Carthage), runs into difficulties. 

Thinkers like Wight are mistaken about Aristotle’s view of the common good because they 

ignore the distinction between political rule and despotic rule, a distinction to which 

Aristotle consistently draws our attention.28 Indeed, one of Aristotle’s first points in the 

Politics is that thinkers before him have failed to make this distinction.29  Because the kind of 

rule that is proper to politics is distinct from mastery, political rule can never be used for the 

sole benefit of any one individual or group. Rather, it must be used for the sake of all.30 That 

“all,” moreover, is not a natural substance like a human being; it is a whole of discrete parts 

which are unified by the arrangement of the regime.31 As I will argue later in this dissertation, 

the common good of Aristotle’s political community is a good that really belong to the 

individual members.32 Only a superficial reading of his political theory would ever suggest a 

“proto-totalitarian” view of Aristotle’s common good. 

Historians of the law of nations such as Ballis or Phillipson would find it difficult to 

square their interpretations with Aristotle’s discussion, in Books Seven and Eight of the 

Politics, of the “city according to prayer” and its foreign relations. There, Aristotle points out 

that while many political communities do not exercise justice toward their neighbors, they 

                                                 
28 Politics, 1252a9-10,1254a23-30,1255a1-3,1259b35-1260a10,1277a32-36, 1277b4-30, 1279a15-21, 

1287b37-40, 1325a27.  

29 1252a9-10. 

30 1278b23, 1279a16, 1323a20  

31 1261b5. 

32 Cf. 1264b20. Aristotle argues that the whole cannot be happy unless the parts are happy. Thus 
happiness is not something that can exist for the whole apart from the happiness of the parts, unlike the quality 
of “evenness,” which can belong to the whole but not the parts. For an extended account of the relations of 
the individual’s happiness and the common good, see Chapter Five. 
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nevertheless demand justice for themselves.33 Aristotle finds perplexing the position later 

attributed to him by Ballis and Phillipson, which suggests that Aristotle thought that justice, 

in some way, must be extended to those who fall outside the boundaries of the political 

community. This is true even in the case of the Persians.34 

There have however been a few thinkers who explicitly argue for Aristotelian 

morality in the international realm. Perhaps most famously of those few, Hugo Grotius 

referred to a passage in book 7 of Politics referenced above, arguing that  

[S]urely also that association which binds together the human race, or 
binds many nations together, has need of law; this was perceived by him who 
said that shameful deeds ought not to be committed even for the sake of 
one’s country. Aristotle takes sharply to task those who, while unwilling for 
anyone to exercise authority over themselves except in accordance with law, 
yet are quite indifferent as to whether foreigners are treated according to law 
or not.35  

 
Grotius saw that Aristotle’s thoughts on foreign affairs are more complicated than those 

who see no possibility for justice among political communities. Nonetheless, he did not 

explicate why Aristotle blames those who act in a lawless way in foreign affairs, perhaps 

because he thought Aristotle was fundamentally misguided on the nature of virtues in 

general and justice in particular.36 

                                                 
33 1324b34-36. 

34 Nicomachean Ethics, 1161b7-9. 

35 Hugo Grotius, Prolegomena to the Law of War and Peace, ed. Edward Dumbauld (New York: Library of 
Liberals Arts Press, 1957) §23. 

36 Grotius, §44-45. Grotius argues that the “essence” of justice lies in “abstaining from that which 
belongs to another.” Whether we take out of greed, lust, anger, or desire for dominance that which belongs to 
another does not matter to Grotius because “injustice has no other essential quality than the unlawful seizure 
of that which belongs to another [, and]…to disparage such incitements, with the sole purpose in view that 
human society may not receive injury, is in truth the concern of justice.” Grotius then argues that although the 
virtues do “tend to keep passion under control” this control is not an “essential characteristic of every virtue.” 
For “right reason, which virtue everywhere follows, in some things prescribes the pursuing of the middle 
course, in others stimulates to the utmost degree. We cannot, for example, worship God too much…neither 
can we too much seek after blessings that abide forever.” But right reason is the same as natural right, which is 
itself ordered toward the preservation of the social order; it seems that the virtues and prudence are replaced by 
natural law, because the “maintenance of the social order, which we have roughly sketched, and which is 
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A far more recent effort was made by Richard Shapcott, who linked the philosophic 

hermeneutics of Gadamer to Aristotle’s discussion of prudence. Shapcott’s stated goal is 

outlining the possibility of a “global polis” in which some sort of prudential reasoning is 

possible.37 Prudence, which Shapcott understands as the mediation of universal moral norms 

by circumstances, allowing us to see how to act morally in the here and now, would serve as 

a way to respect the differences of others while holding true to our own moral beliefs.38 

While this goal is promising for those who wish to see Aristotle’s philosophy extended to the 

international realm, Shapcott emphasizes that that prudence, as Aristotle describes it, cannot 

really be abstracted from a particular community at a particular time.  He therefore 

concludes that Aristotle’s own work on justice and prudence fails to offer the support he 

needs, and thus he relies primarily on the work of Gadamer rather than Aristotle.39 

Grady Scott Davis provides an alternative account of the way Aristotelian virtues 

guide foreign relations. A thinker who takes Aristotle’s teaching about the nature of justice 

and prudence seriously, Davis tries to outline what the limits of a just war could be, and what 

sort of claims the state ought to make on its citizenry during war.40 Justice, in Davis’ 

interpretation of Aristotle, is nothing other than the virtue by which healthy social 

interaction is possible. In this sense, it is based solely on the conventions of the political 

                                                 
consonant with human intelligence, is the source of law properly so-called” (§8). Thus, for Grotius, natural law 
comes to replace the role of prudence and the moral virtues in general, and natural law is essentially “leaving to 
another that which belongs to him.” (§10).  Thus it seems that Grotius thinks that there can be a science of 
morality, in a clear contrast to Aristotle’s argument that ethical and political philosophy admits of variation and 
change. 

37 Shapcott, 210. 

38 Ibid, 51-52. 

39 Ibid, 152.  

40 Davis, Warcraft and the Fragility of Virtue, 51. 
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community.41 Although Davis’ work is nothing if not meticulous, he assumes that Aristotle 

does not ground his views of justice in nature, which is problematic when we consider the 

philosopher’s arguments about slavery.42 Ultimately, Davis focuses on war and how it affects 

the soul of the citizen, rather than on the question of whether the virtues inform how we 

treat neighboring polities. He does not consider Aristotle’s own words on justice and 

prudence in relation to other political communities.43  

Alberto Coll’s essay on prudence and its Aristotelian roots closely examines the 

philosopher’s teaching on the virtues and treats it as a necessary part of a statesman’s 

character.44 Coll rightly points out the importance of treating prudence as a virtue, the 

difficulty of attaining it, and its importance in making moral decisions regarding foreign 

policy. Nonetheless, Coll is unclear about the good at which the prudent statesman aims. He 

seems to abstract the virtue of prudence from Aristotle’s political theory and asks how it can 

be applied by rulers without asking what Aristotle’s answer to that question would be. Coll’s 

essay, while an important beginning, does not answer the question of how prudence should 

be exercised, or what goods it should aim at.  He does not address how the Aristotelian 

political community understands itself in relation to other political communities, nor do we 

know what it means to exercise prudence toward them, let alone whether it is possible. 

 Very few scholars have attempted to argue explicitly for a liberal cosmopolitan 

Aristotle. Nonetheless, there are some who have argued that Aristotle provides a defense of 

                                                 
41 Ibid, 22-23. 

42 Ibid. 

43 Ibid, 169-178. 

44 Alberto R. Coll, “Prudence and Foreign Policy” in Might and Right after the Cold War: Can Foreign 
Policy be Moral?, ed. Michael Cromartie (Washington, D.C.: Ethics and Public Policy Center, 1993), 3-28. 
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political liberalism, or even offers a new, sturdier, foundation upon which liberals may build 

their society. Stephen Salkever’s work in particular is an outstanding study in the complexity 

of Aristotle’s political theory, the importance of private institutions, and the danger of 

citizens striving too much in the public forum.45 Salkever argues for the importance of the 

private in human life while defending a teleological view of human nature, which one might 

suppose is the main sticking point for a liberal interpretation of Aristotle. Although Salkever 

offers a defense of the private life, Douglas Rasmussen and Dougles Den Uyl are the 

archetypical liberal interpreters of Aristotle. Rasmussen and Den Uyl describe their task as an 

effort to rehabilitate classical liberalism against the attacks of moral relativists.46 Rasmussen 

and Den Uyl’s argument stems from a firm conviction that the individualism of the 

Enlightenment was a great moral achievement, and one to be protected.47 In this robust and 

surprising defense of classical liberal politics based on Aristotelian teaching, Rasmussen and 

Den Uyl suggest that the common good of the political community is simply an instrumental 

good for the sake of individual flourishing.48 Martha Nussbaum, known for her defense of 

Aristotelian essence, offers a withering critique of patriotism and defense of cosmopolitan 

thought, although she notes this comes more from a Stoic than an Aristotelian perspective.49 

                                                 
45 Stephen G. Salkever, “Women, Soldiers, Citizens: Plato & Aristotle on the Politics of Virility” Polity, 

Vol. 19, No. 2 (Winter 1986): 240. 

46 Douglas Rasmussen and Douglas Den Uyl, Liberty and Nature (La Salle, IL: Open Court, 1991), xvi, 
3.   

47 Ibid, 100. 

48 Ibid, 59, 89, 117, and especially 142. 

49 Nussbaum, “Patriotism and Cosmopolitanism,” 39-40. Nussbaum argues that Seneca offers a better 
model for thinking about international politics, as Aristotle is grants too much moral worth to particular 
attachments. 
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While each of these authors provides a stimulating defense of Aristotle’s thought and 

shows the relevance or even the necessity of applying it to modern politics, all seem to fail to 

take seriously Aristotle’s definition of human beings as political animals. Salkever, while 

showing the richness of Aristotle’s philosophy regarding private life and the household, does 

not to come to grips with Aristotle’s insistence on the importance of political life for human 

beings.50 Rasmussen and Den Uyl, on the other hand, try to make an Aristotelian argument 

for a liberal order on the basis of rights based in nature. The difficulty for these writers is 

that they must rely on an instrumental view of the common good, one that is not at home in 

Aristotle’s thought. This is clear by their invocation of Locke when dealing with the problem 

of the relationship of the individual to the political community. Nussbaum signals the 

difficulty of founding an Aristotelian morality universally applicable to all humanity by 

explicitly turning to the Stoics, rather than Aristotle, in making her argument for 

cosmopolitanism. This choice is all the more striking as in other works she explicitly 

attempts universalize Aristotelian ethics.51  

 Although the preceding review shows some difficulties for scholars seeking to 

present Aristotle as either a proto-totalitarian, a proto-liberal theorist, or as providing a 

                                                 
50 Mary P. Nichols, “Aristotle’s Liberalism” Review of Politics, Vol. 52, No. 4 (Autumn, 1990): 623-626. 

51 Nussbaum, “Patriotism and Cosmopolitanism” 39-40; "Capabilities and Social Justice," International 
Studies Review Vol. 4, No. 2 (Summer 2002): 123-135; “Non-Relative Virtues: An Aristotelian Approach,” 
Midwest Studies in Philosophy Issue 1 (1988): 32-52; “Social Justice and Universalism: In Defense of an 
Aristotelian Account of Human Functioning” Modern Philology Vol. 90 Supplement (May, 1993): S46-S73.  
Although Nussbaum’s explicit attack on patriotism on behalf of cosmopolitan ideals rests on a faith in Stoic 
philosophy, her other works support a reading of Aristotle akin to Rasmussen’s. It would seem that she 
recognizes inconsistencies in her interpretation of Aristotle, in her effort to distance herself from other 
Aristotelians, especially Alasdair MacIntyre. See “Social Justice and Universalism,” S50n6. See also Stephen G. 
Salkever, “Precision versus Accuracy: The Capabilities Framework as a Challenge to Contemporary Social 
Science,” The Good Society (1999): 36-40. Salkever aptly notes that Nussbaum attempts to close the gap between 
Aristotle’s political thought and that of Kant or Rawls. That Nussbaum is forced to repudiate Aristotle in the 
case of international politics supports my claim that the consideration of foreign affairs grants new avenues of 
insight—the teaching of Aristotle may be more complicated when we think about questions of war and peace. 
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possible ground for a cosmopolitan future, none of these scholars really addresses the 

question of how the just and prudent person, according to Aristotle, would deal with foreign 

relations. Thomas Pangle, to date, is the only scholar to wrestle with the questions this 

dissertation asks.52  

Pangle turns to the ancients, including Aristotle, for a corrective to liberal theorizing 

about international relations, recognizing that the ancients grasp the need for civic virtues for 

the sake of political “rootedness” and defense.53  The civic virtues, according to Pangle, 

make the political community insular and cause “alienation from the rest of the world,” 

while the intellectual virtues possessed by philosophers open them to a good that transcends 

the good of any particular community and unites them in a great community of all 

humanity.54 Pangle is aware of the demands and limits of politics and doubts that this 

philosophic cosmopolitanism could or should seriously change the foreign relations of the 

city and its preference for its own good.55 Nonetheless, he wonders if a few wise men in 

various communities could influence the “young” of other communities into joining a 

“world-fraternity,” presumably of philosophers.56 “Meditating” on the civic virtues and their 

place in the defense of our political communities helps us to understand both the moral 

aspirations of political communities and the limits those civic virtues place on human life, 

suggesting that cosmopolitanism is “implausible” on the level of political life.57 

                                                 
52 Pangle, “Justice among Nations in Platonic and Aristotelian Political Philosophy.” 

53 Ibid, 381-382. 

54 Ibid, 392. 

55 Ibid, 393-394. 

56 Ibid, 395. 

57 Ibid, 395-396. 
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I follow Pangle in finding Aristotle a helpful corrective to the modern categories of 

realism and liberal cosmopolitanism.58 Insofar as he demonstrates Aristotle’s reservations 

about both positions, my argument overlaps with his. Unlike Pangle, however, I argue that 

the civic virtues, including prudence and justice, do not make citizens simply insular, but can 

provide guidance both for our lives within political communities and for the life of the 

political community with respect to other political communities. Moreover, Pangle’s contrast 

of a cosmopolitan community of philosophers with separate and insular political 

communities neglects the ways in which Aristotle’s thought offers support for morally 

virtuous practice in international relations.  In the end, it seems that Pangle presents 

Aristotle as a realist when it comes to politics, and a cosmopolitan when it comes to 

philosophy. My work attempts to show how Aristotle’s understanding of the political virtues 

addresses both realism and cosmopolitanism at the same time and offers an alternative to 

both.  

 
The Structure of the Dissertation  

 
In this dissertation I explore Aristotle’s understanding of foreign affairs in their 

various dimensions, but especially with reference to the possibility of exercising the virtues 

of justice and prudence, and what exercising those virtues would mean. In doing so I intend 

to be respectful of the dialectical nature of many of Aristotle’s arguments, and the twin 

affirmations that Aristotle makes that I noted above: the emphasis on the political common 

good and the need for a justice that extends beyond the political community. 

In Chapter Two I discuss the two preeminent political virtues of Aristotle’s thought, 

justice and prudence. Justice is the virtue that benefits fellow citizens and requires that each 

                                                 
58 Ibid, 396. 
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be given what he merits, while prudence is the virtue that allows us to reason practically 

about how to achieve the human good. I will argue that for Aristotle the regime is an 

important prerequisite to attaining the virtues of justice and prudence. Indeed, Aristotle’s 

presentation provides some support for those who argue that it is impossible to exercise the 

virtues outside the bounds of the political community.  

Aristotle understands justice in two ways. First, justice can mean any virtue or all 

virtues, practiced with respect to the common good.59 In this way, any human action 

becomes just if it is ordered toward the good of the political community. Aristotle claims 

that justice in this sense is the greatest of the moral virtues, insofar as it directs human 

activity toward the good which is more divine, the common good of the political 

community.60 Aristotle connects acts of particular virtues to the common good through law, 

for the laws command all the acts of virtue.61 Laws are made by a legislator, and thus justice 

becomes possible by adherence to the determinations of the legislator, or in other words, the 

legally just. Human beings become good through the law, and in becoming good make 

political life possible and excellent. 

Second, particular justice (in contrast to the justice that through law comprehends all 

the virtues) has to do largely with greed and satisfaction, with the unjust man wishing to 

have more than he deserves and the just man being satisfied with his share.62 Although 

Aristotle mentions natural justice as a way for human beings to understand what is owed to 

another, it seems that once again the legally just becomes the primary way in which a citizen 

                                                 
59 Nicomachean Ethics, 1129b18-20, 1130a5-6, 1130b25-27. 

60 1129b28. 

61 1130b23-25. 

62 1130a20 
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knows what is owed to himself and others.63 Thus laws of the legislator become the means 

by which particular, as well as general, justice is possible.  

Legislation serves as a way of making known what we owe to another. The regime 

makes determinations about justice and what the laws shall be, which makes possible 

practical reasoning and just actions.64 Given the significance of law for virtuous living, what 

sort of practical reasoning or just actions are possible with respect to foreign relations? 

Aristotle describes prudence as the virtue that makes political rule possible; it is the source of 

a kind of ruling that Aristotle distinguishes from despotic rule at the beginning of Politics.  He 

defines political rule as ruling and being ruled in turn among the free and equal—in other 

words, sharing in rule.65  It cannot exist between a master and a slave, whose relation by 

definition is despotic. Political rule therefore does not compromise the independence of 

those who share in rule; in fact, it presupposes it. Political rule, insofar as it looks to the 

common good of all rather than the good of the ruler, is a product of reasoning about what 

we should do, and thus requires the virtue of prudence. If we wish to see a kind of rule in 

the international sphere other than despotism, it would seem to depend on prudence. 

Prudence, however, seems to be bound up in the political life of a particular community in 

much the same way that justice is.66 

 Thus, although the virtues are universally desirable, their operation varies from 

person to person, and especially from political community to political community. At this 

stage in the argument, we do not have evidence to think that being just in one political 

                                                 
63 1135a6. 

64 Politics 1253a40 

65 1255b20, 1259b1-10, 1279a8-13, 1161a28-29 

66 Nichomachean Ethics 1141b28. 
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community will mean the same thing as being just in another.  Justice and prudence may be 

universal to all human beings, but it is the regime that makes the determinations about what 

we owe one another and thus how we can practically reason. 

Chapter Three is a discussion of the role of friendship especially as discussed in 

Nicomachean Ethics, and how friendship provides the ground for the virtuous activity 

discussed in Chapter Two. Aristotle argues that the work of love and affection binds political 

communities together.67 Lawgivers are more concerned with friendship than with justice.68 

Every community, Aristotle argues, must have some form of friendship as its foundation in 

order to exist.69 This means that every community must pursue some good together, since 

friendships are based on some sort of common love.70 As the common good loved by 

friends helps keep them together, so the common good, loved by each of the citizens, helps 

bind the political community together.71 Furthermore, as a common love keeps the 

community together, so too justice, even when it entails punishing criminals, exists insofar as 

there is some sort of friendship between individuals.72 The greater the bond of friendship, 

the greater the claims of justice.73 As Aristotle argues, an individual owes more to his fellow 

citizen than to a foreigner. What is just is not something universal to be applied equally to all, 

                                                 
67 Politics, 1261b32,1262b5-10. 

68 Nicomachean Ethics, 1125a25. 

69 Politics, 1262b1-24. 

70 Nicomachean Ethics, 115916-20, 1159b25-35. 

71 1162a27-30. 

72 Because punishment would appear to be the debt owed for lawbreaking, the existence of some sort 
of law is a prerequisite for punishment. But law at least putatively aims at the common good. Thus punishment 
presupposes the existence of a common good, hence friendship that has been damaged by lawbreaking. 

73 1159b30. 
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but rather depends on the kind of relationship between human beings, and the extent to 

which there is friendship. 

It is not surprising, then, that according to the order of Aristotle’s “philosophy of 

human affairs,”74 the first division of the kinds of regimes possible to human beings follows 

the kinds of friendship possible within families.75 The distinctions among regimes here are 

not based simply on justice or injustice but on friendship; thus a democracy has greater 

potential for friendship than other badly ordered regimes, because there is more in common 

between the members of the community.76 Because friendship depends on what is common, 

and what is just depends on friendship, the difficulty of imagining a justice that extends 

beyond political borders is reinforced. It is important, then, that we consider the one whom 

Aristotle describes as most outside any community, the slave. The slave acts for the good of 

his master and only incidentally for himself.77 There is no common good between the master 

and slave, as master and slave, and thus no friendship, either.78 Aristotle, however, points out 

that the slave is a human being and, as such, is capable of sharing in law, and consequently 

justice. 79  

Aristotle’s discussion of friendship emphasizes that political communities must look 

to the good of their own citizens first and foremost, and that fellow citizens owe more to 

                                                 
74 1181b15. 

75 1160a31-1161b10. 

76 1161a30-35. 

77 Politics, 1278b33-37. 

78 Nicomachean Ethics, 1161b5-6. It is worth noting that at other points Aristotle does speak of shared 
goods and affection between master and slave. See. Politics, 1255b1-15. I will address this difficult and 
apparently contradictory point in Chapter Seven. 

79 1161b10. 
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one another than they do to those outside the community. To treat all human beings equally 

is unjust. It is nevertheless the case that Aristotle qualifies this claim by pointing out that all 

human beings share in the capacity for lawfulness, and thus something just exists between 

every human being as such. Because a slave can share in law, there is something just between 

him and his master. Aristotle’s discussion of justice and friendship thus points human beings 

beyond their political communities, however important those communities may be to their 

formation and lives as virtuous human beings. 

My fourth chapter considers how Aristotle treats of foreign affairs, especially in 

books two to six of the Politics. Accordingly, this chapter will bring together diverse passages 

in order to see some sort of pattern in Aristotle’s view of foreign affairs. This is partly to 

demonstrate that Aristotle was not susceptible to the charge he made against Phaleas, noted 

at the beginning of this introduction. The second task of this chapter will be getting a handle 

on Aristotle’s view of international life in general and the political problems that face both 

theorists and statesmen in a world of separate human communities.  

The conclusions of this chapter are many. Of particular import is that Aristotle 

believes that the kinds of regimes that exist within the whole of international politics are of 

the utmost importance. Oligarchies and democracies are not merely opposed to each other 

due to considerations of power and material interest, but because the way of life chosen is 

different.80 Thus conflict within the international whole is partly due to the differing ways of 

life chosen by human beings. This conflict is highlighted by Aristotle when he discusses the 

struggle between democracies and oligarchies, and argues that this rivalry was one of the 

                                                 
80 Politics, 1307b20-25, 1312a40-1312b8 
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primary causes of the relative scarcity of the best practicable regime, the “polity.”81 It is also 

at this point that Aristotle points to the possibilities of what he calls the “hegemon,” a leader 

of political communities that instituted polities, and presumably benefited many.82 

The struggle between political communities, whether arising from material need or 

difference of regime, or both, indicates the need for soldiers in a political community and a 

strong cultivation of the martial virtues. This in turn will lead to certain effects on the nature 

of the regime itself—for example, a navy will increase the democratic nature of political 

community, while a military favoring cavalry will be naturally more inclined toward 

aristocracy.83 The nature of the military is also a function of the geography around the 

political community and the kinds of enemies it faces. Thus, not only do regimes affect the 

relative peacefulness or bellicosity of an international whole, but statesmen are not entirely 

free to change the regime as they may like. Strategic considerations may force the statesman 

toward one kind of regime or another. It seems, then, that necessity plays a large role in 

international politics, and thus in domestic political life as well. The questions raised by the 

possibilities of hegemony, especially given the rather bleak picture of political life that 

Aristotle gives in the middle books of Politics, leads us to a consideration of “the regime 

according to prayer.” 

Both chapters Five and Six deal with the question of the “regime according to 

prayer” and whether Aristotle’s discussion of it sheds any light on the matter of a 

choiceworthy foreign policy. Book 7, perhaps surprisingly, emphasizes foreign relations to a 

greater degree than any other part of the Politics. While discussing foreign relations, Aristotle 
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introduces the question of justice and political rule with regard to those who are outside 

one’s own community. Chapter Five serves as an introduction to the inquiry into the regime 

according to prayer. We begin by going through Aristotle’s reexamination of human 

happiness, and then the application of human happiness to the political community itself. As 

this is a procedure that is curious and does not fit well with the rest of the Politics, it is worth 

inquiring how and why Aristotle adopts it. The ramifications are of the utmost importance. 

For if a political community can be happy as an individual is happy, then it would seem that 

the political community as a whole associates with other political communities as individuals 

do with one another. Thus, this chapter serves as the first positive statement of the 

possibility of virtue in international politics. The question becomes: How ought the political 

community to conduct itself with reference to other communities?  

Briefly, Aristotle outlines three ways for a city to relate to other cities. The first is to 

cut off all contact with any other city, and live a life of isolation. Aristotle compares the 

attitude of this city with the philosopher who seeks to have little to do with others and 

spends his time in contemplation.84 Second, Aristotle briefly poses the possibility of political 

rule among cities, rule which does not look to the private good of the ruling city but rather 

the common good of all. He notes that such involvement would probably end in being 

harmful to the “city one would pray for.”85 Third, he then notes that those who think that 

politics is the best way of life often desire an active foreign policy regarding neighboring 

cities, but that those policies almost always end up in despotic rule.86 He observes, perhaps 

surprisingly, that many if not most cities are implicitly ordered for the sake of dominating 
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neighboring cities, as courage and the other martial virtues are celebrated as the human 

good. 

But are such political communities correct in their assessment of the human good? 

Aristotle criticizes such cities for two reasons: first, their regimes demand that they behave 

unjustly; and second, the life they pursue is unsustainable because it replaces politics with 

war.87 Thus, isolationism seems to be the best way for a city to order itself with regard to 

foreign relations. 

Chapter Six further explores isolationism and active foreign policy by considering 

Aristotle’s treatment of the equipment for the city, its territory, and the kind of people it 

would need. It quickly becomes evident that isolation is not a practical possibility, even for 

“the city one would pray for.”88 Aristotle, while suggesting isolation at first, lets that 

possibility fade away in the rest of book 7 as he spends a substantial time describing what the 

military, navy, and walls of the city should be like. Political communities cannot avoid each 

other, and Aristotle has already pointed out that simply dominating one another is unjust as 

well as unsustainable. Thus we wonder: can cities act for the sake of a mutual or common 

good, rather than treating each other despotically? How does the prudent and just person 

begin to approach foreign relations in the context of the Aristotelian political community? 

Chapter Seven will start anew, in a sense, because Aristotle’s discussion of the best 

regime has suggested that political rule is possible in international politics, and thus the 

virtues of political rule, especially justice and prudence, are also possible. When Aristotle 

claims that certain actions cannot be virtuous, especially despotic rule over free people, he 
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suggests some limits to the power of positive law in light of what is naturally just. It turns 

out that justice and prudence are not wholly dependent on positive law, or the 

determinations of the regime, and that these virtues are developed in relation to other 

political communities and their members, as well as in relations among fellow citizens. This 

understanding of natural justice, which limits and gives purpose to the activity of justice and 

prudence, provides Aristotle with an alternative to a self-interested politics that maximizes 

power, an alternative that is both viable and noble. When prudence and justice contribute to 

the relations between political communities, a politics of shared goods governs the relations 

between them. This implies foreign relations that are neither isolationist in the manner of the 

philosopher whom Aristotle mentions, nor imperialistic, in the manner of a master. It 

implies rule by the prudent. Thus the political community that chooses to pursue hegemony 

must exercise prudence and justice toward other political communities, sharing the goods of 

rule with those whom it rules. To do otherwise would risk falling into despotism. 

To illustrate this point, I turn to Aristotle’s discussion of natural slavery in the first 

book of the Politics. Aristotle explicitly describes relationships that exist by nature here, over 

and against relationships that exist by convention.89 It is at this point in the Politics that 

Aristotle discusses the possibility of just war, a discussion he does not pick up again until 

book 7 of the Politics.90 As Aristotle describes a war against natural slaves as “naturally just,” 

he leads his reader to believe that wherever there is not common positive law, there must be 

a justice by nature to which we turn. The most salient part of the discussion of natural 
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slavery, however, is Aristotle’s insistence that domination over free peoples is unjust.91 

Whatever the positive laws may say about slavery, Aristotle lays down this as universally just: 

no free person should be dominated as a slave.   

The problem outlined in the first two chapters is the problem of understanding what 

we owe one another, a problem that is partially solved by positive law and the friendship that 

belongs to politics, although the existence of natural friendship leads us to doubt the 

sufficiency of civic friendship and law for the truly just and prudent man. In Chapter Six, 

where I discussed the foreign relations of the regime according to prayer, we saw that 

positive law and a political community’s self-understanding are insufficient guides to the 

questions of foreign affairs. Justice and prudence can never countenance some actions, and 

consequently we begin to see the outlines of how foreign relations must be conducted. The 

human good, it seems, excludes certain activities, such as despotic domination over the free, 

murder, and theft simply speaking, whether with regard to fellow citizens or strangers.92 

Picking up on the argument that natural justice demands just actions which do not 

depend on the determination of the regime, I will argue in Chapter Eight that a form of what 

Aristotle calls political rule, in contrast to despotism, can exist between independent political 

communities and constitutes a just relation between them. This means that Aristotle’s 

political thought offers a foreign policy for political communities that justifies a hegemony 

that does not collapse into despotism, inasmuch as it makes room for reciprocity between 

leaders and those they lead, a reciprocity that limits and elevates the exercise of power. In 

other words, the ruling and being ruled that Aristotle describes as the mark of politics rather 
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than despotism provides a framework for understanding just relations between political 

communities. 

It is necessary to consider rule in general and political rule in particular for two 

reasons. My discussion will show that every relationship can be understood in terms of rule, 

and that foreign relations are no different.93 It will also serve to answer the objection that 

ruling does not require any particular virtues, at least in the case of foreign relations. Because 

prudence is the virtue of the ruler, it will serve as a way of linking practical reasoning and 

virtue to the conduct of foreign relations. The prudent statesman is moved by a genuine 

concern for the human good, and thus acts with the virtue of justice. Statesmanship, then, 

rather than a technical art of achieving whatever end we may choose, is the art of leading 

others to human happiness. 

I will conclude Chapter Eight by considering the ramifications of the different kinds 

of rule that Aristotle distinguishes for the relations among political communities. Specifically, 

I discuss whether “political rule” exists among independent regimes, and the extent to which 

Aristotle’s concept of political rule addresses the question of who should rule in international 

politics and what forms that rule might take. 

 
An Aristotelian Approach to Contemporary International Politics 

 
My last chapter, Chapter Nine, looks at the problems that beset international order, 

particularly through a dichotomy between those who support state sovereignty and those 

who support foreign policy based on universal moral principle, especially human rights. I 

argue that an Aristotelian approach to international politics offers a more comprehensive 
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view than that offered by those who favor either state sovereignty or universal human rights 

at the expense of the other.  

It is worth noting than many scholars have attempted to overcome the dichotomy 

between realism and liberal cosmopolitanism, especially those who are identified with the 

“English School” of international relations. These scholars, most notably Hedley Bull, often 

describe their work as searching out a via media between Machiavellians and Kantians, and 

cite thinkers such as Hugo Grotius or John Locke to support their claim.94  While the 

English School does make a persuasive case for the insufficiency and historical inaccuracy of 

the debate between realists and cosmopolitans, its adherents have yet to put forward a 

position well-rooted in political theory that can help navigate the claims of the particular 

political community and the “society of states” or “commonwealth of mankind.” 

Furthermore, while these scholars emphasize the normative implications of any theory of 

international relations and do not themselves shy away from such norms, they rarely if ever 

discuss such moral concerns in terms of the virtues, instead preferring a more rule-based 

morality based on conventions.95 

My own argument bears some similarity to the position of the English School insofar 

as it seeks an alternative to realism and cosmopolitanism. But I seek ground in political 

philosophy rather than history or convention. History and convention are significant when 

we consider international politics, but are insufficient to address the fundamental questions 

of the human good.96 Indeed, my argument is partly in agreement with those who have 

                                                 
94  Hedley Bull, The Anarchical Society (New York: Columbia University Press, 1977), 24-27. 

95 See Robert Jackson, The Global Covenant: Human Conduct in a World of States (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2000), 15; Bull, 6-7. 

96 1269a4-5. 
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suggested that the English School’s “international society” is a useless concept, because it is 

based on convention rather than nature. 97  

The realist assertion is that politics as the pursuit of the common good ends at the 

state’s borders, where despotism begins. The cosmopolitan response is that borders have no 

moral significance. This dissertation will challenge both claims. I hope not only to deepen, or 

at least qualify, our own understanding of Aristotle’s political thought, but also to present a 

moral basis for politics that extends beyond the borders of a political community to its 

international relations. 

                                                 
97 Nicholas Rengger, “A City Which Sustains All Things? Communitarianism and International 

Society” in International Society after the Cold War: Anarchy and Order Reconsidered, eds. Rick Fawn and Jeremy 
Larkins (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 1996), 74. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 
Justice, Prudence, and the Common Good 

 
 

Before one can consider Aristotle’s argument concerning the possibility of justice 

and prudence between political communities, one must determine what Aristotle means by 

acting justly or prudently. This first chapter will therefore discuss Aristotle’s treatment of 

these virtues in his Nicomachean Ethics, turning to the Politics for further explanation as 

required. The exercise of justice within a political community requires a regime, the 

determinant of both law and the common good. Since prudence is the virtue proper to 

deliberation about the good both of the individual and of a community, it is the virtue of the 

legislator who makes laws directed to the common good. This means that some conception 

of the common good is necessary for the exercise of both justice and prudence. Thus, we 

can see why Aristotle defines man as a political animal, rather than simply a rational 

animal—the political community and its common life form a prerequisite to virtuous 

activity, the moral life, and the fulfillment of the human being. 

 I will conclude this chapter by raising the question of whether it is possible to 

exercise the virtues outside the bounds of a political community. The importance and 

preeminence of the common good of the political community will be a guidepost 

throughout the rest of the dissertation, and thus I will spend some time dwelling on what 

Aristotle has to say about it, and reflecting on its implications for the question as to whether 

there can be anything other than mastery in foreign relations. This question points to a 

perplexity in Aristotle’s political thought, for the common good of a political community is 
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proper to that political community, and seems to indicate that justice and prudence lack the 

universality necessary for guiding virtuous behavior between political communities.  

 
Justice 

 
 Aristotle begins his discussion of justice by asking what a just act is, and at what 

mean justice aims.1 As we know from his earlier discussion of virtue in general, a virtue is a 

habit or an acquired quality of the soul that is productive of good acts.2 Each quality is 

identified as a “mean” between extremes of deficiency and excess.3 For example, the virtue 

of generosity is the habit by which a giver of money gives the right amount rather than too 

much money or too little.4  Aristotle begins his discussion of justice by reemphasizing these 

previous points about the mean, preparing us for his qualification and reinterpretation of 

these ideas about virtue. The qualification of the general sense of virtue when applied to 

justice is important, because there is an external component to justice that is not found in 

the other virtues: How the just person relates to others is governed by a mean exterior to 

him, and not simply the interior disposition of the soul.  

Whereas Aristotle begins with desires or feelings in his discussion of other moral 

virtues, in the case of justice he begins with external acts.5 Moderation or courage, for 

example, Aristotle writes about primarily in terms of desires or passions—the rightness of 

those desires and passions—and then considers external actions in connection with that 

                                                 
1 Nicomachean Ethics, 1129a4. 

2 1103a25-26. 

3 1106b15-16. 

4 1119b27-30. 

5 1115a7; cf. 1102b30 
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internal rightness.6 The mean that marks true virtue is internal to the agent himself, such as 

having the right passion for food, sex, or danger. The mean is neither too much nor too little 

in relation to the relevant passions within the soul. Aristotle inverts this order when he 

discusses justice. This way of proceeding indicates that with regard to justice, the external act 

is the way in which we first learn what the mean of the virtue is, and this how we can come 

to possess the virtue at issue. It would follow, then, that for Aristotle the quality of soul that 

makes just acts possible is acquired in a way different from the other moral virtues.  

It should not surprise us then that Aristotle begins his discussion of just acts with an 

examination of law and external goods.7 In particular, Aristotle notices that those we call 

unjust are either lawbreakers in general or those who “grasp for more” so that they can 

become unequal in relation to others.8   Law is a statement of what is good and bad, set by 

the legislator. Thus, a citizen who follows the law follows a standard of conduct the origin of 

which is outside the citizen himself, while the lawbreaker is the citizen who refuses to follow 

that standard of conduct.9 But breaking the law is not the only way in which one can be 

unjust, for one could also grasp for more and become unequal. If we ask: “grasps for more 

what?” or “is unequal to what or to whom?” Aristotle points to those things that are the 

goods that fortune provides, which are simply good, but perhaps not good for all in the 

same way. Elsewhere, he singles out external possessions such as wealth and honor as those 

which are especially due to fortune, as opposed to goods that belong to the soul, as does 

                                                 
6 1115a7-8, 1118b34-35. 

7 External goods are the goods that luck provides, and are not necessarily provided by our own 
efforts, unlike the goods of the body or the soul. Eutuchia meaning “good luck” or “fortune.” 

8 1129a34-35. Literally, “having more.” 

9 This does not mean that law cannot be internalized or be “in” those who follow the law, but rather 
that its source seems to be external. 
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virtue, or to the body, as does beauty or strength.10 As one can have too much fear or too 

much confidence in battle, or excessive desire for pleasure, Aristotle points to external 

goods, and claims that one can have too much or too little of them, too.  Thus, if the excess 

of courage is having too much confidence and not enough fear, the “excess” of justice 

would be desiring an excess of such external goods. Aristotle concludes that our first notion 

of the just is that which is in accordance with law and is equal, and equality, it is soon 

revealed, involves how much or many things we have in relation to others.11  

Aristotle continues his discussion by elaborating his notion of the “lawful” sense of 

justice. Acts commanded by the law are in some way just, for the very purpose of the art of 

legislation is determining what is just. Aristotle writes, “The laws pronounce on all things, in 

their aiming at the common advantage, either for all persons, or for the best, or for those 

who have authority, either in accord with virtue or some other way.”12 While law aims at a 

common advantage, Aristotle indicates that whose advantage law serves varies. The purpose 

of law, for example, is preserving either the good for all, or for those who best exemplify the 

chosen life of the political community, or for the rulers.  In short, then, the laws preserve the 

regime insofar as they preserve or aim at the good for all, or for some, or for those who rule. 

This understanding of laws and the legislative art is reaffirmed in the discussion of well-

ordered regimes in the Politics, where he argues that appropriate laws are aimed at preserving 

the regime.13 Some laws, by implication, are not appropriate. Because “we say that those 

things apt to produce or preserve happiness and its parts for a political community are in a 

                                                 
10 1099b1-3. 

11 1129b2-10. 

12 1129b15-17. 

13 Politics, 1282b8. 
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manner just” it follows that being lawful is the same thing as being just.14  Here Aristotle says 

only that whatever is like a law in preserving the happiness of a political community is in a 

manner just. He does not affirm that law and lawful acts are unqualifiedly just. More fully 

explaining what he has in mind, Aristotle points out that law generally demands that citizens 

perform acts of virtue, such as doing one’s duty in battle, and refrain from vicious acts such 

as adultery or rape or assault.15 Aristotle follows up this presumably partial list of virtues 

necessary for preserving the common good of the political community with the observation 

that laws can be correct or incorrect—a correct law disposes citizens towards virtue and 

taking part in the common work of the political community, while other laws are laid down 

in a “worse way” if they are laid down “haphazardly,” although it is not clear what he means 

by this. Are “worse” laws those that do not aim at virtue? Or those that aim at preserving a 

regime not worth preserving? Aristotle, at this point, remains silent. 

Aristotle then explains why it is that justice is more external than the other virtues. 

Justice is a unique moral virtue because it is the perfection of virtue in relation to other 

humans.16 He notes with approval that justice is regarded as wondrous, more wondrous than 

the morning star or the rising of the sun, and goes on to claim that every virtue is summed 

up in this one. Thus politics becomes one of the greatest human activities, for virtuous 

actions towards others become all the more possible when ruling. The just act, according to 

this notion of justice, is doing good (performing acts of virtue) towards anyone who 

participates in the political community.17 Indeed, so perfect is justice that Aristotle writes 

                                                 
14 1129b18-20. 

15 1129b22 

16 1129b27 

17 1130a5. Aristotle also states that justice is benefiting the ruler. 
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that he who acts unjustly is the worst, and he who acts justly is the best, in part because it is 

easy to be virtuous with regard to oneself and one’s own good, but “it is a difficult task” 

when virtue is put to the service of others and a common good.18 

 Justice is doing virtuous acts for others, especially for the sake of the common good 

of the political community. Because justice is in relation to others, we can see why Aristotle 

begins his discussion by speaking of the just act first, rather than the correct disposition of 

the soul.19 Any virtue, whether moderation or courage or some other virtue, can be 

comprehended by lawful justice, insofar as such virtue is exercised for the common good 

rather than the private good of the individual. Because justice is not differentiated from 

other virtues by the correct disposition of passions, but rather by the object being sought, so 

we would not see a difference in the passions of the just and unjust man as with particular 

virtues, but rather in the way they make manifest the qualities of their soul. The correct 

disposition of the just person would be a desire to act for the common good. The difference 

between the just and unjust military leader is found not so much in his courage or 

moderation as in whether he serves the political community or seeks to master it and use it 

for his own ends. 

Aristotle then further complicates the account he has already given us by explaining 

that although it is true that justice is virtue put in the service of the common good, there is 

another way of speaking about the virtue that names a more specific characteristic.20 This 

sort of justice has as its object equality, understood as either “arithmetic” or “proportional,” 

rather than the common good of the political community. “Arithmetic” equality refers to 

                                                 
18 1130a9. 

19 Also, see 1133b30-1134a2. 

20 1129b12-25. 
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something like equality of exchange, while “proportional” equality is related to distribution 

of good things in relation to merit. Consequently, while law could be understood to be 

guarding the common good of the entire community or at least of the regime, this more 

peculiar sense of justice regulates the actions between individuals, aiming at equality or 

proportionality in exchange and distribution.  

Aristotle then asks where the “middle” of justice as equality lies. As in the case of 

justice as lawfulness, he does not begin with rightly ordered passions but rather by arguing 

that the middle he is looking for corresponds to equality between individuals. Thus the just, 

in this sense, is measured at first not by how it guides desires but by how it guides the 

actions between people.21 While in some cases the mean of these actions is equality, in other 

cases it may in fact be inequality. It depends on the relevant people within the relationship.22 

Aristotle points to disputes as evidence. Accusations and fights can occur if unequal people 

receive equal goods; for example, the winner of a contest should be honored as such. Claims 

about justice, especially in terms of the distribution of goods, have to do with what we 

deserve or merit, and it is manifest that not everyone deserves the same thing. In the Politics, 

Aristotle makes this clear by pointing out the problem of political authority. Democrats 

think that the free rather than the servile are the most deserving, whereas oligarchs argue 

that the wealthy are the most deserving.23 Equal goods should be distributed only when the 

                                                 
21 1131a10-20. 

22 1131a24. 

23 William Mathie helpfully points out that part of Aristotle’s critique of the positions of the oligarchs 
and democrats is that they understand political authority in terms of distributive justice, when political authority 
should take its bearings from the proper work of political authority, namely care for the common good. See 
“Political and Distributive Justice in the Political Science of Aristotle” Review of Politics, Vol. 49, No. 1 (Winter, 
1987): 59-84. 
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people involved are themselves equal; otherwise we must distribute proportionally according 

to merit.24 

 And yet, Aristotle states “that what is being sought is also the simply just [or justice 

without qualification], that is, the just in the political sense.”25 This statement about what we 

are seeking is prefaced by a brief inquiry: How do we know if someone really is unjust, rather 

than merely doing unjust things? Aristotle notes that someone can be an adulterer, yet be 

moved by a desire for pleasure rather than by desire for gain.26 In such a case there is a 

failure of moderation, rather than of justice, even though the act is itself unjust. Thus, we not 

only want to know what the “simply just” is, but also how it manifests itself, and who can be 

said to be just and unjust. The politically just, it would seem, is precisely what reveals 

someone to be just or unjust, and in the unqualified or simple sense.27 

Aristotle proceeds to explain the circumstances in which unqualified or simple justice 

exists—namely, where there exists a certain equality among human beings. It is found, 

Aristotle writes, 

Among those who share alike in common with a view toward being self-
sufficient, who are free and equal, either in accord with a proportion or 
arithmetically. As a result, for all those for whom this does not exist, there is 
nothing politically just in relation to one another, but only something just in a 
certain sense and by way of similarity. The just exists for those for whom 
there is also law pertaining to them, and law exists among those for whom 
there is injustice.28 

                                                 
24 1131a30. 

25 1134a25 

26 11324a20-25. Apparently, if one commits adultery by “choice” he is taking more than he merits, 
and thus is aiming at gain. If he commits adultery through “passion,” he is actually guilty of immoderation. 

27 Some translations use “absolute” instead.  

28 1134a26-30. 
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The politically just, which is what is owed between citizens or the ruler and the ruled, is 

justice simply speaking.29 Qualified justice, in contrast, involves people who are naturally 

unequal, and who therefore have a greater claim on each other, such as masters and slaves, 

or fathers and children.30 Aristotle singles out masters and fathers as unable to act justly in an 

unqualified sense, because within the household all things are understood to be one’s own.31 

It is only insofar as other communities, specifically the family, are like the political 

community that they have justice in this qualified sense. 

It is also in the context of the political community that Aristotle finds the activity of 

injustice in the particular sense, namely in fellow citizens taking too much for themselves, 

rather than the sense of general lawfulness.32 And because human beings tend to act unjustly 

when they rule by giving themselves more than what they deserve, the rule of law is 

preferable to the rule of a human being.33 

Aristotle leads us to think that political justice is the primary way in which we should 

speak about justice with regard to equality or proportion. Furthermore, political justice exists 

only among those who share in law. Thus law rules the political community to guard against 

the politically unjust, that is, the tyrant. However, Aristotle also claims that “justice is a 

judgment about the just and the unjust.”34 But as judgment is an act of rule, indeed the act of 

                                                 
29 Although we should bear in mind that we are still speaking, it seems, of the particular virtue of 

justice, justice as equality, rather than the general virtue of justice, justice as lawfulness. 

30 1134b10. 

31 The implication being that the king or the tyrant cannot be just in an unqualified way. 

32 1134a32 

33 1134a35 

34 1134a 
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rule, it follows that law determines what is just and what is not.35 We also know that law, if 

laid down correctly, looks to the good of the regime. Thus, once again the good of the 

regime, which is shared in some way by those who participate in the community it forms, 

determines what is just and unjust in the political sense. We can conclude, then, that both 

justice in the full sense of the term, the justice that is known as simply lawful behavior, and 

the more particular sense of justice, are determined primarily by the regime and its good.  

Law is vital for both general justice and distributive justice, the former because the 

laws direct citizens to the common good, the latter because laws determine the share of 

goods and burdens that each citizen receives. While it may seem, then, that Aristotle is 

conflating the two senses of justice by referring each to law, there are different qualities of 

the soul that the same word, “justice,” signifies.  Legal justice is the activity of virtue 

immediately aimed at the good of the political community—a courageous act, done for the 

good of the city, comes to mind.36 Indeed, all acts of virtue are commanded by the general 

virtue of justice. Thus, perfect general justice demands that we be moderate and not commit 

adultery, for the sake of the common good. The more particular virtue of justice, which 

touches on equality or proportion, has especially to do with the distribution of goods, and 

whether we take too much in the way of external goods. While it is true that this second 

quality is determined and thus made possible by an act of legislation, it remains a different 

quality, since its object is different. While the laws command all acts of virtue, and being 

lawful is being just in the general sense, law governs the distribution of goods itself, that is, it 

makes possible the act of justice in the particular sense.  It follows that the just in the sense 

                                                 
35 Politics, 1253a38-40. 

36 Such an act would be different from “citizen courage” because the aim is the common good, rather 

than fear of legal penalties or a desire for honor. 
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of equality or proportion depends on the regime and its good in a way that other virtues—

say, moderation—do not. A moderate man has the correct desire, in accordance with the 

mean in respect to himself. Even though it is the case that the just man understands his 

moderation in terms of the common good, its mean is interior to him alone.37 While a regime 

may outlaw drunkenness, the law itself cannot determine the limit of imbibing for each. This 

is quite different for external goods, like money, property, or honor. This mean for justice is 

external and is determined by the laws of the regime. Thus, someone who is physically active 

should eat more than someone who is sedentary regardless of whether he is in Sparta or 

Athens, but the question as to what share the physically active should have in rule depends a 

great deal on the regime.   

Because either sense of justice depends on the laws, and the laws depend on the 

regime, we begin to see why Aristotle defines the human being as a political animal.38 It is 

not only that human beings have a need for politics or that politics benefits human beings, 

although both are true. As Aristotle points out, the capacity for speech reveals the political 

nature of human beings, because speech is the means for communicating about the good 

and the bad and hence the just and the unjust.39 This is what makes the activity of justice a 

possibility. Just action necessarily takes place in the context of politics; thus to be a virtuous 

human being one must participate within a political community. Yet, we must wonder where 

the laws come from. Since laws are the products of the legislative art, the legislative art rather 

than the common good would seem to be the beginning (arche) of the regime. Then we can 

                                                 
37 It would be difficult for a political community to legislate moderation directly, then, since the mean 

could vary drastically from person to person. 

38 And not simply as a rational animal, which would suggest that reason alone allows for virtue. 

39 Politics, 1253a15 
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wonder, if being just is acting politically, which is acting according to the laws, then it would 

seem the legislator must be someone who determines the regime rather than is determined 

by it, for he makes the laws and thus determines what the common life of the regime will be. 

And because the virtue of prudence is closely tied to the legislative art, we begin to wonder 

about the relation of prudence to the political community. Since prudence is the virtue of 

practical reasoning about human action, it seems possible that excellence in practical 

reasoning is the origin of all just actions. Does the prudent man, especially acting as a 

legislator, stand outside the context of the political community? Or is the exercise of 

prudence also largely determined by the regime? To answer this question, it is necessary to 

turn toward Aristotle’s exposition of prudence and especially its relationship to the common 

good of the political community. 

 
Prudence 

 
Aristotle’s discussion of prudence takes place within the larger discussion of the 

intellectual virtues, those qualities that enable the soul to attain truth.40 Prudence, in 

particular, is a quality of soul that has to do with the truth regarding right action.41 What is 

the nature of the truth possessed by the prudent man? Where does that truth come from? 

When Aristotle describes the intellectual virtues as different qualities that enable one 

to attain truth, it may be surprising that there are no fewer than five, rather than one, say, 

“the adequation of the intellect to the thing.”42 It is helpful to remember that Aristotle 

                                                 
40 Ethics, 1139b15. 

41 1140b2. Action seems to be distinguished from art insofar as the action is not separable from the 
agent, as the artifact is separable from the artist. Thus, goodness in action is primarily found in the agent, that 
is, his dispositions and passions, whereas goodness in art is primarily found in the artifact. 

42 Martin Heidegger, “On the Essence of Truth” in Basic Writings, ed. David Farrell Krell (New York: 
HarperCollins Publishers, 1993 [1977]), 117.  
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begins book six of the Ethics by noting that the part of the soul possessing reason can be 

divided into the part that knows necessary things and the part that knows contingent 

things.43 Aristotle proceeds to describe the virtues of these parts; those belonging to the 

former part are science, intellect, and wisdom, while the virtues of the latter part are 

prudence and art.44 As we can know first principles, or knowledge derived from syllogisms, 

or a combination of the two, so we can know what pertains to practice and production. If 

the intellectual virtues could be described as perfections that allow the soul to attain truth, 

what sort of truth do the intellectual virtues of practice attain? Aristotle argues that since 

practical truth and practical thinking conclude in action or making, and action has to do with 

desiring some particular, the truth we are searching for is a coming together of what 

reasoning asserts is good and what desire longs for.45 

While truth pertains to both art (techne) and prudence, however, Aristotle draws our 

attention to distinctions between them. Art does not have to do with action, but rather with 

generating something outside the artist, with the artist acting as a beginning (arche).46 Indeed, 

the artist is judged not so much on the end he aims at, but how he achieves it, for “in the 

case of art, it is more choiceworthy to err voluntarily.”47 Prudence, on the other hand, has to 

do with practice about which “there is no art.” The artist as an artist, then, can equally aim at 

                                                 
43 Although Aristotle apparently thinks it is not necessary for the statesman, and thus the readers of 

his political works, to have any distinct or philosophic understanding of the soul (1102a25), St. Thomas 
Aquinas helpfully comments that Aristotle cannot really mean that the intellect is truly divided; rather, what 
Aristotle means is that one power of the soul can be used in two different ways. Thus the practical intellect 
would not be something different from the theoretical intellect, but is directed toward practice rather than 

knowing.  See Commentary on Aristotle’s Ethics, Book Six, Lecture 1 1119-1123. See also, De Anima 433a15. 

44 1139a27. 

45 1139a15. 

46 1140a14. Thus it would seem that the legislative artist would be the true archē of the political 
community, rather than law itself. 

47 1140b22. Perhaps an unjust doctor could be skilled at producing health. 
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either of two contraries, for example, winning or losing a wrestling match. As long as the 

finished product is what the artist intends, he is still attaining truth according to art. The 

prudent man, however, cannot be indifferent about the end, for example, being just or 

unjust, since prudence has to do with “what is good and bad for a human being.”48 Thus 

prudence requires “conviction” (hupolepsis) about the good for a human being, namely seeing 

the good for a human being as desirable for oneself, because what one takes to be his own 

good is the principle of his action.49 To preserve the conviction necessary for prudence and 

thus the possibility of practical truth, moral virtue is necessary; Aristotle singles out 

moderation as a virtue especially necessary.50 To make the aim right, then, moral virtues and 

the longing for the good they produce are essential for prudent action to be possible.51 

Prudent action is reasoning about the means to be good, made possible by the 

possession of moral virtue, or the desire for what is good and noble. Moral virtue makes 

possible the conviction necessary to begin reasoning about practicing the good. And if moral 

virtue comes about through the knowledge of the laws and acting according to them (though 

not due to them, since virtue is an interior cause of action, and the laws are exterior), then 

prudence in large part depends on what has been set down as good and bad, or just and 

                                                 
48 1140b6.  

49 1140b16. In De anima, Aristotle claims that both knowledge and prudence, as well as opinion, are 
species of hupolepsis, as well as their contraries. So hupolepsis could also mean something like a premise, a belief, a 
supposition, or any starting point of thought. Aristotle also suggests that hupolepsis is not entirely within our 
control, as something like imagination is. We can imagine most anything we would like (though there are limits 
even here) but we cannot suppose whatever we wish. So we should not be surprised that Aristotle compares 
prudence with mathematics, noting that the difference lies in where our convictions lie. For prudence, our 
convictions must be the desirability of virtue. For mathematics, our convictions must be the starting points of 
demonstration about mathematical things. See “De anima” in Basic Works of Aristotle ed. Richard McKeon (New 
York: Random House, 1941), 427b5-35. 

50 Moderation would seem to be especially necessary, as it guards against pleasures and pains which 
would especially destroy the principles of action in accordance with truth. 

51 1144a35. 
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unjust by the regime. Prudence, since it is oriented toward justice, is possible only within the 

context of the regime, since the regime determines what is just or unjust. 

It is worth observing that although the regime is a prerequisite to prudence, the 

individual’s good is not the same as political community’s good in a straightforward sense, 

and likewise the virtue of practical reasoning that aims at the individual’s own good is not 

quite the same as the virtue of practical reasoning that corresponds to the good of the 

political community as a whole. Aristotle distinguishes political prudence from the prudence 

of the individual, that is, prudence that secures the good of the entire political community 

from prudence that aims at the good of one’s own work. Political (politike) prudence, which 

appears to be the work of statesmen, legislators, and judges, has as its proper object the 

work and good of the political community.  Aristotle points out that political prudence has 

distinctions within it—the legislative art, the issuing of commands, judging, and perhaps 

obeying all seem to be distinct ways of being prudent with regard to the political things. 

Among these, the legislative art is called “architectonic.”52 Although Aristotle does not 

collapse an individual’s prudence about his own good and his own work into political 

prudence, he does note that it is difficult to see how “one can do well for oneself in the 

absence of household management or a regime.”53 This is in part because what it means to 

act well for oneself without the context of the household and the regime, in which the 

household finds its proper place, would be fundamentally unintelligible, because when one is 

“without law or adjudication” he is the worst all animals.54 A human being without the 

political goods is scarcely human at all due to his lack of moral virtue.  

                                                 
52 1141b26. 

53 1142a9. 

54 Politics, 1253a32. 
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This still leaves open the question of the “legislative art,” which would seem to be 

the quality that has to do with attaining practical truth for the political community as a 

whole, as architectonic prudence. Since the one who acts through legislative art makes laws 

for the community, we must wonder what kind of knowledge he has. For if prudence must 

be guided by virtue, which in some sense is possible only because of law, as argued above, 

what guides the prudence of the legislator? Aristotle argues that the products of the 

legislative art, laws, must be ordered toward the regime, and exist for the sake of the 

regime.55 He also notes that regimes should not be ordered toward laws; there are no laws 

that exist prior to the regime and to which the regime must conform. This does not mean 

that there are no “best laws,” but it would seem that they are applicable only to some sort of 

best regime.56 What is good for the regime, then, governs the prudence of the legislator. 

Because the good of the regime, and thus the common good, governs the prudence of the 

legislator, it seems that the good legislator more than anyone else must be just.  

Aristotle confirms this understanding of prudence when he claims it is the virtue 

proper to the ruler as such.57 He does not tells us whether he means prudence in all its 

manifold meanings belongs to the ruler—for example, whether the ruler possesses the 

prudence proper to the household—but at the very least we can expect political prudence, 

perhaps including the legislative art, to belong to the ruler. As Aristotle points to the virtue 

of the ruler as such, we should notice the kind of rule he has in mind, namely, political rule, 

the rule of “those who are of similar stock and free.”58 When exercising this sort of rule 

                                                 
55 1289a14. 

56 1294a8 

57 1277b25 

58 1277b7 
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human beings participate in ruling, taking turns in office, and learning to rule by participating 

in political life. Political rule, that is, rule over the free, is distinguished primarily from 

despotic rule or mastery, rule over the slave.59 As the free person is nobler than the slave, so 

political rule is nobler than despotic rule, which is “connected to necessary things.” The rule 

of the free concerns virtue and nobility, and thus, by its very nature, is not servile.60 

The aims of political rule and despotic rule differ as well. The despot (anyone who 

exercises rule over those who are slavish) aims primarily at his advantage alone, whereas the 

rule of the free aims at the common good.61 Thus, while the despot uses the members of the 

political community as tools (for slaves are nothing else but living tools) to achieve some 

end, whether wealth, political aggrandizement, pleasure, or leisure, the political ruler aims at 

a good that is shared by the ruled, and does not treat the members of the political 

community as tools. Unlike the despot, who rules others for his own good, the political ruler 

aims at a common good that rulers and ruled share. The end is not the good of only the part 

that rules. Aristotle thus claims that the good of the political community is “nobler” and 

“more divine” than the good of an individual. Because it moves more than one individual, it 

is more like a divine being that can move the whole of the universe toward itself.62 Prudence 

aiming at such a good would thus partake in the nobility of its end, and a polity where all or 

                                                 
59 1277a30-35. 

60 1254a15; Rhetoric, 1366a33-5, 1367a24; Metaphysics, trans. Hippocrates G. Apostle (Des Moines: 

Peripatetic Press, 1979) 1078b3. Cf. 982b30, “human nature is enslaved in many ways.”  

61 Politics, 1278b35, 1279a15-20. Good understood as “sumpheron,” which seems to be what prudence 
settles on after deliberation about how to achieve the human good,(agathon). At 1140b7 Aristotle argues that 
prudence is concerned with the human good (agathon), and at 1358b22 notes that political oratory aims at the 
good (sumpheron). Thus, “sumpheron” in common could be understood as what is expedient or advantageous for 
the human good (agathon). Consequently, “sumpheron” could be understood as a “working together” (sum) for 
the good, and indeed finding that very good (agathon) within the work of “sumpheron.” 

62 Nicomachean Ethics, 1094b10; Metaphysics, 1072a27-1072b10.  
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at least most ruled would share the good of prudence and its aim of the common good most 

of all. 

Because political rule over the free is distinguished from despotism of a part over 

other parts by its reference to a good for all, this brings us to the question of foreign 

relations. Because justice has reference to the laws of the community, made by the legislative 

part of prudence that takes its bearing from the common good, it becomes difficult to see 

how a good man could exercise the virtues in the absence of the regime and the good it aims 

at. Thus, it is necessary to consider the common good more fully, and to consider its 

possibilities with regard to justice between political communities. If there is no common 

good beyond that of particular political communities, are foreign relations more marked by 

despotism and partial goods than by political rule and common goods? Are foreign relations 

marked by servility or nobility?63 

 
The Common Good 

 
As I argued above, justice depends on the laws, and the laws look to the common 

good as defined by the regime. Thus, the common good governs the political community 

and its manifestations of justice and prudence. This raises the question, then, for those who 

think about politics between regimes; how can justice occur? One answer might be that since 

all human beings seek the good, and that the good is the virtuous activity of the soul, the 

good for all human beings is one.64 As there is a common good for the human being as such, 

                                                 
63 Martin Wight “Why is There no International Theory?” in Diplomatic Investigations, ed. Herbert 

Butterfield and Martin Wight, (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1966), 17-34. Wight claims that, in effect, 
foreign policy can aim only at survival and not human flourishing. This would seem to characterize 
international life as despotic, rather than political. It is worth noting, however, that the just is not the same 
thing as the noble, or even the good. 

64 1094a1 
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virtuous activity, there is no problem in discussing justice between political communities. 

This, however, fails to make a crucial distinction that Aristotle emphasizes, namely that what 

is good for us cannot be adequately answered by an idea of the good.65 Action involves 

particulars, not universals, and so when we ask how being prudent is good, or how honor is 

good, the mere name or idea of good is of limited value.66 It has been pointed out that 

Aristotle’s dispute with the idea of the good underlies his criticism of Socrates’ city in 

Republic.67 Where the philosopher-king would find one form of goodness that would be 

mapped onto the soul of the city and its citizens, Aristotle begins by asking about the good 

of this man or this city, a good that is actually achievable and knowable for him. To put it far 

too briefly, Aristotle seeks a good that truly moves, rather than the idea of a good that can be 

dialectically predicated of all beings as beings, and is thus silent on the properly human 

good.68 While we might predicate “virtuous activity of the soul” as the good of human 

beings, this does not tell us what virtuous activity of the soul may be for this person, in this 

place, at this time. 

Not only is it problematic to try to deduce what to do here and now from the idea of 

the good, as Aristotle implies the Platonists try to do, but we have already seen the 

importance of the regime for determining what it means to be just, and thus also what it 

                                                 
65 1096b25. 

66 In point of fact, Aristotle seems dubious of a universal good understood as an idea that enters into 
the definition of all other, more particular, goods. The good of truth and the good of honor, so it would seem, 

cannot be reduced to one common definition of good.  

67 Charles N.R. McCoy, “The Logical and the Real in Political Theory: Plato, Aristotle, and Marx” 
American Political Science Review, Vol. 48, No. 4 (Dec., 1954): 1061; Mary Nichols, “Both Truth and Friends Are 
Dear: Aristotle’s Political Thought as a Response to Plato” in Natural Right and Political Philosophy ed. Ann and 
Lee Ward (Notre Dame: Notre Dame Press, 2013), 72.  

68 For another consideration of the kind of “universal good” that Aristotle seeks in his political 
philosophy, see Ronald McArthur “Universal In Praedicando, Universal In Causando” in Laval Théologique et 
Philosophique Vol. 18 (1962): 59-95. 
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means to be prudent. This importance lies both in providing the laws that allow citizens to 

be good, and providing the ultimate aim of the legislative art, thus governing rulers as well as 

the ruled. While it may be true that all human beings should be prudent and just, what it 

means to be prudent and just will vary from political community to political community. 

Thus the particularity of the human good, insofar as it must be a good for us, and the fact 

that this good will manifest itself differently according to the variations of regimes means 

that a simple appeal to the “human good” is of limited use at best when we try to establish 

the common good of the political community. 

Indeed, Aristotle’s notion of the common good appears to preclude it from being 

the kind of thing that can extend to all human beings as such. As pointed out above, political 

justice exists only among those who are roughly equal and capable of being governed by law. 

If one were to counter that all human beings then should simply have the same laws, or a 

common law directing them to their true good, Aristotle would emphasize the difficulty of 

legislating for a large number of people. He writes,  

It is difficult—perhaps impossible—for a city that is too populous to be 
finely governed. Of those that are held to be finely governed, at any rate, we 
see none that is lax in regard to number. This is clear also through the proof 
afforded by arguments. For law is a certain sort of arrangement, and good 
management must of necessity involve good arrangement. But an overly 
excessive number is incapable of sharing in arrangement. This is, indeed, a 
task requiring divine power, which is what holds together the whole itself.69  

 
Aristotle questions the possibility of law that could arrange all human beings, since that 

would require divinity. The reason of a human legislator is limited to knowing and achieving 

the laws necessary for a particular political community to be good, and thus could never 

consider all the parts of all humanity that would need to be arranged by law. Aristotle points 

                                                 
69 1326b30 
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out the need for legislators to know their own people.70 Appropriate laws are fashioned for 

the sake of what a particular political community needs to achieve its end. As argued above, 

however, justice depends on law. Thus, if it is impossible for law to arrange the whole of 

humanity, it is likewise impossible for justice to govern the whole of humanity. The ability of 

human beings to exercise justice relies on the arranging power of law and human reason, 

which is possible only in a particular political community. Consequently, the common good 

of a city, whatever it may be, is not something shared by all cities. To speak in such a way 

would be to predicate “good” of all cities, but would not truly reveal what that good entails. 

One could still argue that even if law cannot extend to all human beings, perhaps we 

could still say that the good of all people remains the same, even if the arrangement must 

take on a more local character. Yet even here Aristotle’s words cast doubt on both the 

relevance and the truth of such a claim. The particularity of law-giving and of notions of 

justice is limited not simply because human reason is limited. There are also different ways of 

living, and this explains the separation of human beings and their differing laws. We find 

these ways of life in the beginning of Politics, namely nomadic, hunting, farming, brigandry.71 

The variety of human life seems to come from two things, namely the circumstances in 

which human beings find themselves and what they happen to find pleasant. Aristotle goes 

so far as to compare some human beings with other human beings as herbivorous animals to 

                                                 
70 This question will be dealt with in the next chapter. 

71 Aristotle gives no indication as to which life is better at this point in Politics. However, given the 
limitations that the art of hunting brings to political life, and that farming is considered the best circumstance 
for democracy, along with Aristotle’s observation that it is difficult for anything other than democracies to 
come into being, it would seem he has a preference for a farming democratic political community. He prefers 
farmers because they are too busy to legislate frequently, which reduces the chance for injustice. However, it 
would seem that the simply best way of life would be understood in terms of what is noblest in human life, 
namely politics and philosophy. It is curious that Aristotle derives the differences in human ways of living from 
how human beings deal with necessity, rather than leisure. On that note, Aristotle points out that nomads “live 
without productive work, being at leisure.” 
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carnivorous animals.72 Concluding his argument for the variety of human life, he writes, “But 

the type of human being that is most numerous lives from the land and from cultivated 

crops.”73  When Aristotle claims that there are kinds (gene) of human beings,74 he warns us 

that the definition of human qua human is insufficient to explain human differences.75  

There are different ends for human activity. Being human would be different from one 

political community to the next. It would not follow that living virtuously would be different 

from one group of human beings to another, but rather what it means to live virtuously, 

indeed how human happiness manifests itself, would differ considerably from political 

community to political community. Thus the happy Athenian will not look the same, or in 

fact be the same, as the happy Spartan. Aristotle will expand upon this theme later. 

Aristotle seems to confirm this view toward the end of the Politics, although he points 

to other reasons human beings pursue different goods. He considers again why there is so 

much variety in human life, as opposed to the fairly consistent appearances one finds of 

other natural beings. He first notes that political communities consist of many people who 

are similar and gather together for the sake of living as well as they can.76 That there is 

variety of human life within the bounds of human nature, that a particular man is more like 

these people rather than those, is reminiscent of a pluralist understanding of human life. The 

variety that Aristotle notes, however, does not accept the equality of all ways of life, as does 

the pluralist understanding. Rather, Aristotle argues,  

                                                 
72 1256a20 

73 1256a38. 

74 The Greek word is genos, a term significant in Aristotle’s logical works. It could also simply mean 
“kin” or “race,” which might make more sense given the context.

75 Metaphysics, 1030a1-25; Nicomachean Ethics, 1115b20.  

76 Politics, 1328a35. 
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Since happiness is the best thing, and this is the actualization of virtue and 
certain complete practice of it, and since it happens that some persons are 
able to share in it while others are able to do so only to a small degree or not 
at all, it is clear that this is the cause of there being several kinds and varieties 
of city and several sorts of regime. For it is by hunting (thereuontes) for this 
[happiness] in a different manner and by means of different things that 
individuals create ways of life and regimes that differ.77 

 
Aristotle argues that although all men seek happiness, the way they do so and what they land 

on as happiness differs dramatically. Even if there is one end that can be called true 

happiness, namely, the practice of virtue, perhaps some peoples simply do not choose to 

pursue virtue, or they pursue virtue badly. If this is the case, then the goods aimed at by 

various political communities vary dramatically. Thus, it is not simply that the common 

goods of different political communities are in fact distinct goods, but that not even all 

regimes and political communities aim at virtue. This again reveals the problem with 

extending virtue beyond the borders of the political community—some political 

communities are not even aware of virtue, and thus would not even be able to recognize it if 

they saw it. What differs in this account of varying ways of human life is the emphasis that 

Aristotle places on how human beings can fall away from the perfection of being human.  

Aristotle here points to what seems to be widespread confusion about virtue and the 

human good as the main cause of difference between regimes. Deficiencies, as measured 

against the regime that truly safeguards and promotes the virtue of its citizens, explain 

differences in human life. So here differences would be marked as falling away from, or 

coming closer, to human perfection. There seem to be at least two causes for diversity of 

regimes and the separation of political communities, then. On one hand, there are different 

ways of life that might entail different needs for the political community, meaning that 

                                                 
77 1328a35-b1. 
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justice and prudence will manifest themselves very differently, and on the other hand not all 

regimes equally look toward virtuous activity as the human good. The one seems to be at 

least partly due to the exigencies of time and place, and the other seems more akin to a 

moral failure of entire groups of people to discern the true good of human life.78  

This variety of ways of living for human beings is problematic if one wishes to find 

an Aristotelian justice that extends beyond the borders of a particular political community. 

Justice contains within its account the notion of the common good. As Aristotle says in the 

Nicomahcean Ethics, we say something is just if it causes happiness for the political community 

as a whole, and that it can properly be considered as the exercise of virtue entire in relation 

to others.79 He further argues in the Politics that the political good is justice, which is the 

common advantage.80 But as noted above, it is not at all clear that there is a common 

advantage or common good that extends to all political communities; rather, we are left to 

think that each group of people “hunts” for happiness or the common good in its own way.  

It might be worth observing at this point that Aristotle is making claims about the 

common good and the political community only with reference to differences in regime and 

differences in political life. It seems appropriate to limit our understanding of the common 

good, then, to a political common good, and not a common good simply speaking. It could 

be that there are other notions of the common good that might be subpolitical, as in the case 

of a family or some other subpolitical association, or superpolitical, as is the good known by 

                                                 
78 I will elaborate later in what way Aristotle thinks that moral failure can affect an entire political 

community. 

79 1129b20-1130a150 

80 1282b17 
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the wise.81 While these common goods certainly play a part in Aristotle’s thought, it is 

unclear, at this point, how they affect or make possible the virtues of justice and prudence. 

These latter take their bearing from the goods of political life properly speaking, and not the 

goods of family life or the goods of the whole cosmos.82  

 
Conclusion 

 
The thesis of this chapter is that the acts of justice and prudence are possible only 

within a political community, because both virtues take their bearing from the common 

good, and are thus ordered by the regime. Although we might think that it would be possible 

for cities to share a common good, it is difficult to see how Aristotle’s notion of the political 

common good allows for such a sharing. The political common good is something that 

belongs to a particular people (this people) at a particular time (this time). It is a good that is 

a particular community’s own, and does not belong to another community. Indeed, if the 

political common good were not particular to communities, it is somewhat difficult to see 

why there would be distinct and separate communities and regimes, a phenomenon Aristotle 

takes seriously. But why are there distinct political communities? To make more sense of the 

political common good, and how it pertains to justice and prudence, we must turn to 

friendship, which seems to be the fundamental basis of any community.

                                                 
81 Metaphysics 1075a13,40, 10776a5. 

82 Which is not to say that these goods have nothing to do with politics; rather, their connection with 
justice and prudence is unclear. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

Friendship and the Common Good 
 
 
In the previous chapter, I argued that it is difficult to see how acts of justice or 

prudence are possible outside a regime. This is principally due to the fact that both justice 

and prudence take their bearings from the political common good, which belongs to a 

particular political community. That each political community aims at its own good is 

important for understanding the problem of acting justly in foreign relations. In this chapter, 

I intend to investigate the connection between justice, prudence, and the common good 

more fully by introducing Aristotle’s treatment of friendship.  

I will first briefly discuss friendship in Aristotle’s political philosophy, arguing that it 

holds a central place there and must be treated as fundamental to his understanding of the 

political community. For Aristotle, a political community, or a community of any sort, is 

neither possible nor desirable without friendship. Second, I will argue that friendship, and 

thus the community, are founded on shared objects of love. Every community is held 

together by a common good that unites the members of the community, from the nobility of 

philosophizing to the mere preservation of the regime itself. Third, I will show that Aristotle 

sees friendship and justice as “coextensive,” insofar as each is based on community and the 

sharing of goods. Finally, I will discuss Aristotle’s observation that anyone can participate in 

community who can participate in law and justice, such that there must be something in 

common even between the master and the slave. This claim by Aristotle opens up the 

possibility for a sort of friendship that exists between all human beings as such, and gives 

reason to further investigate the possibility of acting virtuously toward those who are outside 
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the community. The aim of this chapter is to show that justice is to a certain extent founded 

on affection; justice is not necessarily impartiality or simple equality between all human beings 

as such. The reality of affection and community between human beings, however, opens the 

door to a kind of justice that extends beyond political borders. 

 
Friendship and Politics 

 
Friendship has a central place in Aristotle’s political teaching, and a few scholars 

have raised the question what it might reveal to us about international politics. Catherine Lu 

has argued that Aristotle’s notion of friendship can provide a basis for the international 

community described by John Rawls as the “the law of peoples.”1 It is telling, however, that 

Lu does not consider the connection between friendship and justice in the context of 

Aristotle’s political theory, favoring as she does the more impartial notions of justice 

advanced by Rawls. Lu does so, perhaps, because from Aristotle’s own political philosophy it 

would be quite difficult to put forward the notion of the “original position” as a basis for 

justice.2 In his critique of Lu’s position, Simon Keller claims that for Aristotle there cannot 

truly be friendship between countries because they are not individuals. Nor does he think 

such an understanding of international politics would be desirable, since it tends toward 

collectivism, and is not close enough to Rawls’ more individualistic political theory.3 In fact, 

when we consider Aristotle’s definition of friendship, and the place friendship has in politics 

                                                 
1 Catherine Lu, “Political Friendship among Peoples” Journal of International Political Theory Vol. 5 No. 1 

(2009): 41-58. 

2 John Rawls, “The Law of Peoples” Critical Inquiry, Vol. 20 No. 1 (Autumn, 1993): 36-68. 

3 Simon Keller, “Against Friendship between Countries” Journal of International Political Theory Vol. 5 
No. 1 (2009): 59-74. Keller does not consider Aristotle’s claim that strategic alliances are nothing other than 
friendships of utility, nor does he consider Aristotle’s claim that the characteristics of the individual soul can be 
seen in the political community, nor how we can even speak of morality in international politics if his critique 
of Lu is the whole of the truth. 
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as he understands it, we begin to see that it works toward goals quite foreign to the 

liberalism of Rawls, whether on the domestic or international level. 

Aristotle’s books on friendship in Nicomachean Ethics are placed immediately after the 

book on self-restraint, which itself follows the books on the moral and intellectual virtues. 

More immediately, friendship occurs after a discussion of pleasure and pain, and 

distinguishing human pleasure from the pleasure of God.4 The book following friendship 

discusses pleasure again, although this time Aristotle uses the notion of friendship as a way 

of distinguishing what is good from what is pleasurable.5 Aristotle notes that a large part, 

perhaps the largest part, of the education of a human being is education about pleasures and 

pains.6 Furthermore, friendship is an essential element in the life of a human being, for 

“without friends, no one would choose to live, even if he possessed all other goods.”7 

Friendship, then, plays a formative role in every part of the human experience, and given its 

connection with what we find pleasurable and painful, it is an essential part of political and 

intellectual education. And even if one were to possess all the political and intellectual 

virtues, Aristotle claims, life would still not be worth living—and so friendship, it seems, is a 

good that outstrips all others. Whether we find our happiness in the more divine life of 

contemplation, or in the more human life of politics, we need friends to aid us in our activity 

or to complement our activity through the intrinsic good of friendship itself.8 Aristotle 

                                                 
4 Nicomachean Ethics, 1154b30 

5 1172a20, 1173b34-1174a2. Aristotle shows that the distinction between the friend and the flatterer is 
a sign that the human good is not simply pleasure. 

6 1104a10-13, 1105a11-13. 

7 1155a6-15. 

8 1155a15-16. Aristotle claims that “two going together” can “think” and “act” in a superior and more 
complete way. 
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recognizes that human beings are not self-sufficient; they require the aid of community for 

whatever the best way of life may be. Human life, if it is to be good and happy, must be 

friendly. 

Friendship is so necessary in human life that Aristotle claims “lawgivers are more 

serious about it than about justice” for friendship “holds cities together.”9 After all, Aristotle 

argues, lawgivers aim especially at “like-mindedness” which “resembles” friendship, although 

in a fuller treatment of like-mindedness Aristotle seems to suggest that it actually flows from 

friendship itself, and is a sign of genuine friendship.10  He goes on to say that “when people 

are friends, they have no need of justice, but when they are just, they do need friendship in 

addition; and in the realm of just things, the most just seems to involve friendship.”11 

Aristotle frequently suggests a reason for this in the Politics, saying that without friendship 

faction emerges in the political community.  Justice on its own can inflame factions, because 

the many claims to rule are based on partial truths about what justice is; factions within the 

political community disagree vehemently because each is truly advancing something partly 

just.12  Although there Aristotle treats the problem from the point of unqualified justice, here 

in the Ethics he emphasizes that the best way to avoid factional dispute is to promote 

affection between members of the political community. The unity produced by friendship 

allows for healthy politics, which in turn leads to happiness for the members of the city. 

                                                 
9 1155a19-20. 

10 1167a21. Homonoia, also translated as “unanimity” or “concord.” 

11 1155a26-29. 

12 Politics. 1280a8-35. 
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Aristotle claims, however, that friendship is not only a necessary component for a 

complete life, but is noble in itself, worthy to be chosen for its own sake.13 The place of 

friendship in Aristotle’s political thought is central, then—even more central than justice. 

For if political philosophy arises from disputes about justice and ruling, it is friendship that 

most perfectly overcomes such disputes.14 Friendship, however, is not simply a useful way to 

prevent disputes about justice, but it is also an essential and intrinsic good for the life of 

individuals, quite apart from whatever good it does for politics.  So we can see the 

significance and central place of friendship before we even see that justice itself depends on 

friendship and seems to be caused by friendship.15 

Given Aristotle’s praise of justice as the most wondrous of virtues, we may be 

surprised at the central place he gives to friendship, which may not even be a virtue.16 

Aquinas, commenting on Aristotle, notes that justice is ordered to the possibility of 

friendship, and that as friendship is superior to justice, it is more fundamental for moral 

philosophy to deal with friendship than with justice.17 And as Aristotle shows at the 

beginning of his discussion of friendship, we can see that there are many disputed questions 

about it, the answers to which will affect our understanding of political things as well, not 

                                                 
13 1155a30. 

14 Politics, 1282a24. Political philosophy is only identified by Aristotle in the context of the debate 
between democrats and oligarchs. 

15 Although Aquinas notes when commenting on friendship, it seems that justice is necessary to 
restore a damaged friendship. See Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics trans. C.J. 
Litzinger, O.P. (Notre Dame: Dumb Ox Books, 1993 [1964]), Book VIII, Lecture 1 (§1542-1544). 

16 Friendship is either a virtue or involves virtue. 1155a4. 

17 Aquinas, Commentary on Nicomachean Ethics, §1538-1539. Aquinas in the first lectio of his commentary 
states that the Nicomachean Ethics to be a part of moral philosophy, which is itself divided into ethics, 
economics, and politics. 
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the least of which is justice.18 It is not insignificant whether friendship is defined simply by 

like loving like, or by like loving unlike, as Socrates points out to Agathon.19 And as loving 

and being loved are both necessary for there to be friendship, it is important to see whom 

we love, and why we love them.20  

Aristotle divides friendship in two different ways. The first is according to objects of 

love: the good, the useful, and the pleasant.21 Another division of friendship is based on 

inequality, as there is a kind of friendship that exists between every ruler and ruled.22 Thus 

there are two things we must chiefly consider when evaluating friendships: the object of love 

that the friends pursue, and the relationship between the people in the friendship. 

After these preliminary divisions and ways of understanding friendship, Aristotle 

addresses the relation of justice and friendship directly. He explains: 

But it seems, as was said in the beginning, that both friendship and the just 
are concerned with the same matters and are present among the same people. 
For in every community something just seems to exist, and friendship as 
well. At any rate, people address their shipmates and fellow soldiers as 
friends, just as those in other communities do. And to the extent that people 
share in community, there is friendship, since to this extent there is also what 
is just.23 
 

                                                 
18 Mary P. Nichols, “Both Truth and Friends Are Dear: Aristotle’s Political Thought as a Response to 

Plato.” 72; also “Socrates’ Contest with the Poets in Plato’s Symposium,” Political Theory, Vol. 32, No. 2 (2004): 
186-206 ; 1155a34. Also Politics 1262b5-10. 

19 Plato, Symposium in Plato: Complete Works, ed. John M. Cooper (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1997), 199c-
201c. 

20 1158b39. As Aristotle points out, it is precisely this act of loving that make friendship praiseworthy 
in itself. 

21 1155b16-20. He suggests that these are reducible to the good and the pleasant, since the useful is 

really for something good or something pleasant. 

22 1158b12-15. 

23 1159b25-31. 
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The connection between friendship and justice first strikes us because justice is concerned 

with others, giving what is fair to each other and preserving or advancing the common good, 

which is what we would expect in friendship. Aristotle also points out that the way members 

of a community speak to each other—addressing each other as “friends”—reveals that as we 

share in a common undertaking, so justice and friendship exist as well. As we share more in 

the undertaking, so we share more in friendship, and it is this sharing in friendship upon 

which justice both depends and toward which it is ordered.. Thus, as we share in common, 

whether between family members, members of the political community, or some other 

community, so “the just things too differ.”24 What we owe a fellow citizen, the ruler of the 

political community, or a family member differs because of the different kinds of 

relationship. This means injustice differs as well, for it is “more terrible to steal money from 

a comrade than from a fellow citizen, not to aid a brother than not to aid a stranger, and to 

strike a father than to strike anyone else.” This is because “it is natural for the just to increase 

together with friendship, on the grounds that justice and friendship are present among the 

same persons and are coextensive.”25 Because we owe more to some people than to others, 

the just will “increase” as we share in friendship. 

Aristotle points out, however, that all the communities, whether families, shipmates, 

or an army, differ from the political community because these communities aim at what is 

advantageous for some part of life, but the political community exists for the sake of life as a 

whole.26 What is just for particular communities furthers the ends for which those 

communities exist, and so Aristotle writes that the just for the political community is the 
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25 1160a1-10. 

26 1160a22. 
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common advantage.27 Thus, Aristotle introduces us to the political community as a kind of 

friendship that seeks the good for life as a whole; pursuing that good in common constitutes 

our first notion of what justice is. It is worth noting that although Aristotle goes into much 

more detail about the nature of the political community in Politics, he never dispenses with 

the notion of friendship as essential, even when he notes that friendship makes the political 

community secure.  Thus the communal arrangements for women and children in the city of 

the Republic, he argues, will undermine friendship by causing strife and faction, whereas 

friendship is the greatest good of political communities.28  Then, in the course of 

adjudicating the claims to rule made by both the wealthy and the poor, he notes that the 

political community exists for the good life, and “this is the work of friendship.”29   

Not only does Aristotle understand friendship as essential to the political 

community, but he also first describes the regimes of political communities as images of 

friendships found in families. Monarchical regimes resemble the relationship between fathers 

and children, aristocratic regimes are akin to the good relationship between husband and 

wife, and timocratic regimes (which bear a resemblance to “polity” in Politics) can be 

described as the rule of brothers amongst themselves.30 The deviations of regimes are similar 

to badly-ordered families: tyranny is like a Persian father who treats his children as slaves, 

oligarchy is like a husband or wife who rules the family alone in violation of fitness or 

through wealth, and democracy is like a family where all are equal and everyone does as he 

                                                 
27 1160a13. 

28 1262b6-8. 

29 1280b37. 

30 Nicomachean Ethics 1160b-1161a9. 
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likes.31 Unsurprisingly, in each of these regimes justice corresponds to the kind of friendship 

that the regime imitates. In kingly regimes, justice is largely the king giving benefits, and the 

people honoring the king.32 Aristocracy is characterized by rulers and ruled receiving goods 

and benefits according to the merit of their virtue.33 Timocracy is like the rule of equal 

siblings amongst each other, and so the justice of that regime is characterized by equality.34 

Likewise, in a deviant regime there is only as much justice as there is friendship, which 

depends on how much is shared. As Aristotle notes, “where there is nothing in common for 

ruler and ruled, there is no friendship either, since what is just does not even exist.”35 Thus, 

given that there are few if any goods pursued in common when there are tyrannies, there is 

little justice as well.  Aristotle points out that democracy is the least bad of the deviant 

regimes, because as the multitude rules on the basis of equality, it is much more likely for 

something common to exist.36 

A simple comparison between regimes and the family, however, is insufficient for a 

thorough understanding of politics. Although Aristotle depicts the forms of government as 

like the governance in family life, he stresses that the family, especially the relationship 

between the husband and wife, is a more natural community and friendship than that found 

between citizens.37 He points out that we can distinguish the friendship of citizens from the 

                                                 
31 1160b18-1161a9. 

32 1161a12. 

33 1161a22-25. 

34 1161a26-29. 
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friendship within the family insofar as the friendship of citizens is based on “agreement” 

(literally, “same-speech”).38 This foreshadows Aristotle’s claim at the beginning of Politics that 

man is a political animal due to his capacity for speech, and it is community of perceptions 

of good and bad or just and unjust that make for a political community.39 It is when we agree 

about what is just and what is good in human life that the political community truly comes 

into its own. The family is, in a sense, a more fundamental and necessary community than 

the political community and thus it seems that there is less room for disagreement about the 

good and just things within that relationship. Because the political community is more like a 

relationship of equals who are not bound to each other as naturally as a husband and wife 

are, deliberation about the good and the just may be more difficult and prone to error. 

Aristotle introduces politics in the context of friendship, and makes it clear that our 

notions of justice need to correspond to the kind of friendship we are talking about. There is 

no simple universal justice, for as justice between a father and son is different than justice 

between a husband and wife, so the justice that characterizes a monarchy will be different 

from the justice that characterizes an aristocracy or a polity.  

 
Friendship and the Common Good 

 
As noted above, justice corresponds to friendship in what and how much is shared 

by the members of the community. The activity of sharing should be understood in two 

ways. One is the kind of good being sought: is it a common good or a private good? The 

                                                 
38 Homologia, translated as “agreement” by Bartlett and Collins. 1161b15-16. 

39 Politics, 1253a15-19. Perception (aesthesis) here means what is apprehended by the senses. Aristotle, 
by reminding us that all knowledge, including knowledge of good and bad or justice and injustice must be had 
through sensation. Thus, the sort of things we sense, the kind of objects we can know, will shape our 
understanding of justice and goodness. The good cannot be known except by means of the things we see and 
hear, and thus our very own political life must be the beginning of political philosophy. 
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other is the extent to which members of the community participate in attaining that good.40 

As I will argue, the importance of Aristotle founding the political community on friendship 

lies in its at least partial explanation for why human beings live in many kinds of political 

communities, rather than only one. It also partly explains why it would be undesirable for a 

single regime to rule all human beings. 

Aristotle observes that “people come together for a certain advantage, namely to 

provide something advantageous for life.”41 This observation finds an echo at the beginning 

of Politics, where Aristotle notes that all communities aim at some good.42  Most communities 

aim at “partial advantages;” the examples Aristotle uses are sailors or soldiers, aiming at the 

advantages of money, victory, or empire. The political community, as noted above, is 

distinguished by its search for what is advantageous for life as a whole. The political 

community in some way contains within it a ship of sailors or an army of soldiers.  But it is 

much greater than these small communities and includes within it more than the activity of 

soldiering or sailing—the political community also comprehends the activities that take place 

in leisure and peace, such as celebrating the end of harvest or engaging in philosophy.43 The 

political community is characterized by the activity of pursuing the advantage of the whole, 

which includes within it the distinct goods pursued by less complete communities. This 

point is reemphasized in Politics, as the political community seeks the “authoritative good.”44  

                                                 
40 The language Aristotle uses in chapter nine of book eight is consistently that of “advantage” 

(sumpheron). 

41 1160a9. 

42 In the Politics, Aristotle uses agathon rather than sumpheron.  

43 1160a20-30, 1333a30-1333b4, 1334a15-36. 

44 This good embraces or comprehends the others, and has power over them. 
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As I argued in the previous chapter, we would err in thinking that this good is 

common to all communities. Rather, it is common to all the members of a particular political 

community. As the advantage being sought by the sailors is the success of the voyage they 

happen to be making, so the good of the political community is the success of the “voyage” 

of the political community that it is currently undertaking. As Aristotle reminds us many 

times, human life is characterized by activity. The life of the political community is no 

different. Its activity is best understood as ruling and being ruled in a fitting manner, looking 

to the good of the whole.45 Thus Aristotle says that the “political good” is justice, 

understood to be the advantage of all, and the proper work of political philosophy is 

investigating the claims of rule, using the common good of all as the criterion for 

determining whether a regime is good or bad or adjudicating between the claims of those 

who aim at partial human goods, such as democratic freedom or oligarchic wealth.46 

Thus, it is friendship as “same-speech” or “same-reason” about what is good and 

bad for human beings, not just for this or that part of human life, that constitutes the 

common good of the community. The activity of the political community is achieving what 

is advantageous with that good in mind. It is not through justice as such that the political 

community comes into being, but rather through an agreement about human life as a whole. 

And thus it is not surprising that law-makers are more concerned with friendship than 

justice, because justice becomes intelligible only after a political community has already been 

formed from a sameness of speech about the good and the bad, and the just and unjust—the 

political community is not generated from justice, but from friendship.47 Insofar as the 

                                                 
45 Politics, 1281a1-5, 1282b14-25. 

46  1282b15-20. 

47 1280b25-39. 
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political community is the highest kind of friendship, it follows that as members participate 

in the friendship by pursuing the advantages proper to it, they are acting justly in the truest 

sense of the term. Thus the correct regimes of Aristotle are characterized by pursuing the 

goods of friendship with regard to the political community as a whole, goods that belong to 

all members, rather than the goods proper to lesser friendships, such as the equality of 

democrats or the wealth of oligarchs. 

Of course, even if this pursuit of the common good is precisely the proper work of 

the political community, it does not follow that a political community will act in a way that 

reflects this proper work. Aristotle is at pains to present frequently the division between the 

few wealthy and the many poor. Democracy aims at equality of political authority based on 

who is a citizen, which ends up putting power in the hands of the poor so that they can take 

from the wealthy.48 The wealthy, arguing that their wealth gives the greater claim to rule, 

refuse to share authority with the poor. Most of politics is an oscillation of political power 

between the wealthy who wish to preserve their wealth and the poor who wish to become 

wealthy.49 Hence, in the Politics Aristotle advocates polity as the best practicable regime, as it 

attempts to aim at what is advantageous for both the wealthy and the poor, in the hopes of 

producing concord.50 It is essential for the good life of the political community that all 

possible kinds of people in the community feel affection for the regime and the ordering of 

political authority. As Aristotle points out, enemies are so far from this affection for each 

other they do not even wish to go on a journey together.51 The implication is that political 
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communities that are riven by faction do not truly practice politics, but pursue an activity 

that belongs to a lesser form of friendship.  

As noted in the previous chapter, Aristotle argues that different regimes arise 

because men “hunt for happiness” in different ways of life. Depending on their 

circumstances, the different ways of life we see among different peoples may be necessary, 

for what moderation and courage demand of one sort of person may differ from what they 

demand of another. In founding political life on friendship, and thus founding justice on 

friendship, we see another and possibly more fundamental reason for human beings to live 

in separate communities. What the community takes to be the good of human life as whole 

is the cause of politics. Without “sameness of speech” regarding the good and the bad, the 

just and the unjust, no real political life is possible. This “sameness of speech” does not 

mean that there will never be disagreement or difference of opinion—it would be very 

possible to argue either for or against invading Sicily. It does, however, mean that there 

needs to be a kind of common ground that provides the foundation for political debate. 

It is because justice depends on friendship that Aristotle’s theorizing on politics is at 

once unique and troubling, especially to those who look for universal dictates of justice. 

Justice does not preexist community, because man is a political animal and must exist in a 

friendship to be happy. To speak of justice as preexisting a community of some sort is 

unintelligible, according to Aristotle. Indeed, Aristotle, foreshadowing Hobbes, notes that a 

human being abstracted from the political community is like an isolated game piece and has 

a desire for war.52 But Aristotle’s position is not Hobbesian, for politics is not the product of 

mutual fear but rather comes from common love.  Unlike Hobbes, Aristotle’s politics is not 
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founded on an assumed isolation, and it is not aimed at simply managing the desire for war, 

but rather on friendship and its common good. 

While this conception of justice arising out of the political nature of man and his 

need for friends goes far toward both accounting for the existence of political communities 

and the differences among regimes and ways of life, one must wonder about the kind of 

isolation between political communities that such an explanation seems to entail. For if 

justice arises out of friendship and sameness of speech about the good and the bad, what can 

exist between separate communities? As Aristotle makes clear, the common good that binds 

together members of the same community belongs to those members and no one else. Just 

as the goods of a voyage belong to those who participate in that voyage, so the goods of the 

political community belong to the citizens of that political community. Insofar as the 

political common good is proper only to the members of a political community, and not to 

members of others, it seems political communities must exist with respect to each other in 

the manner of the individual who lives outside political community entirely: isolated and 

belligerent. Indeed, that Aristotle describes the isolated man in such a way as would seem to 

indicate that he sees the nature of relations between separate communities to be nothing 

other than warlike. It is because the isolated man must be either like an animal or a god, 

needing and desiring no one else, that Aristotle compares him with a city that strives to 

dominate its neighbors. 

The nature of friendship and its connection to politics, then, far from making us 

think that some sort of international society is possible, actually seems to point toward 

conflict. It is precisely because human beings love their own good, and the good of their 

friends, that they live in separate political communities. Appeals to justice seem to be of 

limited use, as well, because, as I will argue below, justice is closely related to affection. 
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Friendship and the Just 
 
One result of the above argument is that we must be careful not to assume that 

justice is only impartial. Justice necessarily considers what people owe and to whom they 

owe it, and one of the ways in which we know what we owe is by looking to the relation that 

exists between two or more people. Because we must refer to the sort of friendship we share 

with another when we evaluate what is just, the just is in fact defined by partiality. 

For Aristotle, the nature of the common good that binds people, as well as the 

nature of the relationship between them, matters a great deal when we decide what is just or 

unjust. I have argued above that the common good of the community, and the work that 

makes that good possible (and to a certain extent constitutes that good) is important for 

understanding what is just. Those who have given much for the sake of the common good, 

Aristotle says, are to be offered much in the way of honor, and possibly money.53 As one 

benefits the community, one ought to receive more honor and praise, as accords with this 

notion of justice.54 Similarly, as one harms the community by undermining and destroying its 

good, so he is blamed and punished. It is not enough, however, simply to note that as one 

gives to the community so should one be rewarded or punished, because justice also exists 

between individuals as well as between the citizen and the regime.  

This may bring to mind Aristotle’s observation that while it is certainly true that we 

ought to give equally to equals, whether we speak of rewards or punishments, we also ought 

to give unequally to unequals, according to a kind of proportion. While it is important to 

note that this does mean that there is no fixed rule for how we know what we ought to give 
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54 Both magnificence and greatness of soul seem to have the good of community in mind here.  
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and take, Aristotle further complicates the picture by pointing out that to act justly, we must 

consider more than one person at a time . Thus, while it true that equals must be treated 

equally, the fact that human beings have a number of relationships at once means that 

political life is not simply made up of equal claims, even in a polity. Aristotle’s discussion of 

the family makes it clear that for one to act justly, one must consider the claims of both 

brothers and parents, children and spouses.55 There is no simple way to reduce these 

friendships to one kind or another—each of them will have its unique characteristics that 

must be considered in order to act justly. One of these characteristics is the closeness, or the 

bond, between two or more people. 

As quoted above, Aristotle notes that “it is more terrible” to steal from a comrade 

than a fellow citizen, or to ignore a brother in need rather than a stranger. 56 As the bonds of 

friendship are closer, so too the claims of justice increase. The claim, taken to its logical 

conclusion, would be that as it is more just to aid a family member than someone who is 

merely a fellow-citizen, so it is also more just to look to the good of a fellow-citizen rather 

than a foreigner. Although this does not inform us of the exact duty we owe people in our 

own particular circumstances, it does make it clear that we owe far more to those with whom 

we share goods than those who fall outside our community. Thus, we should expect those 

who pursue the common good of the political community to be praised, as well as those 

who work for the good of their own families and fellow-citizens, rather than those who 

work for the good of people they do not know. 
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The claim thus far is that justice, rather than an impartial attempt to grant some 

measure of fairness, is really quite partial: either to the good of the political community, or to 

those individuals with whom we share other common goods, whether our family or fellow 

citizens. The love that friendship begets is necessary to understand what is just. And thus it 

is not surprising that few, if anyone, speak about justice toward those who exist outside the 

political community, for they do not share in common life.57 Justice between political 

communities seems to be a notion without content, and consequently we should expect little 

else than the exercise of despotism in foreign relations, as each community looks only to its 

own good.58 

Yet Aristotle writes two things that should give us pause. The first is that friendship 

can, and indeed should, exist between masters and slave. When noting that there is nothing 

in common between the tyrant and those whom he rules, Aristotle argues that the subjects 

of the tyrant are little better than tools, which would suggest that the subjects of the tyrant 

exist only for the benefit of the tyrant.59 He qualifies this statement, however, by noting that 

something common does indeed exist, as we can see in the relationship between a master 

and a slave. He writes: “insofar as he is a slave then, there is no friendship in relation to him, 

but only insofar as he is a human being, since there seems to be something just for every 

human being in relation to everyone able to share in law and compact. There is friendship, 

then, insofar as the slave is a human being.”60 Later, in the Politics, Aristotle writes that a slave 

                                                 
57 Rhetoric, 1358b33-38. 

58 It is worth wondering whether despotism is even the correct word to use, since there would be no 
ordered whole from which to take our bearings as there is in the case of the master and the slave. 

59 1161a34-1161b5. 

60 1161b5-8. Cf. Politics 1255b3-15. 
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is “one who does not belong to himself by nature but is another’s, though a human being…a 

human being is another’s who, though a human being, is a possession.”61 It is worth 

remembering at this point that “the just exists for those for whom there is also law 

pertaining to them, and law exists among those for whom there is injustice. For justice is a 

judgment about the just and the unjust.”62 The slave, for Aristotle, despite being a tool and 

existing only for the benefit of the master, is still a human being. This common human 

nature is what he, as a human being, shares with the master. Insofar as they share human 

nature, slaves are able to share in law. By nature, it would seem, no one is outside the 

possibility of law, and therefore outside the possibility of justice. And thus we have reason to 

wonder about both tyrants and masters; even in a relationship characterized by despotism, 

common humanity and law remains. Aristotle describes a human nature that is inextricably 

bound up with the capability of sharing in law, and thus one would think all human beings 

by nature are capable of sharing in prudence, the lack of which is the specific difference 

between the slave and the free person.63 

This calls into question the very possibility of the slave by nature that Aristotle 

speaks of at the beginning of the Politics, since for Aristotle all human beings as such are 

capable of sharing in law and hence prudence. What is even more striking is that this 

suggests that no one is fully outside of human friendship and community. If there would be 

anyone outside human community, it would have to the slave, since insofar as he lacks 

prudence he could not truly be political by nature; indeed, the natural slave that Aristotle 
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Aristotle defines the slave. 

62 1134a32 

63 1260a12. 
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defines in Politics is scarcely human at all, and at times Aristotle even compares the natural 

slave to a beast, which we know has no part in the political community. And although 

Aristotle points out that the political education of women is essential to the well-ordered 

regime, for women are half the whole of the political community, no similar argument is 

made about the slaves of a political community.64 In fact, in Metaphysics Aristotle points to 

another distinguishing mark between the slave and the free man, writing, “It is as in a 

household, in which the freemen are least at liberty to act at random but all or most things 

are ordered, while slaves and wild animals contribute little to the common good but for the 

most part act at random; for such is the principle of each of these, which is their nature.”65 

The nature of the free person, the political animal, is the ability to live in an ordered whole, 

and therein he finds his liberty. The slave, living randomly, exists on the margins of 

community and friendship. Because friendship is marked by a common good, a good that 

belongs to each but not to each exclusively, and ordering oneself to the good of the 

friendship is the mark of freedom, the slave, by definition, stands well outside the possibility 

of community. He lives haphazardly. 

For Aristotle to say that the slave is capable of living in friendship is therefore a 

radical position. It indicates nothing other than a common participation in human nature 

that can be the basis of the just and the unjust. Some scholars have argued that there is no 

recognition of the human as such in Aristotle political philosophy, arguing that the Stoics 

were the first to recognize the universality of human nature, and with that Stoic universalism 

came Alexander’s empire as a form of political organization better suited to the reality of the 

                                                 
64 1260a18, Rhetoric, 1361a11. Aristotle does note that slaves should be admonished rather than 

commanded, but does not speak of them as being a part of the political whole. 

65 Metaphysics 1075a20-23. 
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unity of the human species.66 Of course, Aristotle was well aware of the possibility of empire; 

as I will discuss later, one of the driving concerns of the Politics is to try to stave off the 

imperialistic tendencies of most political communities that are well-ordered. Empire, 

whether Macedonian, Spartan, or Athenian, is front and center of Aristotle’s political 

thought.  

Aristotle, although aware of the possibility of larger forms of political organization, 

including universal empire, prefers the independence and separateness of political 

communities to forms that sacrifice agreement about what is good and bad. To achieve the 

good of human life, such separate communities are required. The very nature of what 

politics is, rooted in a kind of friendship, results in differing communities. At the same time, 

Aristotle claims that each human being, could, in principle, be a friend to any other human 

being. The just and unjust holds between each human being as such to a certain extent. As 

Aristotle points out, friendship “is inherent too in those that are alike in kind to one another, 

and especially in human beings, which is why we praise people who are lovers of human 

beings as such. One might see in one’s travels too that every human being is kindred to every 

other human beings and dear to him.”67 Insofar as friendship is inherent to those who are 

                                                 
66 For a cogent argument against justice and friendship flowing from human nature itself, see Bernard 

Yack, “Natural Right and Aristotle’s Understanding of Justice,” Political Theory, Vol. 18, No. 2. (May, 1990),216-
37. Alasdair MacIntyre holds a similar position in After Virtue, although by the time of Whose Justice? Which 
Rationality? his position came more in line with the argument above. For claims about Aristotle’s recognition of 
the human as such, see McCoy, The Structure of Political Thought, 77-79. See however Sabine, A History of Political 
Theory, for the claim that empire was for Aristotle “beyond the power of political imagination,” which is self-
evidently false, or George Catlin, The Story of the Political Philosophers, in which he claims that Aristotle’s 
preference for small independent communities was due to “a strange distortion of perspective.” It is also worth 
briefly noting that the preference Aristotle has for small cities is to a certain extent exaggerated—as he points 
out frequently in Politics, there are advantages that come with a larger political community, the first and 
foremost being a greater possibility of decentralizing political authority as a way of preventing despotism. 
George Sabine, A History of Political Theory (New York: Henry Holt, 1956), 126-127; George Catlin, The Story of 
the Political Philosophers (New York: McGraw Hill, 1939), 105. 
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like in kind, we can say that a kind of natural friendship exists between all human beings. 

And as we have seen, where there is friendship, there is justice. From natural friendship, 

then, comes a natural justice.  

The second thing Aristotle writes that should give us pause is his claim that 

friendship does indeed exist between political communities. We know that political 

communities are not individuals, and consequently it might seem inappropriate to refer to 

them as if they were moral agents.  For Aristotle, the city does not have the same unity as the 

individual.  Indeed, in arguing against Socrates’ attempt in the Republic to endow the city with 

the greatest possible unity, he observes that “when the city becomes increasingly one it will 

no longer be a city. For the city is in its nature a sort of multitude, and as it becomes more a 

unity it will be a household instead of a city, and a human being instead of a household.”68  

Moreover, we are in error if we think that the city is a natural being the same way that an 

individual is a natural being.69 Although at the outset of the Politics he describes the “natural” 

growth of the city out of the household and the village, he also says that the first one to 

constitute a city is responsible for the greatest of goods.”70   

How then can friendship exist between political communities?  Aristotle claims 

alliances are nothing else than friendships of utility, aimed at a mutual advantage.71 This 

point is developed in the Politics, as Aristotle argues that alliances exist, at least in part, for 

mutual aid against injustice or gain in commerce.72 While there must be a certain amount of 
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affection between useful friends, because only enemies will do nothing to help one another, 

it is qualitatively different from the love of fellow-citizens inasmuch as there is no shared 

good between them. Each member of the useful friendship seeks community only insofar as 

the community is useful toward his own advantage. The good of the political community, 

however, seems to be for its own sake.73 What is striking here, however, is that Aristotle 

observes that alliances indicate that separate political communities have something in 

common, and can even share laws against committing injustice against one another. The 

difference between the laws that undergird economic or strategic alliances is between those 

that simply “safeguard the just things” and those that “make citizens good and just.”74 Thus 

laws do exist between political communities, but they are of a qualitatively different sort than 

those that exist within the political community itself. Such “international laws” would not 

lead, in themselves, to nobility of action. 

This does not quite explain what it means to say that political communities can be 

friends with one another. We may think Aristotle has in mind personal friendship with 

foreigners, but he does not speak of alliances and friendship with foreigners in the same 

way.75 Later in the Politics Aristotle will blur the distinction between the political community 

and the individual, and will explain that it is appropriate to predicate virtues of entire 

communities.76 This will be dealt with later in the dissertation. 

Unexpectedly, given his explanation of justice and the common good of political 

communities, Aristotle is indicating the existence of a justice that binds political 
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communities and of laws that exist to regulate alliances. Are these laws the laws that all 

human beings by nature are capable of sharing, undergirding the community in which all 

human beings by nature participate? Or are they instituted by the regimes themselves, as a 

kind of international law? And if there is no genuine common good between political 

communities, and only mutual advantage, how could justice be possible? Aristotle does not 

say explicitly. To uncover what he teaches about the character of whatever exists between 

political communities, I turn to Aristotle’s explicit words on foreign relations both in actual 

cities and “the city according to prayer.”  

 
Conclusion 

 
The purpose of this chapter has been to consider the place of friendship in 

Aristotle’s political thought and how it relates to justice and acting as a good human being. It 

turns out that friendship is in fact a central, indeed, constitutive element of the political 

community. Without friendship, there is no genuine political community. It is friendship and 

the love of the common good, insofar as it extends to all members of the community and is 

held exclusively by none, that makes an act of justice intelligible. A consequence of this 

argument is that justice, far from being impartial, is in fact very partial. As the closeness of 

friends increases, so do the claims of justice. So we should not be surprised when citizens 

and statesmen prefer the good of their own political community to the goods of others; this 

is in fact what justice demands. They would be acting badly as human beings if they seriously 

considered the claims of all human beings impartially or disinterestedly. This does make 

relations between political communities look more like the war that characterizes the isolated 

individual. The initial picture of what we might call the “international whole” is communities 

in conflict with one another as they seek their own goods, and rightfully so. Human 
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happiness, it would seem, presupposes a state of potential conflict among various political 

communities. The just and prudent man seeks the good of his own rather than of others. 

Further and deeper investigation yields a somewhat different picture, one difficult to 

square with this simple picture painted above. There exists a natural friendship, one that 

extends to all human beings as such. And consequently, there must also be justice that 

extends to all human beings as such, for justice and friendship deal with the same people and 

the same actions. This considerably complicates our understanding of what justice demands. 

Furthermore, Aristotle himself says that friendship between political communities does exist, 

albeit of the utilitarian rather than noble sort. Nonetheless, this utilitarian friendship does 

include the possibility of justice and law between political communities. Where justice and 

law exist, it is possible to exercise justice and prudence, and so the question how to act 

according to virtue within the international whole arises. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

Politics and War 
 
 
In the previous chapters I argued that Aristotle’s notion of virtue requires a political 

context. It is impossible to act justly or prudently apart from a political community. This is 

largely because justice itself—as well as the whole political order—depends on friendship 

and the common love that friendship entails. Furthermore, because justice is coextensive 

with friendship, we owe more to our family or friends than we do to strangers, and more to 

our fellow-citizens than to those who are outside our political community. At the same time, 

I pointed out that Aristotle argues that community and friendship, and consequently a 

genuine common good, exists between master and slaves as far as each is human. But if it is 

possible for there to be a real common good in that case, insofar as each is a human being, 

than it appears that justice cannot be completely confined to the political community; rather, 

it would seem to include all those who participate in being human, that is to say, it includes 

the community of human beings as human beings. 

 Now that we have learned that the scope for justice is broader than presented at 

first, in the next three chapters I will turn to Aristotle’s explicit teaching on foreign relations. 

I will first establish my fundamental claim that Aristotle has a great deal to teach us about 

questions of foreign policy. Given the common opinion of scholars that Aristotle had little 

to say about foreign policy or international politics, it is essential to go through the text of 

the Politics to point out Aristotle’s persistent concern about war, foreign policy, and the 

international dimension of politics. The second task of this chapter is to consider how 

Aristotle deals with questions of foreign affairs, especially war, throughout most of the 
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Politics in an effort to glean some sense of what the philosopher may have thought about the 

international environment generally.  

To that end, this chapter is divided into six parts that address distinct questions 

Aristotle raises about foreign policy throughout the middle part of Politics. Taken together 

with the next two chapters on the “city according to prayer”—that is, on the final two books 

of the Politics— this part of my argument indicates the importance of foreign affairs for 

Aristotle and what he has to teach about it. The first part of this chapter will briefly describe 

the role of war in the first book of Politics, and provide a preliminary explanation of the 

connection of war to politics. Political philosophy, if it is to be practical and serious, must 

consider the foreign relations, probably hostile, between political communities. In the 

second part, I will turn to Aristotle’s discussion of political theory, both Socratic and non-

Socratic. Aristotle distinguishes himself from his predecessors by considering the effects 

their theoretical regimes would have for foreign affairs. The Socratic regimes described in 

the Republic and in the Laws aim too much at nobility while forgetting the necessary means by 

which nobility is produced.  The regime of Phaleas, however, assumes that simply addressing 

necessity in the regime will produce noble politics. An excessive concern for either nobility 

or necessity will seriously harm the possibility of the political community’s survival in an 

international environment that Aristotle considers quite dangerous. The third part is a 

consideration of Aristotle’s critiques of Crete and Sparta. Here we see a preliminary 

discussion of how historical regimes fared with regard to foreign affairs—we see that both 

Crete and Sparta were harmed by their reliance on slavery and by overemphasizing the 

martial virtues at the expense of the pacific virtues. We see the importance of contingency in 

politics—Crete survived as long as it did not because it was well ordered but because of its 

location and its policy toward its neighbors. The fourth part of this chapter is an attempt to 
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distill Aristotle’s thoughts about the Athenian Empire, in particular its imperious behavior 

toward the political communities it ruled. The discussion of the Athenian Empire will 

introduce the role of the hegemon in international politics, and the problem of a city ruling 

other cities, apparently for its own good. The fifth part of the chapter is a discussion of 

Aristotle’s best practical regime, polity. Aristotle reveals the connection between the political 

structure of the regime and the mode in which it wages war, and vice-versa, as well as the 

importance of the middle class and flexibility in polity in order to survive the shocks of war. 

The sixth part focuses on tyranny and kingship, and the unique ways in which these regimes 

are affected by war and how they, in turn, affect the international environment around them. 

The conclusion of the chapter offers a summary of what we have learned from Aristotle 

about foreign affairs and international politics. 

 
Aristotle on War, Peace, and the Regime 

 
War pervades Aristotle’s political thought, in a way that has not been fully 

appreciated by scholars. In the Nicomachean Ethics, for example, the first virtue Aristotle 

identifies is courage, which is most perfectly exemplified by the soldier facing a noble death 

in battle.1 It is also the case that his first identification of something as noble comes about 

from war, because courage aims at the noble.2 Later in the Ethics, Aristotle contrasts two 

choice worthy ways of life for individuals: the way of contemplating divine things, which is 

commonly understood to be the way of life for the philosopher, and the political way of life, 

                                                 
1 Nicomachean Ethics, 1115a34-35. 

2 Although, as we will see later in the dissertation, courage aims at a curious kind of nobility. See Lee 
Ward, “Nobility and Necessity: The Problem of Courage in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics,” The American Political 
Science Review, Vol. 95, No. 1 (Mar., 2001): 71-83. Ward argues that nobility is not a sufficient motivation for 
courage, and that there must consequently be an element of necessity in it. 
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one that Aristotle closely associates with the “warlike.”3 The association of political virtue 

with war is continued in the Politics, as Aristotle points out that when political communities 

do aim at virtue and human excellence, it is usually at excellence in war.4 Thus the virtue that 

characterizes most political communities is courage. 

As the argument below will show, one of the first elements of nobility and political 

rule is freedom, in the sense of not being enslaved to others. Skill in war, to preserve the 

freedom of the political community, is an essential political good. It stands to reason that the 

primary political virtue is in fact courage, and that both the Nicomachean Ethics and Politics 

begin, in different ways, with courage. Aristotle’s discussion of courage in the former, for 

example, presents death in war as a prime example of the courageous action that aims at the 

noble.5  The argument below will sketch out in greater detail the need for and role of 

courage in the political community. The question of politics and war is taken up again by 

Aristotle at the conclusion of the Politics, and will be dealt with more completely in 

subsequent chapters. 

The first mention of war and its role in the political community in the Politics comes 

regarding the acquisition of natural slaves. During the discussion of the acquisition of natural 

slaves, Aristotle argues that wars might aim at acquiring slaves, and when the slaves are 

naturally fit to be ruled but are unwilling, such a war is “naturally just.”6 War, then, is first 

discussed as the just way for masters to increase the number of their slaves. War serves 

                                                 
3 1177b5-18. It is worth noting that Aristotle does distinguish politics from war, but the two together 

form one way of life distinct from the contemplative way of life. 

4 Politics, 1324b8. 

5 Nicomachean Ethics, 1115a30. 

6 1256b25. It is worth noting that Aristotle forces us to reconsider this statement by claiming only 
animals that can be eaten should be hunted. 1324b40. Likewise, the very possibility of slavery depends on the 
complexity of household rule, something which is alien to animals. 1264a5. 



84 
 

mastery and despotism. Whether such mastery is just depends on whether there is such a 

thing as a natural slave, and then on whether the people being warred upon are indeed 

themselves natural slaves. That war is introduced in connection to justice is important—and 

will be a point to further develop later in this dissertation. For the time being, it is enough to 

point out that the entire discussion of slavery in the first book of Politics takes its bearing 

from war. The “natural slave” is a recourse that warlike nations have when justifying their 

despotic tendencies, and Aristotle’s discussion thus constitutes a criticism of a “law of war.” 

The question of war, despotism, and the truths about the good life will continue 

throughout the rest of the Politics, being consistently revised and qualified. At the same time, 

in the first book of the Politics, Aristotle does not refer to foreign relations as warlike 

simply—in a striking passage, he identifies foreign trade as the genesis of money.7 Evidently, 

some sort of cooperative peace is possible between political communities, but at this point 

Aristotle tells us little else. 

 
Aristotle’s Engagement with Socratic and Non-Socratic Political Theory 

 
When examining the best of what has been said or done concerning politics, 

Aristotle discusses the regimes proposed by Socrates,8 Phaleas, and Hippodamus, men who 

have “spoken” about well-managed political communities. While all three are seeking a 

politics that aims at nobility, they do so in different ways. Socrates seeks to produce a noble 

city in which no one thinks about himself and acts only for what is common, sharing all 

things. His regimes are based on what will most make the political community overcome 

                                                 
7 1257a31. 

8 Although Socrates does not explicitly appear in Laws, Aristotle writes as if he were the main 
interlocutor. 
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self-love, claiming that friends have all things in common.9 Phaleas, on the other hand, 

believes that the evils of faction can be overcome if possessions are made equal—he does 

not notice that faction is not produced by inequality so much as by vice, even vices that arise 

from the human desire for things that go beyond what is necessary, such as honor. Phaleas 

misses the truth that nobility in the form of virtue is itself a necessity in the quest for good 

politics. Finally, Hippodamus aims strictly at what is noble for the political community, for 

example in the form of a beautiful symmetry for the city, as in his proposal for institutions 

organized with mathematical precision, in his assumption that laws are based on reason 

rather than habit, or in geometric precision in city-planning. We see this dialectic of nobility 

and necessity mirrored in foreign relations. In Aristotle’s presentation, Socrates seems to 

ignore the element of necessity that responding to neighboring political communities 

requires,10 and Phaleas does not even consider what it would mean to be noble with respect 

to neighbors. Hippodamus’ quest for perfect rationality and beauty tends towards a political 

community that does not account among other things for the element of necessity in foreign 

relations, and lies open to ruin. 

When considering Socrates’ regimes set out in the Republic and the Laws, Aristotle 

seems to emphasize a Socratic tendency to aim at something outside the scope of human 

nature.11 Thus Aristotle observes that according to Socrates women should be required to 

take part in precisely the same education as men, and take part in warfare as well.12 Socrates 

                                                 
9 1263a29-30; Republic, 449c. 

10 1265a20-25. Aristotle does note that Socrates “supposes that the women should join in warfare and 
share the same education as the guardians” at 1264b38. Including women in warfare may itself be another 
example of avoiding the necessities of political life, namely that women can bear children and men cannot. 

11 1262b20-24, especially in light of 1286b27-28. 

12 1264b37. 
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makes this argument on the assumption that like should be treated as like, and inasmuch as 

women and men are both alike in being human, they should be treated the same. 13  He 

suggests a principle of justice that appeals to the noble: as essentially the same kind of being, 

men and women should be treated in the same way. Although Aristotle does not explicitly 

challenge this Socratic innovation, he does observe elsewhere that it is women who by 

nature bear children, as if Socrates neglected the full implications of this fact in proposing 

relationships between men and women.14 Not only that, but as we will see below, war is a 

fundamentally dangerous undertaking for a political community because of the death of 

citizens; to treat women like men by abstracting from their femininity is to ignore that war 

and battle could very well result in the political community losing its women and thus its 

capacity for families. Although the political community is primary, and the family takes its 

place within it, it is also the case that without the capacity for family, the political community 

will not offer nearly as much to persuade men to be involved in its affairs. Moreover, it was 

precisely the Spartan neglect of the virtues of women that led to the women becoming 

domineering and consequently endangering the Spartan regime. The concern for virtue that 

Socrates displays ends up ignoring the constraints of human nature. By forgetting about 

necessity, Socrates puts his regime in danger. 

Critiquing the regime described in the Laws, Aristotle argues that “one’s 

presuppositions should indeed accord with what one would pray for” when proposing a 

regime, “yet nothing should be impossible,” indicating that Socrates (i.e., in Laws) did not 

aim at what was practicable for human beings; he did not consider necessity enough.15 The 

                                                 
13 Republic 453 b-457a. 

14 1259a38-1259b15, 1260a20-25; Ethics 1162a20-30, 1166a6-7, 1171b10-12. 

15 1265a17-18. 
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example Aristotle particularly has mind is the large segment of the population that has no 

other role than being warriors. Aristotle points out that to sustain the military of the regime 

described there, which remains unemployed in times of peace, would require a large 

population and swath of territory. In fact, for all practical purposes, Aristotle believes that a 

separate military element requires a city the size of Babylon or perhaps even “unlimited” 

territory to feed them and their retainers, not to mention the general population.16 But 

Aristotle indicates that Socrates is not overly concerned with the necessity of feeding and 

housing such a large population. Furthermore, there are two problems with such a large 

population and territory. In the first place, once a city reaches the size of Babylon, there is a 

serious question about its retaining a genuinely political character. If Socrates is aiming to 

establish a noble city, it will be difficult to maintain nobility with such a large population.17 In 

the second place, Aristotle points out later that wealth in land and possessions would be bad 

for the city by making it a tempting target to unscrupulous neighbors.18 Thus, in order to 

maintain a large military, one paradoxically makes oneself more likely to be attacked by dint 

of the economic and demographic requirements of possessing a large military. 

Aristotle not only suggests that the effects of possessing a powerful military will be 

far reaching for the regime as a whole and on the kind of foreign relations it might be 

inviting, but questions an apparent presupposition of Socrates’ theorizing about politics, 

namely, the lack of neighboring political communities. In making his case, he points to the 

                                                 
16 1267a10-15. 

17  1276a20-35, 1326a25-35; Ethics 1170b30-1171b5. 

18 1267a18. It is worth noticing that the genesis of the problem is how time can be set aside for 
leisure, a problem that is also at the root of the Spartan and Cretan regimes, as well as the regime according 
prayer. Because Socrates sets aside some people for leisure and some people for labor, the political community 
necessarily balloons in size and encounters the problems described above. 
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problem posed for a political community by its neighbors, implying that political 

philosophers often fail to consider strategic threats to the regime, and in doing so fail to 

think about necessity:  

It is said that a legislator should look to two things in enacting laws, the 
territory and the human beings. But it would be nobly (kalos) added that he 
should look to the neighboring regions, in the first place if the city is to lead a 
political way of life [in relation to other cities] and not one in isolation; for it 
is necessary that it employ in war the arms useful not only on its own 
territory but also in foreign regions. But if one does not accept this [political] 
way of life [rather than an isolated one] either as one’s own or as the 
common way of life of the city, still men should be formidable to their 
enemies not only when these enter their territory but also when they leave 
it.19 

 
Here Aristotle establishes two alternative ways of life for a regime. A city may lead a 

“political” way of life, one which would involve military power not simply for the defense of 

one’s own territory, but also in neighboring territory. Or it may lead an isolationist way of 

life. But even an isolationist regime must have the ability to defend itself. The desire to be 

left alone and have a self-sufficient life does not mean that other political communities will 

respect that choice. Self-defense does not only involve an enemy’s attack, either, because 

Aristotle argues that the isolationist political community must be able to exert military 

strength beyond its own borders, as its military must be “formidable” when the enemy 

leaves. It is unclear what Aristotle has in mind, whether, for example, to pursue and subdue 

the enemy or merely to harass it. Thus, one of the questions that the political thinker must 

consider when devising a praiseworthy city is what the foreign relations of that city will be. 

                                                 
19 1265a19-27. Apparently the political community that chooses isolation should still have a military 

capable of pursuing the enemy outside its own borders, and thus should have an understanding of how to do 
so by studying the geography of neighbors. It is worth observing that because Socrates’ regime necessitates a 
large number of people and a large territory, he failed to “do everything nobly.” Also he left a “noble” 
consideration out, namely, the foreign policy of the political community, which would seem to be a 
consideration of necessity. Nobility is impossible without reference to what is necessary. Of course, the regime 
of Laws has no neighbors due to the insistence of Clinias. Laws 704b. 
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Furthermore, when we consider the foreign relations of a city, no matter whether we choose 

isolation, despotic rule, or some form of leadership in one’s relation to other cities, military 

power is clearly of preeminent importance. The question as to how military power ought to 

be used is left unasked at this point.20  

Aristotle distinguishes Phaleas of Chalcedon from Socrates by the former’s focus on 

“the necessary things.” 21 How exactly did Phaleas emphasize, in a myopic fashion, the 

necessary things?  Phaleas wished to do away with faction and injustice by giving everybody 

the same amount of possessions. His leveling property thus intends to cure crimes 

committed of necessity, such as overcoming poverty.  His solution assumes that if everyone 

has the same, no one would be jealous or think that they had been short-changed.22  Aristotle 

critiques his proposal mainly on two points. First, Aristotle notes that factional conflict is 

due more to immoderate desires than to poverty, and also because it is not simply external 

things that people need but also honors.23 Indeed, Aristotle argues that inequality in 

possessions results only in “minor injustices” and that a much greater cause for concern is 

equality in honors.24 Replacing virtue with equality of possessions will do little to prevent 

grievous political harms that come about through vice and the desire for more public 

recognition. For Phaleas, if there is any idea of the noble at all, it seems to be simply the 

                                                 
20 Cf. Thomas L. Pangle, Aristotle’s Teaching in the Politics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013), 

80; Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s Politics, 113. Aquinas and Pangle both point out that a political way of 
international rule must mean some sort of community of political communities ruling and being ruled. Pangle 

goes further and asserts that this would entail a “benevolent empire.” This seems an unnecessary conclusion. 

21 1266a31-38.  

22 1266a38.  

23 It is worth noting that Aristotle critiques the Socratic regime on the same grounds, although there 
Aristotle emphasizes that common ownership is actually a cause of viciousness. 1263b20-25. 

24 1267a5-15. 
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absence of injustice caused by economic inequality. As Aristotle notes, however, “no one 

becomes a tyrant to get out of the cold.”25   

This leads to the second critique Aristotle levels at Phaleas, namely his inattention to 

foreign affairs. As with the characters of Plato’s Laws, Phaleas has considered how to make 

institutions for a people “to engage in politics nobly among themselves” but has failed to 

realize that “they should do so also with a view to their neighbors and all foreigners.”26  

Thus, while Phaleas tried to make nobility simply a function of necessity, he utterly failed to 

think about noble politics with regard to foreigners. Here, Aristotle points out to us that 

political theory, while it must consider the institutions that allow for noble politics, must also 

consider how we can engage in politics with those outside the community, whether near or 

far. To do so “it is necessary, that the regime be organized with a view to military strength.” 

As he had in his critique of the regime in Laws, Aristotle points out the importance of 

foreign affairs. Here, however, he adds the possibility that “noble” politics is possible toward 

those outside the regime. Furthermore, he does not limit such relations to those who are 

nearby, but extends it to “all foreigners.” Phaleas’ thoughts about property equalization are 

critiqued here as well, for lawmakers cannot simply think about property with regard to the 

members of their respective political communities. They must also do so with regard to the 

“foreign dangers” to which a community is exposed on account of the amount and 

distribution of property in the city.27  Aristotle points out that too wealthy a community 

could tempt the strong to attack it in order to gain its wealth, but too poor a community 

                                                 
25 1267a13. 

26 1267a17-19. 

27 1267a22. 
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would be too weak to fend off attackers.28 Aristotle suggests that property allocations should 

be regulated, at least partially, to the point that wealth will not tempt foreign communities, 

allowing for however much property needed for the virtue of generosity, as he makes clear 

in his criticism of the Republic’s community of property. Here, however, Aristotle indicates 

that the legislator must take into account of the concerns of war and foreign affairs, as in 

checking the envy or greed of citizens as one way of preventing war. At the same time, 

Aristotle has already reminded us previous to this discussion that tyrants do not arise out of 

a desire for necessary things, but rather for an excessive desire for honor.29 The injustices 

committed by those individuals with an “excessive” and hence warped desire for honor are 

far more dangerous to the peace and freedom of the political community than those who are 

in need of the “necessary things.” This makes us wonder how effective Aristotle’s advice 

about limiting the wealth of Phaleas’ regime would be. Indeed, Aristotle suggests that 

divvying up external possessions might cause some political benefits, but not many.30 The 

desire for glory is probably much more important in driving foreign aggression, and thus 

there is only so much limiting one’s wealth will do to prevent that aggression. 

For Aristotle, Socrates did not account for the necessities of human nature enough 

in his political theory, but one cannot cast aside Socratic political theory in favor of those 

who understand political problems in terms of necessity and material goods, as Phaleas does. 

The noble and the necessary must be considered together when one studies politics, and to 

consider one in abstraction from the other is to distort it past recognition.  Thus when 

Aristotle considers how to safeguard the security of the political community against 

                                                 
28 1267a20-25.  

29 1267a12-13. 

30 1267a39. 
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neighbors who wish to attack it, both the necessary and the noble are integral. This 

discussion also provides a useful inoculation against theories that aim at something noble but 

do not think through the ramifications of their proposals. Thinking only of the noble or the 

necessary is a recipe for disaster. There is no simple solution to dealing with the problems of 

politics, whether domestic or foreign. 

The last theorist Aristotle considers is Hippodamus of Miletus, a man who “wished 

to be learned with regard to nature as a whole” and made the plans for the Piraeus.31 

Hippodamus, it would seem, found something important in the number three, as all of his 

major divisions of the political things are according to that number.32 Aristotle explains why 

such an orderly scheme will not work: While it simplifies political life and makes it easier to 

grasp, it ignores the complexity of human life. For example, if the farmers are not allowed to 

possess weapons, how will they not become the slaves of the soldiers?33 This seems to be a 

clear implication that political life relies on military power, something that seems to escape 

Hippodamus. 

Later in the Politics, Aristotle refers to Hippodamus’ failure to consider the 

importance of foreign affairs in his proposal for arranging the dwellings of citizens.34 

Aristotle calls this mode of designing the city “new,” and points out that older arrangements 

had been more haphazard, or at least not so easily intelligible. This allowed “for safety in 

                                                 
31 1267b21-27. The bizarre portrait of Hippodamus painted by Aristotle suggests that his natural 

science made him pay no attention to the weather. Ward might suggest that Hippodamus’ lack of awareness 
about the specific content of human life, replacing it with mathematical abstraction, is a sign of an overdone 
devotion to the noble. Ward, 79. 

32 1267b30-1268a14. See Lord, Politics, 250n52. 

33 1268a15-25. 

34 1330b23 



93 
 

war” by making the city difficult to access to foreign troops.35 Aristotle does not reject 

Hippodamus’ innovation completely, but suggests that we also keep in mind the past 

experience of ancestors, looking for some sort of compromise between order and safety.36 

Aristotle, despite gently mocking Hippodamus for his concern with his appearance, notes 

that his city design is well worth considering due to its beauty and order, but that the need 

for security cannot be forgotten. In doing so, Aristotle signals the important contributions to 

politics that those who study natural philosophy can make, as long we never forget the need 

for power and security learned so long ago. 

 
The Critique of Crete and Sparta 

 
Aristotle suggests that the political theorists that preceded him did not adequately 

deal with the questions of security against enemies, war, and what sort of foreign policy the 

political community should adopt.37 As Aristotle shifts his attention to those real regimes 

which have been called best, the problems of war, foreign relations, and nobility and 

necessity persist. The problems that face real regimes are, perhaps unsurprisingly, similar to 

the problems that face theoretical regimes. 

Aristotle begins his analysis by noting that regimes wish to have citizens who have 

leisure from necessity, but have trouble discovering how to do this.38 He points out that 

Sparta, Thessaly, and Crete have recourse to slavery in order to reduce the burden of labor 

on the citizens and allow time for leisured activity. In the case of Sparta and Thessaly, this 

                                                 
35 1330b26 

36 1330b27. 

37 It is worth noting that Aristotle brings Hippodamus’ consideration of the design of the city in the 
midst of the discussion of the city according to prayer. 

38 1269a33. 
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may have been more trouble than it was worth, for “the serfs of Thessaly have often 

attacked the Thessalians, and similarly with the Spartans’ helots, who are constantly awaiting 

[the Spartans’] misfortunes as if in ambush.”39 Such is not the case with Crete, however. 

Aristotle explains, 

The cause of this is perhaps that neighboring cities there, even when at war 
with one another, never ally themselves with those in revolt, since as 
possessors of subjects themselves it would not be to their advantage; but all 
the neighbors of the Spartans—the Argives, Messenians, and Arcadians—
have been their enemies. In the case of the Thessalians, too, [their slaves] 
revolted in the beginning when there was still war with those in adjacent 
territories—Achaeans, Perrhaebeans, and Magnesians.40  

 
This particularly rich passage shows the difficulties of regimes that possess an inordinate 

number of slaves, since it turns out that those who are enslaved generally seek to overthrow 

their rulers. The difficulty towards which Aristotle points us, at least at first, is primarily 

regarding foreign affairs. The cause of Crete’s safety is a kind of similarity of regime between 

itself and its neighbors.41 None of the neighbors have supported a slave rebellion in another 

political community, out of fear that another regime will do the same when its own slaves 

rebel. Similarity of regimes can cause peace, albeit a despotic peace that consequently 

reduces domestic troubles, to the point that the only reason Crete survived so long was 

because it remained at peace, and not because it was well-ordered.42 This perhaps unexpected 

relief from foreign dangers does not completely alleviate the costs that come with holding 

slaves. Aristotle points out that although Crete is naturally situated to rule over other Greek 

                                                 
39 1269a36-37. 

40 1269a40-1269b6. 

41 Aristotle subsequently points out domestic problems with slavery. 

42 1272b15-23. Slave rebellions were difficult in Crete, because the citizenry were always on hand to 
put down insurrections. 
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cities, it failed to do so, perhaps out of fear of slave rebellions.43 Sparta and Thessaly, 

however, remain at war with their neighbors. Not only that, but it seems that the neighbors 

of Sparta and Thessaly are more than happy to ally with slaves, which increases the insecurity 

of those regimes. 

Aristotle continues to critique the Spartan attitude toward war, by pointing out 

disastrous consequences for the order of the regime. He points out that the Spartans “are 

fond of soldiering and war” and in order to exercise war well, the lawgivers “wished the city 

as a whole to be hardy” but did so only with regard to the men.44 The result was at least 

partially virtuous men, who “spent much of their time away from their own land when they 

were at war with the Argives, and later with the Arcadians and Messenians; and thus once 

they had leisure they could place themselves in the hands of the legislator having been well 

prepared by the soldiering life—for it involves many of the parts of virtue.”45 The institution 

of slavery, which invited Sparta’s hostile neighbors to go to war with it and support local 

rebellions, ensured a need for virtuous soldiers. But when it came to Spartan women 

Lycurgus did not lead them toward virtue.46 Because only the men were well-educated with a 

view to the regime, due to its wars against its neighbors, only half of Sparta was well-

ordered.47 Because the women were not educated with a view toward virtue, they were 

licentious and luxurious.48 Not only that, but the inattention to women also led to their 

                                                 
43 1271b31. 

44 1269b19-20, 

45 1270a1-5. 

46 1270a10. Aristotle does not say why Spartan women refused to work with Lycurgus. 

47 1269b18. 

48 1269b23 
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becoming far wealthier than any of the men, which it seems contributed to the women 

dominating the men, and in effect ruling Sparta.49 That women dominated Sparta, Aristotle 

argues, meant that in reality Sparta honored wealth and not virtue. This arrangement might 

have worked, were it not for the fact that the women’s immoderation posed a greater threat 

to Sparta than did invading armies.50 Due to the property requirements for participating in 

the regime, the concentration of wealth in the hands of a few heiresses reduced the ability of 

Sparta to support a large army, and thus the curious result of a regime ordered solely to war 

is a political community that “could not bear up under a single blow, but was ruined through 

its lack of manpower.”51  

Aristotle sums up the chief problems of Sparta as largely stemming from their solely 

training for war. Echoing Plato’s complaint about Sparta, Aristotle claims: 

The entire organization of the laws is with a view to a part of virtue—warlike 
virtue; for this is useful with a view toward domination. Yet while they 
preserved themselves as long as they were at war, they came to ruin when 
they were ruling [an empire] through not knowing how to be at leisure, and 
because there is no training among them that has more authority than the 
training for war. This error is no slight one. They consider the good things 
men generally fight over are won by virtue rather than vice, and rightly so; 
but they conceive these things to be better than virtue, which is not right.52 

 
Aristotle notes that the reason the Spartans aimed at virtue was not for virtue itself but 

rather the goods that virtue brings with it, perhaps possessions, honor, or ruling over other 

cities. But their very focus on warlike virtue meant that Sparta always had to be at war, 

because they did not know how to be at peace. It is worth pointing out that Aristotle does 

                                                 
49 1270a10-25, 1269b30. 

50 1269b39. 

51 1270a30-35. 

52 1271b1-10. 
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not say that war is ignoble or pointless, but rather that it is an imperfect part of human life, 

necessarily subordinated to peace. Likewise, at this point Aristotle is silent on the questions 

of whether it was just for the Spartans to rule other cities, and simply states that they could 

not do it well. Rule over other political communities implies learning the way to live at peace, 

a subject on which Aristotle dwells at greater length when discussing the regime according to 

prayer. 

 
The Athenian Empire 

 
Later, Aristotle examines an alternative to Spartan empire, namely Athenian empire. 

While Aristotle’s treatment of Athens is generally more circumscribed than his thoughts on 

Sparta, he refers to the Athenian empire in the course of his discussion of ostracism. The 

institution, he points out, has “a certain political justice,” useful for expelling members who 

are dangerous to the regime because they are “unequal in virtue,” which could make them 

particularly dangerous to either democracies or tyrannies.53 When giving examples of the 

exclusion of certain members preserving the welfare of the whole community, he gives the 

example of Periander leveling a field of corn, thereby advising Thrasybolus to “eliminate the 

preeminent men.”54 Subtly pointing to the violence of ostracism, he says 

And the same thing is done in the case of cities and nations alike by those 
with power to those under their authority—for example, the Athenians in the 
case of the Samians, Chians, and Lesbians, for no sooner was their rule firm 
than they humbled (lowered) them, contrary to the compacts. And the king 

                                                 
53 1284b17, 1284a3-35. Although Aristotle mentions that ostracism is a necessity for both 

democracies and oligarchies, he spends far more time discussing democracies and tyrannies. He does note that 
the problem of the excellent human being is a problem for all regimes, correct and incorrect alike. As I argue 
below, this suggests the regimes as categorized into six types is insufficient. 

54 1284a30. That this story is repeated in the section on tyrants (1311a20) strongly implies the 
tyrannical nature of Athenian empire. 
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of Persians frequently pruned back the Medes and Babylonians and others 
who harbored high thoughts on account of once exercising rule themselves.55 

 
Aristotle, drawing on an analogy between the way that regimes reorder themselves and the 

way political communities rule one another, notes that Athens acted to reduce the power of 

other political communities, even though this was against treaties. This, of course, brings up 

a question of justice—was it right to do so? The answer Aristotle gives at this point is 

ambiguous. While ostracism (and, similarly, putting down one’s allies to cement imperial 

rule) has “a certain political justice,” he points out that it is less desirable than creating a 

stable regime from the beginning. Although ostracism could be a “healing” to restore 

“proportion” and “beauty” to a city made disproportionate by a preeminent element, it 

implies that the regime was not established well.56 But should not a regime in which a man of 

outstanding virtue arises in fact be praised, and even considered among the best?   If the 

presence of such a man destabilizes the regime, should we choose the good of stability over 

the good of human excellence?  Would not the rule of a human being who is like a god in 

virtue, be a triumph for politics and a blessing for those he rules?57  

Aristotle points out, however, that although in a sense it would be just simply to 

“obey” this outstanding individual, in doing so we are no longer discussing politics, for such 

an individual is not a part of a political community.58 Single-minded regimes, which give no 

place within them to human excellence end up destroying political life by excluding  

individuals who possess the just claim to rule to an outstanding degree. Hence a regime that 

                                                 
55 1284a37-1284b2 

56 1284b5-10. 

57 Cf. Thomas L. Pangle and Timothy W. Burns, The Key Texts of Political Philosophy: An Introduction 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 97-101. 

58 1284a7. 
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includes the possibility for rule of the one or the few as well as rule of the many, in other 

words a mixed regime, seems to be the regime that should have been instituted from the 

beginning. Such a regime recognizes that virtue, wealth, and freedom are each a separate and 

incommensurable claim to rule.59 Ostracism is the resort of regimes that have not adequately 

made room for the excellent and the non-excellent. Even so, he then states “but this is not 

what used to happen in the case of the cities that used it [ostracism]; they did not look to the 

advantage of their own regime but used ostracism for purposes of factional conflict.”60 

Aristotle implies that although ostracism has been used to eliminate one’s political 

opponents, it might also serve the good of the regime. And if ostracism is genuinely for the 

sake of the common good, it is in a sense just. While his words may scandalize some, 

Aristotle is putting forward the need for a regime that makes room for human excellence.61 

It is unclear how to apply the criterion of the common good to the rule of Athens 

over its allies, or to that of Persia over its subject peoples. Just ostracism looks to the good 

of the regime, but what regime exists that includes the Athenians, the Samians, Chians, and 

Lesbians? Aristotle also points out that ostracism has generally not been used for the sake of 

the common good, but rather as leverage in factional conflict. Presumably this covers the 

case of the Athenian empire as well, which looked to its own good rather than the good of 

the “regime,” whatever that might be—and thus we could conclude that Athens preferred its 

                                                 
59 1283a1-1283b5. 

60 1284b20-23. Simpson notes that Athens is democratic while Persia is tyrannical, perhaps to try to 
show that just as tyrants can be correct in expelling the preeminent, so too can democracies. The difficulty lies 
in this, however: how can either a democratic or tyrannical regime “ostracize” other political communities? 
Aristotle strongly suggests that either a democracy or a tyrant can act like a master toward other political 
communities. Peter Simpson, A Philosophical Commentary on the Politics of Aristotle (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Caroline, 1998), 179. Hereafter referred to as “Simpson.” 

61 Such a regime might emphasize judges who possess the virtue of equity. Nichols, Citizens and 
Statesmen, 71. 
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own private good to any common good it shared with cities or peoples it ruled. It is unclear 

what it would mean to look to the good of the regime at all, since by assumption in the case 

of imperial Athens there was no unifying regime.62 Lest we run too far with the assumption 

that justice and the regime are coextensive, however, we should remember that Aristotle 

points out there is a kind of justice in alliances, whether strategic or economic. Although 

Aristotle does not develop it, the justice that belongs to alliances causes us to doubt that 

Athens’ breaking its agreements with its allies was just.63 Finally, since ostracism is a kind of 

second voyaging, undertaken in lieu of a better sailing, we should also wonder what it was 

about the Athenian alliances that made them so unstable, and whether a better arrangement 

of alliances could have been made. As Aristotle’s final judgment on ostracism as an 

institution in political life ultimately makes clear the need for regimes that are open to the 

most excellent of people as well as other claims to rule, so here it suggests that there may be 

a way of forming alliances with political communities that does not have recourse to 

“pruning.” 

Aristotle’s discussion of the Athenian alliances implies the injustice of Athens in its 

foreign relations, in breaking its treaties and using ostracism in ruling its empire in a way that 

benefitted only itself. Athens is not alone in acting unjustly as an imperial power, however; 

he notes that the struggle for hegemony in Greece is a cause of the small number of polities, 

which he argues are the best kind of practicable regime. He writes,  

Further, those who have achieved leadership (hegemonia) in Greece have in 
either case looked to their own regime in establishing either democracies or 
oligarchies in cities, having in view not what is advantageous for the cities but 
rather what is advantageous for themselves. So for these reasons a middling 
regime [between the poor who rule in a democracy and the rich who rule in 

                                                 
62 1327b30-32. 

63 1280b23 
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an oligarchy] has either never arisen or has done so infrequently and in few 
[political communities]. Among previous leaders, one man alone was 
persuaded to provide for this sort of arrangement; and the custom is now 
established that those in cities do not even want equality, but either seek to 
rule or endure being dominated.64 

 
Aristotle is elaborating a distinct role that a political community can take on, namely 

that of hegemon.65 Aristotle suggests that both Athens and Sparta were hegemons, and each 

interfered in the affairs of other political communities while setting up regimes in its own 

image. Aristotle writes that a middling regime, which he often calls polity, would have been 

better for the political communities that Athens and Sparta controlled, but that these cities 

exerted their power to procure regimes that were advantageous for themselves instead. As 

we saw in the case of Crete, similar regimes can create both a strategic advantage and allow 

for peace, even giving feeble regimes a greater lease on life. So, with an eye toward winning a 

strategic advantage, Athens and Sparta each used its hegemony to institute regimes that 

mirrored its own. These hegemons acted despotically inasmuch as they pursued their own 

good at the expense of the good of others. By implication, they might have acted toward the 

cities they ruled non-despotically and hence justly. Given the instability of both oligarchy and 

democracy, it would be important for Greece to have better regimes established, regimes 

that better accorded with justice and longevity of the political organization. Indeed, Aristotle 

even holds out that possibility as something that has had historical precedent; some leader 

was “persuaded” to institute or nurture polities. Thus, while Aristotle critiques the powerful 

cities of recent history, he at the same time indicates a more positive vision of international 

                                                 
64 1296a31-1296b1. The identity of this man who was persuaded in favor of the “middling regime” is 

unknown. Lord makes a persuasive case that Philip II of Macedon is the man who tried to dampen oligarchic 
and democratic excesses endemic in Greece before his hegemony of the League of Corinth. Lord also suggests 
that Philip was “persuaded” by no one other than Aristotle himself. Lord, The Politics. 6-8. 

65 I discuss hegemony at greater length below, in chapter xx. 
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political life. But as Aristotle points out, the majority of people either wants to rule 

despotically or to endure mastery, and does not see the possibility or desirability of another 

kind of ruling and being ruled. This holds true both in how members of the political 

community treat each other, and how they engage in foreign relations. Although polity is 

truly a superior mode of political organization, it relies on a willingness to engage in sharing 

of political rule that is difficult for human beings. This implies that there are fundamental 

difficulties existing for a hegemon who does not want to slip toward benevolent despotism. 

 
The Ramifications for Polities 

 
Given this tendency toward despotism in foreign relations, especially in the case of 

the hegemons of the Greek city-states, it is not surprising that Aristotle insists that the polity, 

the best practicable regime, should include a “warrior element.” The beginning of book 4 of 

the Politics dwells on the functions of the political community and the offices that must be 

assigned to fulfill those functions.66 Once again, he specifically challenges Socrates’ “first 

city” in the Republic, as did Glaucon himself in that work, by noting that no allowance was 

made for war and the need for soldiers.67   In agreement with Glaucon, Aristotle even goes 

so far as to say that the warrior and ruling elements are more truly parts of the political 

community than those parts that simply perform necessary duties. The warrior element is 

introduced by Aristotle as a part “which is no less necessary than the others if they are not to 

be the slaves of whomever marches against them. For it is impossible that a city which is by 

nature slavish merits being called [a city]: the city is self-sufficient, but what is slavish is not 

                                                 
66 1290b25-40. 

67 1291a20-25 
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self-sufficient.”68 Thus the soldiering part of the political community exists to prevent the 

community from being reduced to servitude by the powerful, possibly the hegemons of 

Greece. Indeed, if it is the case that some cities were ruled despotically by the hegemons, 

Aristotle questions whether they could truly be political communities in their own right, 

rather than a kind of extension, albeit a slavish extension, of the hegemonic political 

community.  

Aside from the fact that independence from outside rule is necessary for a city to 

exist as such, the independence guaranteed by a powerful military is something noble, 

characteristic of free people.69 Its nobility seems to be why Aristotle thinks that it, along with 

the ruling part, is more a part of the “soul” of the city than those parts that supply the 

material necessities. Aristotle points out that this distinguishes his polity from the city of 

Socrates, which acquires a soldiering element because “with the increase in its territory and 

its encroaching on that of its neighbors, [the city] becomes involved in war.”70 The city of 

Socrates, due to its desire for more territory, needs an army to help it acquire that territory. 

This army for the sake of expansion suggests that the “city in speech” is almost certainly 

unjust. Aristotle’s city, on the other hand, wishes to be free; the military element is necessary 

if a political community wishes to not be slavish.  The capacity for war is noble then, because 

it makes the polity more truly a political community by rendering it self-sufficient, and not 

dependent on the goodwill of others.71 This is not necessarily the only way in which military 

power can be used. It is also needed precisely because others, such as the hegemons, have it 

                                                 
68 1291a6-10. Cf. 1252b27. 

69 1291a3 

70 1291a20 

71 Cf. Nichols, Citizens and Statesmen, 92. 
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and wish to rule. Likewise, as noted above, the political community does not have to live a 

life of “isolation” but can choose a “political” way of life, some involvement in the politics 

of other cities that is not despotic, and hence have concerns beyond simply defense of its 

liberty. 

We may fairly ask who ought to comprise this military element. One option could be 

something like the guardians in the Republic, a class of people set aside specifically to deal 

with foreign dangers and protect the integrity of the city. Aristotle finds this solution 

troubling, however, noting that the other parts of Socrates’ city have no arms, and thus bear 

a striking resemblance to Cretan slaves.72 In fact, Aristotle implies heavily that the regime 

Socrates imagines is actually quite like the Spartan or Cretan regime, with the soldiers not 

taking part in the daily necessities of the city, and thus implying that everyone else in the 

“city in speech” (i.e., in spite of their possessing property of their own!) would be a slave.73 It 

seems, then, that Socrates’ city would encounter the same difficulties that the Spartans have, 

as noted above. Likewise, its use of military power to gratify the desires of “the city in 

speech” mirrors Aristotle’s claim that the Spartans do not truly desire virtues but rather the 

external goods that are better achieved through virtue. 

 Ultimately, this unfortunate result stems from the problem Aristotle noted above, 

namely, how to make leisure possible for free people. Socrates seems to answer this difficulty 

be arguing that for every man (or kind of man) there must be one task, a claim that seems to 

entail that the majority of the political community will have no share in leisure and 

consequently the best things in life.74 Aristotle questions this assessment, arguing that even 

                                                 
72 1264a20 

73 1264a10 

74 Republic 369e-371b. 
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when it is possible to divide up the parts of ruling dramatically so each office really does 

have one task, offices should still be rotated “after a long period or only once.”75 Thus, when 

Aristotle points out that “a polity should be made up only of those possessing arms,” and 

that further the part of the polity which is most numerous should be the “middling sort” 

who are neither rich nor poor, it seems he has in mind an armed middle class that takes part 

in most of ruling of the political community.76 Aristotle entertains the idea that the poor can 

be brought into the regime and will thus help sustain it if “someone provides them 

sustenance.”77 It is not simply money that determines who is fit to participate, but the 

willingness to die. It so happens that people are more willing to die for that in which they 

participate. 

The claim of the middle class to rule comes from its not sharing in the vices 

characteristic of the poor or the wealthy. The middle class avoids the wickedness, hubris, 

and ungovernability that characterize the wealthy, as well as the baseness, servility, and envy 

that characterize the poor. It is wealthy enough to not be pinched by necessity, and poor 

enough not to be the cause of envy from the very poor.78 So important is the middle that 

Aristotle will say later that it is only those regimes with a strong middle class that can actually 

look to the common good of the political community as a whole.79 But Aristotle’s 

identification of the middle as the best sort to a rule a polity, followed by his identification of 

the middle with those who have weapons and are, presumably, suited for war and possess 

                                                 
75 1299a35-40. In a sense, Aristotle replaces “one man, one task” with “one office, one task.” 

76 1297b2, 1295b33-40. 

77 1297b12. 

78 1295b1-35. 

79 1297a3, 1309b18. While Aristotle does not explicitly bring up the common good, it seems that he is 
attempting to temper the desires of factions and draw toward something is more common.  
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military virtue, leave us wondering whether the polity in its emphasis on military leads to a 

moderated Spartan regime, or a moderated version of the city of Socrates in Republic, 

moderated by its expansion to a large middle class.  

Two possible answers could be given. The first is that by leaving the ruling element 

of the city open to those who carry arms, the regime possesses a kind of flexibility that 

would allow those whose families have not ruled in the past to come into office.80 

Demanding that those who rule possess their own weapons allows for those who have newly 

acquired the means to arm themselves to take part in governance along with those who 

already possess them. The polity could be dynamic, shifting according to the wealth of the 

citizens and their willingness to fight for the regime. It is important to remember that while 

Aristotle does point to weaponry as a criterion for ruling, he also notes that we cannot be 

too specific, and that a better criterion might be making sure as many as possible participate 

in ruling. He again points to the problem of war, noting that support from the poor is 

important in warfare, but that they will “shirk” military duties unless they either share in the 

regime, or are at least not abused by the wealthy, something which happens all too often, 

since the wealthy tend to be hubristic. The second difference between Aristotle’s polity and 

the Spartan Socratic regime is that there do not appear to be laws against possessing 

weapons for those who are not yet part of the ruling element. The freedom to bear weapons, 

and thence take part in ruling, is in fact a democratic characteristic.81 Thus, while it is a mark 

of despotic rule to deprive the ruled of their weapons, and thus their self-sufficiency, no 

such despotism occurs in the Aristotelian polity. It is marked by a kind of openness to the 

                                                 
80 1297b13-29. 

81 1311a12. See Thucydides IV.130. 
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changing circumstances and fortunes of individual citizens that is the key to its stability and 

justness.82 Aristotle reveals the importance of an armed citizenry that is open to the poor by 

giving a historical overview of the revolutions which racked Greek cities, where military 

power was almost always attached to revolting parts of the city.83  

In discussing the revolutions in Greek cities, Aristotle indicates once again that war 

and the way in which the political community responds to it are vital issues for Aristotle’s 

Politics. In particular, war often causes significant changes to regimes regardless of victory or 

defeat. This can come about either through the increased power and reputation of the part 

of the city that caused the victory, or through the diminution of the part of the city most 

hurt by the defeat. War has a way of affecting the regime that seems almost unavoidable, 

even for the victors. 

Aristotle shows this through the twin examples of Tarentum and Athens. Tarentum, 

as related by Herodotus and Strabo, was a Spartan colony that had a long-standing rivalry 

with the local natives called Iapygians.84 This rivalry led to a war that drew in other, hitherto 

uninvolved political communities and resulted in a devastating defeat for Tarentum and its 

ally, Rhegium. Herodotus claims that so many Tarentines were killed that it was impossible 

to count them, stating that it was “the worst slaughter in Greek history.” Aristotle claims 

that those Tarentines who were killed were the notable citizens, and because so many of the 

                                                 
82 One of the hallmarks of both tyranny and oligarchy is that neither the poor nor the notables are 

able to defend themselves against abusive rulers. See 1306a20-32, 1311a5-12. 

83 1302b20-1305a20. 

84 Strabo, Geography VI.3.1-4; Herodotus, The Histories trans. Aubrey de Sélincourt (London: Penguin 
Books, [1954]1972), VII.170. It is worth noting that Herodotus’ “digression” about Tarentum comes in the 
context the Crete’s repeated disappearance as a people due to war. This culminated in Crete’s refusal to join the 
Greek alliance against Persia. War is an existential threat to political communities, even when they are 
aggressors, as Crete was. Interestingly, although Tarentum became a democracy due to the decline of the 
nobility, it retained its ancient connections to Sparta, and in fact played an important role in the Athenian 
failure to take Syracuse. See Thucydides VI.103, VII.1. 
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nobility were killed in the massacre of the battle and the ensuing retreat, the traditional 

oligarchy was replaced by a democracy.85 In the case of Athens, the famous naval victory of 

Salamis strengthened the power of Athens, helping to make it hegemon over Greece.86 Even 

as it became hegemon over Greece, its democratic nature became firmly entrenched due to 

the repute its navy had won. This turn toward democracy was due to the affinity between 

naval power, which requires many rowers, and the democratic elements in the city. 

Something similar seems to have occurred in the case of the Syracusan victory over Athens. 

It became much more democratic after it defeated the Athenian navy at Sicily.87  

Likewise, Hestiaea and Mytilene underwent regime change due to wars, while the 

regime change among the Phocians actually caused a war.88 Aristotle observes that the part 

of the political community responsible for victory or defeat is often the nexus of tremendous 

political change. Thus, the performance of the Argive nobility against the Spartans at 

                                                 
85 1303a1-10. It is worth pointing out that both cases seem to be a polity being replaced by a 

democracy due to citizenry bearing arms dying in battle, a problem for Aristotle’s solution to the question of 
what criterion should be used when deciding who should participate in government; if the citizens are those 
who bear arms, then the very life of the regime is existentially threatened during any serious military conflict. It 
is also worth noting that almost all the regime changes documented by Aristotle in Politics (1303b15-1304a38) 
are due to either marriage disputes or wars, reminding us of the intimate connection between Ares and 
Aphrodite we see in Politics (1269b12-38). He notes that political communities fond of war tend to be 
dominated by the objects of erotic desire, as they are “possessed when it comes to relations with either men or 
women.” Aristotle suggests that this is the case due to an inability of those regimes to draw women to virtue, 
probably because a warlike political community will look to the manly martial virtues and overlook the virtues 
of women. At the same time, since Aristotle names Aphrodite and Ares, he seems to imply that beyond 
institutional failures to foster the virtues of women, lust and sexual immoderation more generally lead regimes 
to be dominated by women. Thus the twin causes that Aristotle points to in badly ordered regimes also seem 
present as causes of revolutionary regime change: external threats, and internal threats from failing to order the 
relations between men and women. Thus a well-ordered regime must address the issues of war and marriage, 
lest it collapse from the workings of Ares or Aphrodite. And it seems that in correctly understanding the place 
of war within a political community concurrently entails understanding the place of erotic desire. 

86 Thucydides. I.23. 

87 1304a25, 28-30. 

88 1301b30-1304a13. It is unclear what Aristotle has in mind in the case of Phocis. Apparently some 
kind of factional conflict amounted to the failure of Phocian diplomacy and strategy, which seems to have at 
least partly come about due to the rashness of Onomarchus. 
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Mantinea led to the overthrow of the democracy at Argos.89 As Aristotle has shown us, this 

rise of one part of the political community over another can come about not just through 

growth of power, but also through its diminution. The death of nobility is especially 

dangerous for a regime, although as the Argives show, the defeat of land power can 

sometimes have detrimental effects for democracies, even if the land is more associated with 

oligarchic power and the sea with democratic power in the Politics. This is not to say that 

victory is simply good, however. The victory of the Athenians at Salamis causes an Athenian 

revolution, as the naval elements of the city, which were responsible for the Athenian victory 

over the Persians, turned Athens toward democracy and away from the moderate regime 

that it had hitherto. We also know that the battle of Salamis marked the beginning of the 

Athenian empire, something that Aristotle explicitly states was bad for many of Athens’ 

allies, inasmuch as it allowed Athens to humble them. 

While it is the case that the increase of power for a political community may not be 

an unmitigated good for the regime, we should also remember that it is not only the 

outcomes of wars that affect the regime, but the very way in which regimes wage war. The 

manner of fighting war is itself, at least partly, a function of the kind of territory that 

surrounds the political community. As the kinds of people necessary for the regime are 

diverse, so are the forces necessary for the waging of war such as cavalry, heavy infantry, 

light infantry, and a navy.90 Aristotle notes that the geography surrounding the political 

community will therefore have serious implications for the kinds of regime possible. Plains 

and open spaces will be conducive to cavalry, which implies a “powerful oligarchy” or 

                                                 
89 1304a26. This passage is difficult, since the Argives lost the battle of Mantinea (418 B.C.) decisively. 

Perhaps the alliance with Athens, and thus democracies in general, became unviable after the battle, as Argos 
moved closer to Sparta diplomatically and more like an oligarchy.  

90 1321a6-8.  
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perhaps an aristocracy.91 Where the territory is better for heavy infantry, or hoplites, a more 

democratic oligarchy or polity is possible. Light infantry, though, which is almost always 

necessary for a military, is “wholly popular” given the relative affordability of light 

armaments and relative lack of courage needed for it.92 To avoid the democratization of the 

military in the case of oligarchies, Aristotle suggests that it is dangerous to allow democratic 

elements to possess weapons as well, and therefore suggests ways in which to have the 

young oligarchs fight in place of democrats.93 Given the possibility of their dying in war, this 

proposal could lead to a catastrophe for any form of government that rests on the elite few. 

Naval power also remains a concern, so that if a political community has a need for a navy, it 

seems that it cannot help but be democratic in some way. External constraints limit the 

possibility of founding regimes we might prefer. The need for a navy or a truly viable light 

infantry tends toward democratic regimes, whereas a regime that needs a potent cavalry 

might have to inculcate oligarchic tendencies. 

Although the territory surrounding the political community to a certain extent 

dictates the kind of regime that is possible, there is no simple relation between the lay of the 

land and what sort of regime should occupy it.  Although the nature of the military is 

formative to the kind of regime that is possible, Aristotle does not argue that a prudent 

statesmen could simply decide what kind of military he will possess. He notes that 

experience in war lends itself to superior military organization, especially with regard to 

hoplites. As hoplites became more useful in war due to tactical and strategic experience, and 

                                                 
91 11321a10-12. 

92 1321a14. 

93 1321a10, 1297b15-25. Simpson notes that the organization of the oligarchy must necessarily look to 
defeating the people first of all, as oligarchy is in a sense a state of perpetual civil war. Simpson, 445. 
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cities increased in size, hoplites became the main form of military land power.94 This almost 

necessarily resulted in increased democratization toward polity, despite the association of 

hoplites and wealth. Large populations can hardly be anything other than democracies.95 This 

account of the rise of polities thus takes its bearings from strategic considerations, rather 

than a progress in human moral judgment about good regimes. Large political communities 

tend to be democratic, and while usually being “contrary to merit,” are able to call upon the 

people to make armies of powerful infantry necessary for regimes to survive. It also suggests 

that as political communities survive more wars, they can gain a sort of expertise in warfare. 

Thus time or history can add another dimension to how strategy affects the regime and vice 

versa. A population that has had time to grow will more likely be founded on a powerful 

infantry army. Likewise, a political community that had learned the art of warfare will be able 

to organize militaries that are not available to other political communities either due to lack 

of experience, lack of size, territorial restraints, or what the regime can allow for without 

losing its character. 

 
Tyranny, Kingship, and Foreign Relations 

 
While it is the case the either victory or defeat in war can be dangerous for the 

regime, with the implication that war as a whole is something to be avoided, it is Aristotle’s 

discussion of tyranny that most clearly shows the connection of warfare and domestic 

tribulation. He writes that “in ancient times, when the same person was both popular leader 

and general, [democracies] underwent revolution into tyranny; most of the ancient tyrants 

arose from popular leaders.” The reason for the popularity of tyrants seems to be that 

                                                 
94 1297b14. 

95 1297b19-26. 
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generals were exclusively the leaders of the people.96 Tyrants, however, do not arise only 

from popular leaders; another genesis of tyranny is the tendency of oligarchs to hire 

mercenaries to help control the people. Being in a position of power, mercenary captains can 

co-opt both the oligarchs and democrats and become tyrants themselves. Aristotle gives 

Timophanes of Corinth as an example.97 Men skilled in war have a particular capacity to 

dominate their fellow citizens. 

A tyrant’s warlike character helps to preserve his grasp on power. The tyrant must be 

a “warmonger” in order to keep the people busy and in need of a strong leader. Further, by 

being leaders in war, tyrants can avoid the contempt that is one of the leading causes of the 

destruction of tyrants.98 A tyrant can barely avoid being hated, but he can avoid being held in 

contempt by possessing expertise in war. Thus the tyranny of Cleisthenes was long-lasting, as 

was that of Periander.99 Indeed, Aristotle admits that a tyrant does not really need any of the 

virtues except those needed in conjunction with warfare.100 Tyrants do not simply go to war 

to keep their people busy, but also to achieve glory and reputation, which can stave off 

potential threats.101 Thus, while the inherent instability of democracy and oligarchy makes 

warfare a risky business, for tyranny it is absolutely essential. While the tendency of 

                                                 
96 Tyranny, in Aristotle’s time, was less likely since the rhetoricians did not have the art of warfare to 

effect a revolution. 

97 1306a20-25. 

98 1312a1-20, 1312b18-30, 1315b15-20. 

99 1315a17-24. Thrasybolus did not fare so well. Either he did not take Periander’s advice, or it was 
bad advice. 

100 1314b20-23. 

101 The tyrant’s desire for glory is one aspect of his desire for pleasure. As Aristotle points out, kings 
aim at the noble but tyrants aim at pleasure. 1311a5 
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democracies and oligarchies is to suffer a change toward some other form of government in 

wartime, it is in fact peace that does this to a tyrant. 

Tyrants are nevertheless hated, especially because of the almost necessary connection 

between tyranny and war.  They are hated, Aristotle points out, by their own community and 

by those outside the regime. He argues that while all regimes can be destroyed by outside 

forces, this is particularly true of tyrannies. In a startling passage, he indicates how the wish 

to destroy tyrannies is widespread. Democracies are opposed because of their own tyrannical 

tendencies, and Aristotle even calls the extreme form of democracy a tyranny.  In this case, 

like is opposed to like, in accordance with Hesiod’s saying, “potter against potter.” On the 

other hand, kingship and aristocracy are opposed to tyranny because their animating 

principles are so unlike that of tyranny.  Aristotle gives the example of the Lacedaemonians, 

who overthrew many tyrannies in other cities, and of the Syracusans during the period they 

were governed nobly. 102 

Tyrannies are particularly susceptible to being overthrown by other regimes, 

especially noble regimes, as the examples of Sparta and Syracuse show. Every regime in 

Aristotle’s view has some claim to justice, whether as the true pursuit of the common good 

or as the partial justice of oligarchs and democrats, but the tyrant least of all has any claim to 

justice. Aristotle almost suggests that other regimes will necessarily make war on tyrants, 

because of how opposed tyranny is to the goods of human life. Hatred always exists for 

tyrants, hatred both foreign and domestic. This hatred, combined with anger at perceived 

injustices, fuels the overthrow of tyrannies. Since the warlike characteristics serve to ward off 

contempt and its attendant dangers to tyrannies, there does not seem to be much hope for 

                                                 
102 1312a40-1312b8. It is unclear what period of time Aristotle has in mind regarding Syracuse. 
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peace when tyranny is in the world, and it might seem that those who overthrow tyrants or 

prevent tyranny should be honored above all, and indeed even have a claim on hegemony. 

Since it is a matter of justice to honor those who have benefitted a political community, the 

honor of leadership would seem to be appropriate for those who have actively fought 

against tyrants.103 

This does not mean that a world without tyrants is necessarily a safer world, 

however. For while every regime other than tyranny hates the tyrant, regardless of where he 

rules, it is still the case that many of the regimes remain opposed to each other.104 The most 

obvious opposition is between correct and incorrect regimes. Those regimes that look to the 

good of the whole as opposed to those that look to the good of the part alone choose 

fundamentally different modes of ruling, the one correct and the other incorrect. Another 

mode of opposition arises between those who take part in ruling and those who have no 

share or a lesser share in rule; for example, the one and the many in the forms of monarchy 

and democracy could be opposed to one another. A prominent opposition throughout the 

Politics is that between the wealthy and the poor, or the oligarchs and the democrats, and the 

partial understanding of justice each side possesses. The heart of the Politics, in a sense, is 

moderating the fight between the two.105 And so Aristotle reminds us that although tyranny 

is particularly liable to be overthrown from the outside by the likes of the Spartans or 

                                                 
103 Thucydides, I.18. Thucydides points to the stability of the Spartan regime as a reason for its ability 

to drive out tyrants and install oligarchies.  

104 1307b20-25. 

105 Mary P. Nichols, Citizens and Statesmen (Rowman and Littlefield: Savage, MD) 1992. 121. 
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Syracusans, regime change is in fact a danger that exists for all political communities, with 

the possible exception of kingship.106  

After giving the causes of revolution peculiar to democracy, oligarchy, and 

aristocracy, Aristotle concludes by noting a universal cause of destruction, namely other 

regimes. Meditating on recent history, Aristotle notes, “all regimes are overturned sometimes 

from within themselves and sometimes from outside, when an opposite sort of regime is 

either nearby or far away but powerful. This is what happened in the case of the Athenians 

and the Lacedaemonians: the Athenians overthrew oligarchies everywhere, and the Spartans 

democracies.”107 We are once again reminded about the hegemons of Greece, and the danger 

they pose to political communities that have regimes opposed to those of the hegemons. But 

here, Aristotle does not call attention to the rule of the hegemons, a rule that could be 

exercised justly or unjustly. Here he emphasizes that simply being “opposed,” according to 

the nature of the regime, to any nearby or powerful distant regime can be a cause for 

destruction. Thus, it is not the hegemons alone, but all regimes, that seek to change regimes. 

Therefore safety lies not only in removing tyrants, but also in surrounding one’s political 

community with like-minded regimes.108 How to achieve this favorable diplomatic-strategic 

situation is unclear; it could be the work either of war and diplomatic maneuvering, such as 

the harsh measures Athens undertook against its allies, or of prayer.  

                                                 
106 1312b38-40. Simpson argues that the very existence of rival aims among regimes (nobility vs. 

pleasure or wealth) will immediately make them want to destroy each other, but he does not explain why it is 
that tyrannies excite hatred from those outside the regime. Simpson, 408. 

107 1307b20-24. Simpson argues that the external causes of destruction “add nothing” to the 
discussion of faction within the regime, and that the most we can say is that a prudent statesman would avoid 
setting up a regime opposed to those nearby or powerful. My own view is that the presence of external causes 
is intimately related the present structure of any regime. Simpson, 382. 

108 One is reminded of Crete. 
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Given the susceptibility of political communities to perish at the hands of hostile 

regimes, we are drawn to the question of kingship, because among the regimes it is the least 

susceptible to external destruction.109 Kingship remains a vexed question in Aristotle’s 

political thought, as he admits that it has the potential to be the most “divine” of regimes, 

one that could be called simply “best,” while he also continually points to the possibility, 

indeed inevitability of the king turning into a tyrant. Additionally, as a citizen is one who 

shares in ruling the regime, the result must be that a king is the only “citizen” in a kingdom; 

it is a regime of one and one alone. At the beginning of Politics, Aristotle distinguishes 

political rule properly understood from kingly or royal rule.110 Royal rule is more like that of 

a father over his children, or a shepherd over his flock.111 Political rule, as I pointed out 

earlier, is more like that of brothers—those who are relatively equal to each other. The king 

then, since he is related to the other members of the political community as a father is 

related to his children, is likewise superior in nature, needing nothing from those whom he 

rules.112 The king, more than any other kind of ruler, rules for the sake of the ruled; there 

does not seem to be a genuine political common good between ruler and ruled as there is in 

the case of the other correct regimes.113 Thus, kingship is not even quite political—it is in 

some way suprapolitical.114 As Aristotle points out, “just as rule of the household manager is 

                                                 
109 1312b37. 

110 1252a6-20. 

111 1161a10-15. Aristotle somewhat disconcertingly points to Agamemnon as an example of a 
shepherd. Agamemnon is arguably an example of a failed father, and one who scarcely rules the Greeks at 
Troy.  

112 1161a20, 1161b16-25. 

113 It would not follow that there would be no common good at all. After all, we would not say that 
there is no common good of a family, even if parents rule like monarchs. 

114 McCoy, 67-70. 
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a kind of kingship over the house, so kingship is household management for a city, or a 

nation, or several nations.”115  At its most perfect form, kingship completely does away with 

the political. Politics, as the form of rule between those who are free and equal, is the 

community squeezed out by the family on one side, and the king, and perhaps his empire, on 

the other. The king looks like a ruler who seeks to make many political communities his 

household. 

Other, lesser, forms of kingship are Spartan generalship, which Aristotle reveals later 

transformed from a complete kingship to something more like genuine political rule; or the 

barbaric kings, who are nearly indistinguishable from tyrannies except for their adherence to 

law; the elected tyrants of Greece, under whom people submitted out of fear of others, and 

the kings from “the times of the heroes.” 116 The fourth form of kingship is crucial for 

understanding the place of kingship in Aristotle’s political thought, especially the importance 

of war. He associates kingship with the origins of civilized life, arguing that kings “had been 

benefactors” in many ways, including “the arts” or “war” or “bringing together the 

multitude,” “providing them with land.” Aristotle notes that these men “came to be kings 

over willing multitudes, and their descendants took over from them.”117 The kings “ruled 

continuously, dealing with city matters, rural matters, and matters beyond the borders.” The 

kings did not share power with anyone else in the political community, and took upon 

themselves the entire care of the common good that later, in books 4-6, is divided amongst 

many people so that rule will be shared as much as possible. Later, presumably in Aristotle’s 

own day or slightly earlier, “they held leadership only in military matters beyond the 

                                                 
115 1285b32-34. 

116 1285a1-1285b5. 
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border.”118 As we know from earlier, exercising politics beyond the border is closely 

associated with military power, and thus Aristotle hints that kings or those that hold kingly 

power mostly do so with respect to foreign policy.119 

Although Aristotle presents Spartan generalship as one extreme form of kingship 

and the total king (pambasileus) as the other, while pointing out that neither is properly a 

regime, he repeatedly draws our attention to both the historical and heroic origins of political 

communities. He suggests that we associate kingship with ancient times “because it was rare 

to discover men who were very outstanding in virtue, especially since the cities they 

inhabited then were so small.” That is to say, there were not many virtuous around in those 

days, who would complain with justice that the rule of one deprives them of the good of 

ruling. For a political community, size matters a great deal; if it is not self-sufficient then it is 

more like a household or a village, and so it is again not surprising that Aristotle connects 

kingship with parental authority. But as communities grow, so do the possibilities for 

excellent men: “when it happened that many arose who were similar with respect to virtue, 

they no longer tolerated kingship but sought something common and established polity.”120 

When virtue is not the preserve of an individual, monarchical government cannot be just. 

Aristotle then briefly traces the historical descent of political communities from kings, to 

polities, to oligarchies, to tyrannies, and finally to democracies.121  

Aristotle then notes that while some tyrants arise from popular leaders who “slander 

the well-known,” others came about from kings who “deviated from traditional ways and 
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119 Although even in the Spartan case this is highly attenuated by the ephorate.  

120 1286b7-12. 

121 1286b10-17. 
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strove for the sort of rule characteristic of a master.”122 But what were the traditional ways, 

which at least in this case serve as a standard to distinguish the tyrant from the king? 

Kingship, “accords with merit” and kings most of all merited rule because they had 

benefited or were able to benefit “their cities or nations.”123 What manner of benefit does 

Aristotle have in mind? It turns a great deal on the king’s warlike capabilities, for “some 

[kings] kept [nations] from being enslaved in war, such as Codrus; others, such as Cyrus, 

liberated them, or founded [a political community] or acquired territory, such as the kings of 

the Lacedaemonians, Macedonians, and Molossians.”124 Aristotle sums up the role of the 

king as a “guardian, seeing to it that those possessing property suffer no injustice, and that 

the people suffer no injustice” for the aim of the king “is the noble”, and so the king seeks 

the goods which “pertain to honor.”125 As a sign of the truth of his claims, Aristotle observes 

that citizens defend kingships, while foreign mercenaries must defend tyrannies. The king, 

then, is loved by his own people, and they are willing to die for his regime, because of the 

goods he has given them and that make the regime theirs as well. These goods include their 

very existence as a distinct political community and their freedom from other imperial 

powers. The king himself is the cause of the political community’s greatness, for he acquires 

more territory for the political community.126  Not only does he cause the greatness of the 

political community, but he might even hold imperial sway and rule over many nations 

                                                 
122 1310b15-20. 

123 1310b34-35. 

124 1310b35-40. 

125 It is worth mentioning that deprivation of the property of the wealthy by the poor, and the hubris 
of the wealthy against the poor, are two of the main causes of instability for both oligarchies and democracies. 
The king thus prevented modern ills by protecting both parts of the city from each other. 

126 Whereas increasing the power of the political community can cause of revolution in a democracy 
or an oligarchy, it seems to cement the rule of the king. 
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rather than a single city. Aristotle tellingly notes that a king protects property, but only of his 

own people; there is strong evidence that the king takes territory from those who are not 

blessed with his rule. This imperialist theme also underlies Aristotle’s choice of examples, for 

while the Athenian king Codrus is mentioned for preserving Athens from Doric rule, so 

Cyrus is mentioned for liberating Persia from Medean rule.127 Both of these political 

communities are mentioned later for their own imperial injustice. The king’s nobility and 

thirst for honor is mostly satisfied by prowess in war; if the king is rather like a god, he is like 

a god of war that benefits his people. 

Given his near divinization, his heroic proportions, it is not a mystery why the king is 

least of all destroyed from the outside. He will most likely be feared and respected by his 

enemies, and loved by his people for increasing the power of what most likely will be the 

empire. And yet, such imperial kings are rare, even if they in a roundabout way are a cause of 

peace, because they are easily destroyed from the inside. This happens because monarchical 

rule tends to be tyrannical, largely because those whom kings rule must be willing to be 

ruled. As pointed out above, the growth in population and virtue of political communities 

makes the people unwilling to submit to royal rule. And this is why any monarchy becomes 

tyranny at the drop of a hat; “[one ruling] unwilling persons will immediately cease to be 

king.”128 Presumably, the way for a king to obtain consent to his rule would be to expand the 

power of the political community, or to in some other way prove his nobility in warfare.129 

Thus, one of the strongest connections between kings and tyrants is their need for war, the 

                                                 
127 See Lord’s note 89.  

128 1313a15. 

129 1285b14-15. Of course, as he does this the regime would lose its monarchical character. 
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chance to prove their nobility. Hence the claim for the best honor the political community 

could give them, royal prerogative, which Aristotle connects with lifting up of the scepter.130 

The themes covered up to this point are many, but it is possible to distill them to a 

major line of dialectical reasoning about Aristotle’s portrait of international politics in the 

books on historical and practical regimes. That line of reasoning is the dialectic between the 

regime and strategy, or justice and necessity. Although there may be a “people apt for 

mastery, another for kingship, and another that is political,”131 this aptness is powerfully 

affected by the strategic circumstances that face statesmen, including geography and the 

other regimes that are nearby. Furthermore, Aristotle closely connects kingship and political 

founding, which indicates that political communities, for the most part, are born out of war. 

And so when Aristotle gives the description of the origin of the political community at the 

beginning of Politics, we must bear in mind that this apparently peaceful progression from 

family to political community is more likely conducted in the context of war and violence, 

which helps make clear why Aristotle says that those who eschew politics are, like the 

Cyclops, “lovers of war,” who reject any authority or good above parental governance and 

the good of the family. But while political communities are often born of war, under the 

tutelage of a king, when they become polities or democracies, they are once again threatened 

by war; for war, as we have seen, is one of the chief causes of the destruction of any regime 

except kingship. And because kingship, according to Aristotle, is a regime difficult to found, 

we should not expect war and political turmoil to go away any time soon. 
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But why would there be war at all? Aristotle has given us many reasons for a 

powerful military element in any political community. As he notes, other regimes will 

attempt to be unjust toward one’s regime, perhaps by simply taking some territory. And 

depending on the way of life instituted by the law giver, it might be necessary to go out and 

rule externally through one’s military, which is capable of fighting in more locations than just 

at home. Thus, if the political community has chosen a “political” way of life in relation to 

other political communities, it may in fact intervene in their domestic affairs, and even 

instigate wars to live out the life it has chosen. The mere presence of regimes unlike one’s 

own, too, is a powerful cause of conflict, since differing ideas about justice can cause 

oligarchies and democracies to try to destroy each other and set up regimes in other places in 

their own image, presuming that what is good for them is also good for others. And this 

points to hegemony, empire, and justice. When Aristotle notes that kings tend to be imperial 

in nature, and are noble for precisely that reason, we must ask how this applies to those 

cities, even democracies like Athens, which have ruled imperially.  

We are recalled to an earlier discussion Aristotle has given us about justice—justice is 

the pursuit of the political common good, the common good of one’s own city and not 

others’. Prudence is knowing how to pursue such a good.  The difficulty lies precisely here. 

For if those Athenian statesmen and generals, for example, who have changed oligarchies 

into democracies were doing so for the sake of Athens, they were pursuing the good of their 

cities, and they would be virtuous rulers.  They would be noble, perhaps even the peers of 

heroic kings. And yet, those political communities whose governments were changed, 

suffered, for the regime change was not for their sake but for the sake of Athens. And so 

there is another cause for conflict in the relations between states, namely love of one’s own 

in the case of irreducible strategic questions, such as violating the freedom of others when 
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their freedom is dangerous to the existence of the regime. But by subordinating the good of 

the conquered to the good of the conqueror, we have nothing else than a case of despotism 

writ large, and despotism that seems to be required by justice.  The Athenian case, then, is 

not simply that it is prudent to rule others despotically, but that since despotism serves the 

common good of Athens, it is indeed just.132 This line of inquiry causes us to ask whether 

justice means anything at all when it comes to foreign political communities, other than rule 

of the master. Given these questions, it is not surprising that Aristotle points us to “the 

regime according to prayer,” and to a set of questions about the way of life most 

choiceworthy, questions that are intimately bound up with justice, empire, and political rule 

among nations. 

 
Conclusion 

 
The purpose of this chapter has been to move from Aristotle’s teaching on politics 

as it relates to the virtues and friendship to a discussion of politics as it relates to other cities, 

or those outside one’s political community, or in other words to determine whether Aristotle 

had much to say about foreign affairs. Not only is Aristotle acutely aware of the importance 

of foreign affairs, but he provides a complicated and nuanced view of international politics. 

We have seen that Aristotle argues from the structure of the regime to how the regime will 

affect its neighbors. It can do so by turning them into potential allies or enemies through 

similarity or difference between their regimes, or tempting them to attack by being 

systemically weak or by being too wealthy. Thus, while the regime itself is important for 

understanding whatever international environment may be at hand, it also is important to 

                                                 
132 Cf. Cicero, De republica. III.IX. Philus’ position seems to be similar to the argument that because 

the ways of life followed by different political communities is so different, there is no justice between political 
communities but only a struggle to gain an advantage. 
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realize that the international environment can in turn affect the way the regime should be 

structured. Part of Aristotle’s appreciation of polity is its ability to weather the shocks of war 

by being more flexible and moderate than other regimes, while the near centrality of military 

virtue for good politics is a necessary way of holding off possibly rapacious hegemons like 

Athens or Sparta. 

Aristotle’s thoughts about Sparta and Athens, and indeed the recent history of 

Greece, should reveal that he was no simple-minded optimist about human life and the 

power of human reason, as he has been painted by some scholars.133 Aristotle’s view of the 

ways in which political communities relate to one another is somewhat complex and at times 

difficult to discern, yet we are able to see that he holds no illusions about a peaceful Greece. 

With the tremendous effects of the Peloponnesian War in the background, we see political 

communities that are living a common life together, bound by friendship and justice, often 

do so in the context of war. Indeed, the case of Sparta, the regime tentatively praised by 

Aristotle at the end of Ethics for its aiming at virtue (albeit only a part of virtue, courage) is 

seriously critiqued for its orientation toward empire, rather than toward the sort of politics 

we may have expected at the conclusion of Ethics. The causes of Sparta’s difficulties are 

many; it is a city with many slaves while being oligarchic in character; Lycurgus did not find a 

                                                 
133 See, for example Kevin M. Cherry, Plato, Aristotle, and the Purpose of Politics (New York: Cambridge 

University Press, 2012), 66-73. Cherry argues that the chief difference between Aristotle and the Eleatic 
Stranger (Plato’s philosophic interlocutor in the Statesman) stems from Aristotle’s emphasis on the bounty of 
nature and the Stranger’s emphasis on its scarcity. I would add to Cherry’s argument that Aristotle actually does 
absorb much from the Eleatic Stranger, and makes plenty of room for the role of necessity in his political 
theory, partly because what nature provides human beings is not nearly enough to prevent constant war and 
enslavement. See also Nicholas J. Rengger, “The Judgment of War: On the Idea of Legitimate Force in World 
Politics” Review of International Studies, Vol. 31, (Dec., 2005), 143-61. Rengger believes that Aristotle did not 
appreciate the horror of war enough, nor recognized the messiness of political life. I believe Rengger is 
mistaken about Aristotle and does not appreciate the heroism of Aristotle’s political theory—that despite the 
tendency of human beings toward domination and war, we should still strive toward virtue. Rengger’s 
affirmation of Augustinian “skepticism” (a problematic formulation itself) undermines the possibility of 
seriously discussing the question of virtue in international politics. 



125 
 

way to educate Spartan women; and the Spartans’ choose the external goods that virtue 

brings rather than choosing virtue for its own sake. It is a dire situation for relations between 

political communities when one of the best of them is bent on dominating the rest. But this 

is not a peculiarly Spartan problem: Athens is also an imperial power that dominates its 

allies, and is a treaty-breaker at that. Aristotle claims that all who have been hegemons of 

Greece have looked to their own advantage rather than the good of others, particularly 

noting their propensity to support regimes like their own. Aristotle’s affirmation that the 

purpose of politics is the excellence of the human being must be received along with the 

affirmation that no actual political community really attains the goal of virtue, or when it 

does, it uses virtue to satisfy the lust for domination. It is probably for this reason that Hans 

J. Morgenthau thought that Aristotelian political theory has at least one foot firmly planted 

in the tradition of political “realism.”134 

But not all regimes are equally dangerous to one another—tyrannies are a particularly 

dangerous kind of regime for their neighbors, given that the tyrant needs to prove his 

warlike character and thus not be held in contempt by either his own subjects or by other 

political communities. Monarchy, on the other hand, is in a sense the least dangerous regime, 

in that it does not attract the power of other regimes, presumably because of the king’s 

power in battle, but also because he is just and lives with a view to the noble. Tyrants, on the 

other hand, being wholly unjust, are hated by all, and those who are moved by anger, 

apparently either within or without the political community, act against the tyranny. Anger is 

desire accompanied by pain, seeking vengeance against one who has committed injustice 

                                                 
134 Hans J. Morgenthau, Scientific Man vs. Power Politics, 5, 28, but especially 154. Morgenthau is almost 

unique in his appreciation of Aristotle’s emphasis on how evil human beings can be and on the limits of reason 
in politics. 
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against oneself or one’s friend.135 Anger is more effective at overthrowing a tyrant, because 

the pain attached to anger makes it difficult to think reasonably (logismos), and the pleasure at 

relieving injustice spurs the vengeful on. Spirit, which as we will see in the next chapter is 

intimately related to friendship and justice, spurs those who suffer or witness injustice in a 

way that more calculated enmity cannot.  And so it is, as we saw in the last chapter, that 

there is kind of friendship between all human beings by virtue of their common nature, so all 

desire the destruction of tyrannies, a source of universal hatred and anger. The tyrant, we 

could say, is an enemy of the human species. And so, however dubious we may be about the 

Spartan hegemony and its despotic character, as well as the inherent Spartan desire for 

mastery over others, we must ponder the Spartans antipathy toward tyrants, and wonder if in 

a sense, they acted nobly and as friends of Greece in deposing them everywhere they could. 

Although the questions raised in this chapter have not all been answered, it would be 

helpful to now turn to the question of the “city according to prayer” for a more sustained 

consideration of how Aristotle conceives the international environment and the foreign 

affairs of the political community we would wish to live in. For if much of the middle of the 

Politics emphasizes the preservation of the regime and the survival of the members of the 

political community, book seven deals with how the political community could be excellent 

in a more obvious way. Considering Aristotle’s thought about how the truly virtuous political 

community would act toward its neighbors will go a long way to help us understand the 

possibility of hegemony and political rule among political communities.

                                                 
135 1312b18-33, 1378a32-35. 

 

 

 



127 
 

 
 
 

CHAPTER FIVE 
 

The Best Way of Life as a Foundation for Foreign Relations 
 
 
In the last chapter we saw that Aristotle criticizes other political theorists, such as 

Phaleas and Hippodamus, for failing to consider how citizens should relate to others outside 

the political community. We also saw that Aristotle considers questions of war and peace 

when surveying historical regimes, such as Sparta and Crete, and in discussing democracies, 

oligarchies, kingships, tyrannies, and polities. Aristotle points out that war and strategic 

concerns shape the internal life of the political community and provide limiting conditions 

on what is possible for statesmen. For example, it may be desirable for the sake of security 

rather than distributive justice to allocate land equally.  

Different regimes will respond to outside pressures in different ways—a polity will 

have a different set of viable options compared to an oligarchy. A political community 

whose neighbors have regimes different from its own may need to take extra precautions to 

safeguard its own political institutions, or even its mere independence. An “international 

whole” made up of both oligarchies and democracies, or more generally any regimes that 

differ in form, will most likely be more dangerous and chaotic than a whole made up of 

similar regimes.  We can safely say that the character of the “international whole” depends 

on the character of the regimes within that whole—it has no independent character that 

transcends the kinds of political communities that exist within it.1 While kingships may 

                                                 
1 Thus, it seems that Aristotle is far from the position of Kenneth Waltz, who thinks that the 

international system has its own “structure” which demands certain responses from statesmen, regardless of 
what sort of regimes make up the international system. Kenneth Waltz, Man, the State, and War (New York: 
Columbia University, 2001), 208-210. 
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produce peace through strength and nobility, tyrannies will cause war through weakness and 

depravity. Thus the strategic considerations that face political communities will depend on 

who their neighbors are.  

Aristotle also considers the hegemonic political community, a political community 

which, by means of its power and perhaps virtue, is very influential with other political 

communities. It is not clear if the influence is reciprocal. Is a hegemon desirable? What sort 

of political community ought this state to be? Can the hegemon rule in any other way than as 

a master—as Athens, Sparta, and Persia did? This bring us to the question of the “regime 

according to prayer,” which is situated in Aristotle’s longest continuous meditation on 

foreign relations and the way of life most desirable for a political community, including the 

life of hegemony. 

The thesis of this chapter and the following one is that, like the rest of the Politics, 

Aristotle’s account of the regime according to prayer is intimately connected to questions of 

foreign relations and war. In this chapter, we will follow Aristotle as he reopens the question 

of happiness and the best way of life as an introduction to his discussion of the regime 

according to prayer. In this context we see that he is not only concerned about how the 

individual ought to live, but how the political community as a whole ought to live. It turns 

out that many of the problems that beset the individual seeking happiness are also applicable 

to the political community as a whole. And as the Nicomachean Ethics concludes by outlining 

the twin ends of human life, active politics and contemplative wisdom, so the political 

community as a whole can take part in the ruling and being ruled of other political 

communities or residing by itself, mimicking the self-sufficiency of the philosopher through 

an isolationist foreign policy. Although Aristotle proffers both of these ends, he does not 

clearly present one of them as more choiceworthy. He does suggest, however, that the active 
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and political way of life is accompanied by a strong temptation toward tyranny, which could 

lead to a preference for isolation as a way of limiting the desire for unjust domination. Lord, 

Nichols, and Pangle, each indicate in various degrees that Aristotle believes that international 

rule can easily become despotic.2 The flipside of this suggestion is that if a political 

community is serious about justice, then it ought to eschew international life as much as 

possible, and should certainly eschew a leading role in international life. 

Nonetheless, as we will see in Chapter Six, which includes Aristotle’s description of 

the regime according to prayer, the regime will need to possess a powerful military, one 

strong enough to intimidate possible enemies. This entails that citizens must be trained in 

martial virtue, and the community as a whole must be skilled at waging war. War serves two 

purposes for the regime: survival and rule over other political communities. If ruling over 

other communities occurs merely for the sake of material gain, rather than for nobility, the 

city according to prayer would end up falling victim to the same defects of the Spartans, as 

described in the last chapter and argued in greater detail below. War must be governed by 

virtue and aimed at justice lest it devolve into simple domination; as we will see below, war is 

nearly always fought for domination, in Aristotle’s estimation. And so even if isolation is the 

safer policy in order to avoid injustice, it seems that it is really an illusory option. This makes 

the project of searching for the possibility of non-despotic relations, including hegemony or 

                                                 
2 Carnes Lord most clearly argues that hegemony must become despotic, for it is “an impossible 

halfway house on the road to despotic rule.” Lord, Education and Culture in the Political Thought of Aristotle, (Ithaca, 
NY: Cornell University Press, 1982), 190. Nichols takes a more nuanced view, noting that perhaps the 
spiritedness which Lord thinks necessarily leads to despotism can be formed in the direction of international 
friendship. Nichols, Citizens and Statesmen, 143, 164. How Pangle regards Aristotle’s best regime is difficult to 
understand. He seems to understand choosing political life as the introduction of a “trajectory” or “vector” that 
leads to “benevolent, unlimited empire.” The nature of this trajectory is unclear, as well as whether Pangle 
thinks that benevolent empire is unjust—he distinguishes it from despotism. Thus, he seems to accept the 
necessity of political life leading to unlimited expansion that Lord sees, and yet is agnostic on the justness of 
that expansion. Pangle, Aristotle’s Teaching in the Politics, 238, 243. This interpretation is of course quite debatable, 
for the reasons Nichols gives, and because the purpose of virtue, in part, is to resist the “trajectories” that 
Pangle introduces. Aristotle is not a fatalist about political life. 
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some form of political rule among political communities all the more urgent and necessary 

for understanding Aristotle’s political thought more generally. 

The practical impossibility of isolation, and along with that impossibility the need to 

restrain the lust for imperial rule indicates the preference a political community should have 

for peace over war.3 Peace is better than war because it allows for leisure and the goods that 

can be enjoyed only in peace, such as philosophy. This does not mean that peace is a cure 

for all human ills. If anything, Aristotle seems to think the opposite is the case; peace tends 

to cause human beings to dabble in vices, and if war tends to be waged usually for the sake 

of domination, peace tends to be employed in injustice.  Aristotle argues that philosophy and 

the moral virtues are all the more required in peace, as a guard against arrogance (hubris) and 

injustice (pleonexia), two chief causes of war. We can infer that virtue is essential to both the 

generation and maintenance of a peace worth living in. 

 
The Best Way of Life 

 
Before treating the specifics of the regime according to prayer, Aristotle notes that 

until we are sure about what the best way of life is, it will remain unclear as to what the best 

regime is. He then immediately moves to a question about which goods are most 

choiceworthy, external goods, goods of the body, and goods of the soul.4 He observes that 

no one would admit that virtue, the good of the soul, is completely undesirable—who would 

wish to be afraid of insects, be utterly faithless to friends for the slightest reason, or be 

completely unintelligent?5 Everyone admits that all these goods really are goods, and yet 

                                                 
3 It is worth noting that peace is necessarily a common good shared by political communities. 

4 Politics, 1323a25. 

5 Other examples Aristotle gives of extreme lack of virtue are cannibalism, plucking out one’s own 
hair, and such. 1148b25-35. 
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there remains the question as to which is most desirable, which goods are superior to other 

goods.  Aristotle observes that most people think that any amount of virtue (an interior 

good) is sufficient, but desire the external goods like money, power, and honor without 

limit.6 Aristotle says to those who desire limitless external goods that “it is easy to convince 

oneself through the facts as well as through arguments” that the virtues make it possible to 

attain external goods, and not the other way around. Excluding good fortune, it seems that 

external goods come about as a result of the interior goods, such as courage, loyalty to 

friends, and intelligence. He further argues that those who are happy possess “the 

adornments of character and mind but behave moderately in respect to the external 

acquisition of good things, rather than those who possess more of the latter than is useful 

but are deficient in the former.”7 Neither of these arguments, however, seem to demonstrate 

the superiority of the interior goods to external goods. It is clear that the interior goods are 

useful and necessary—but should they be ordered to limitless gain, as the Spartans ordered 

their own virtues?8 To ask the same question more broadly, are the virtues useful 

characteristics that allow us to achieve whatever we wish? Is the virtue of the political 

community in fact virtú? 

Aristotle approaches this question by observing that external things are good for 

human beings within certain limits. One can have too many external things as well as too 

few.9 Aristotle seems to have in mind something like food or money—one who has too 

                                                 
6 1323a35-40.  

7 1323a35-1323b6. Aristotle gives no concrete examples of who he has in mind, nor does he 
demonstrate that virtue is noble and an end for itself—it seems all he has shown is that virtue is necessary. This 
is precisely what he deals with in the following argument. 

8 Cf. 1366a37: “Virtue is, according to the usual view, a faculty of providing and preserving good 
things.” In Rhetoric, however, Aristotle does not say whether virtue provides material goods, or good acts. 

9 1323b7-8. 
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much of these things could be harmed through immoderation or injustice, or by attracting 

the attention of thieves. Furthermore, even if one were not harmed by excess, what is its 

use? Interior goods, however, become more useful as they are greater, so there seems to be 

no limit to how excellent the soul could be. 10 After showing that virtue is intrinsically more 

useful than external goods, Aristotle moves to show the desirability of virtue in itself by 

arguing that since the soul is nobler than the body simply speaking, and certainly nobler than 

property, consequently the excellence of the soul is more desirable than the excellence of the 

body, or than the possession of excellent external goods.11 Aristotle argues further that all 

“sensible” people choose goods for the sake of the soul, and do not subordinate the soul for 

the sake of external or bodily goods.12 It follows, then, that we are only as happy as we are 

virtuous and prudent.13 Aristotle marshals one last argument, saying that just as God is 

happy through himself and not through possessing external things, so the human being is 

happy through his own character, and not through external things, which can be given or 

                                                 
10 Cf. 1094b19. He does leave out what he notes in Ethics, that sometimes goods of the soul can cause 

harm through excess, using courage as an example of what he means. It is not clear whether Aristotle really 
means the virtue of courage in the “authoritative sense,” or the “natural virtue” of courage, as distinguished in 
1144b1-15. As we will soon see, Aristotle is in fact arguing about the virtues of the political community taken 
as a whole—and perhaps in this discussion it is important to emphasize the importance and dignity of virtue 
for political life.  

11 The nobility of the soul compared to the body would follow from Aristotle’s description of the soul 
as the master over the body as slave. 

12 1323b10-20. Cf. 1254b2-8. Aristotle, by referring to the “sensible” or the “prudent” makes it clear 
that simply because some people choose to subordinate the soul to external things, or even the body, his 
argument is not weakened. Indeed, from the beginning of Ethics, we know that there are many who subordinate 
their souls to pleasure, wealth, or honor. Aristotle’s argument does not apply to those who lack prudence. 

13 Although, of course, other external conditions need to be present as well. 
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taken away by chance.14 He thus causes us to wonder how such divine happiness could apply 

to human beings, whose virtues require material possessions as well as friends.15 

 
The Best Way of Life for the Political Community as a Whole 

 
Aristotle then moves to the political community, arguing that the best political 

community “is happy and acts nobly.”16 He notes that if a political community is going to be 

noble, then it must act for the sake of “noble things,” which means the political community 

must be virtuous and prudent.17  This in turn leads Aristotle to make the startling claim that 

“the courage, justice, and prudence of a city have the same power and form as those things 

human beings share in individually who are called just, prudent, and moderate.”18  

This move is surprising. Earlier in the work Aristotle sharply distinguished a human 

being from a city, arguing that while a human being has a natural unity, a natural unity would 

destroy the essence of a political community, for the “city is not naturally one.”19 The 

                                                 
14 1323b20-28. Cf. Ethics, 1099a25-b5 especially in conjunction with 1100a30-1100b33. Although we 

need the external goods that are caused by fortune, fortune cannot cause virtue. And happiness must be 
something that is our own (1095b26-27), and so virtue is more immediately a cause of happiness than chance. 
It is also worth noting that Aristotle seems to be emphasizing the self-sufficient character of God’s existence, 
rather than his possession of moral virtues, which Aristotle elsewhere ridicules (1178b8-16). 

15 Nicomachean Ethics, 1099a25-b5 

16 1323b31. 

17 1323b33 

18 1323b30-35. It is unclear that Aristotle is replacing courage with moderation. His argument seems 
to be that the virtues of the city are the same as those qualities we refer to when we call someone just, prudent, 
or moderate, remembering that moderation is quite literally “preserving prudence,” and perhaps a name by 
which to call anyone virtuous. See 1140b11-12. Pangle in particular makes much of the different list of 
qualities, assuming that Aristotle is contrasting the virtue in the city and soul. His argument is that courage is a 
“civic” virtue of the greatest importance, but is less clearly as important to the individual. He concludes that 
Aristotle questions whether happiness for the city is the same as the happiness of the individual. This 
interpretation is consistent with Pangle’s position that Aristotle’s argument that logos is proof of humanity’s 
political nature is “dubious,” a position that partly protects the idea of “trans-civic theoretical virtues” in the 
form of the “wandering minstrel-poet.” Pangle, 37, 230. Cf. Simpson, 201. 

19 1261b5. Significantly, Aristotle argues that the political community has only the unity of order in the 
context of his criticism of Republic, whereas it seems that at this point Aristotle himself is now comparing small 
things to great, namely the soul of an individual and the “soul” of a political community. 
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political community, although by nature, is not naturally one. We can see this if we consider 

how the whole and the parts relate to each other. We predicate an action of the whole and 

not the part when we are speaking of a natural being—thus, we say a horse walks, and not 

that its the feet does so. Likewise, Socrates maintains in the Republic that when someone 

hurts his finger, the entire city feels it.20 As the horse is to its feet, so the city is to the citizen, 

in Socrates’ account. The natural unity that we find in a horse or the Socratic city, however, 

is not the kind of unity we see in Aristotle’s political community.  Although earlier Aristotle 

argued that the citizen is in fact precisely like a part of a body, his denial of the natural unity 

of the city seems to require a qualification of that claim.  Each citizen remains distinct and 

whole, even while also being a part of the political community. It follows that the deeds of 

each citizen, including his virtuous acts, are his own and not subsumed into the totality of 

the political community. Likewise, it is odd to predicate of the city qualities that belong to a 

human soul, largely because there is reason to think that there is no soul uniting the entirety 

of the political community in the way that the soul for Aristotle gives unity to a living 

being.21 As Aristotle points out in Metaphysics, freedom and individual distinction are possible 

when each member of a community looks to the good of the whole, or in other words the 

good of the whole is attained by the efforts of the individual members, not subsumed by a 

whole which is somehow greater than its parts.22 It is also worth considering that the very 

reason the common good is “god-like” is because it belongs to many individuals. If it were 

                                                 
20 Republic, 462c-d. 

21 De anima, 412a20-25. Aristotle argues the soul is the substantial form of a living being, and thus its 
principle of unity. This is not to say, however, that there is no principle of unity, and thus it is possible that 
there could be a “soul” of a political community analogous to the soul of a human being. In particular, one 
could imagine that the regime of a political community is like the soul of a human being. 

22 Metaphysics 1075a17-19; McCoy, 53.  
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the good of a whole that transcended the parts, it would simply be another “individual” 

good that belongs to someone distinct from the citizens, for the whole would become a new 

individual, just as an individual human is a whole of soul and body.  Political rule would 

become despotism. 

On the other hand, Aristotle has already discussed the problem of when a political 

community “performed an action and when it did not,” especially regarding whether a city 

must fulfill its agreements after a revolution.23 Aristotle does not explicitly answer this 

question, but he does ask how we know when a political community remains the same or 

changes—“it is with respect to the regime above all that the city must be said to remain the 

same.” Whether the multitude of people remains the same does not seem to be as important 

for determining the continuity of the city as the regime the people live under, although this 

does not establish that a revolution absolves a political community of its agreements. To 

make his case Aristotle looks to a chorus as an analogy—the same singers may sing the same 

notes, but if the notes are sung in a different mode, then the chorus itself is different.24 Thus, 

there is a “form” that brings the political community to act, namely, the regime. And 

likewise, we see that there are tasks that can be done only by a composite whole, even if 

made up of individuals. An army and a choir are clear examples of communities that do not 

have a “natural unity” but nonetheless have actions that only the whole, as whole, can 

undertake. And as we can speak of a courageous army or a melodious choir, it seems that we 

can speak of a just city.25 Although the acts of individual citizens cannot by themselves 

                                                 
23 1276a8. 

24 1276b5-10. 

25 Aristotle uses both the examples of the army and the choir to explicate the notion of the common 
good. 
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constitute acts of the political community as a whole, the acts of individual citizens taken 

together can in fact bring a new being into existence, a new regime.  By the same token, that 

regime might in turn direct the acts of individual citizens toward a good distinct from the 

good of any individual as such. This is what Aristotle appears to have in mind in his 

discussion of regime change. 

Thus we can speak of a political community acting without necessarily invoking the 

more tyrannical aspects of Socrates’ city in speech. If there are acts, there can be noble 

acts—and if there are noble acts, they must come about due to virtue in some way. How 

virtue inheres in a political community as whole, however, is still unclear, even if we say that 

the regime is analogous to the soul of the community. Does every member of the regime 

have the same virtues? Aristotle is aware of these problems, and points out that, given his 

present purposes, “it is not possible not to touch on them” nor is it possible “to exhaust all 

of the arguments pertaining to them,” because “these things are a task for another kind of 

leisure (study).” He does not tell us what that leisure is.26 It is important, it seems, to 

establish that a political community can a have a way of life as a whole, and that there are 

certain characteristics of an entire community. At the same, time it could be difficult to think 

in such terms and to avoid the totalizing quality of Socrates’ city, which Aristotle opposes. 

Indeed, as we will see, one of the chief difficulties in establishing the reciprocity of political 

rule between regimes is the problematic analogy between the citizen within the political 

community and the political community within the “society of states,” a problem that 

mirrors the difficulty of predicating qualities of soul to a being that has no natural unity, and 

thus no soul. 

                                                 
26 1323b35-37. 
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Although granting that more could be said on the subject, Aristotle states that it is 

enough that we accept that the best way of life for the individual and the political 

community is the same, namely nobility, with enough material goods to make the exercise of 

virtue possible, thus reminding us that humans are not divine. Aristotle then shifts the 

argument from noble actions and what is best to the fundamental principle of his practical 

thought, happiness.27 Because of his previous argument, namely that nobility can be spoken 

of in the same way for both individuals and communities, we can say that happiness is the 

same as well. Thus, those who think wealth is happiness will call the wealthy city “blessed” 

and those who “honor the tyrannical way of life” would claim that the happiest political 

community rules “the greatest number of persons” while those who speak for virtue would 

say the “most excellent” political community is happier than others. His relatively brief 

argument for the happy city begins to give shape to our notion of what the best political 

community would be—the virtuous political community, rather than the wealthy or the 

despotic political community. It seems that we are ready to move to the institutions and 

resources of this best regime, and as far as our present question is concerned, its foreign 

policy.  

 
The Best Way of Life and Politics: Against Despotism 

 
There is a question, however, about the life of virtue, one that recalls the end of 

Nicomachean Ethics. Is the most choiceworthy way of life the one “which involves engaging 

jointly in politics and participating in the city, or rather that characteristic of the foreigner 

and divorced from the political community?” 28  Here, he seems to pose a choice between 

                                                 
27 Simpson, 202, Pangle, 230. 

28 1324a14-20. 
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the political way of life and the contemplative life of the wise man. Aristotle continues by 

pointing out that this issue will inform our understanding of what regime is best, and that 

perhaps there could be a reconciliation between the active and contemplative lives—perhaps 

some could arguably recuse themselves from the tasks of deliberation and decision making.29  

Aristotle proceeds by giving an initial definition of the best regime as “that 

arrangement under which anyone might act in the best manner and live blessedly.”30 Yet 

again, the issue about the best way of life comes up, as it is not clear we ought to live the 

“political and active way of life” or “that which is divorced from all external things” which 

“some assert is the only philosophic way of life.”31 Aristotle points out these two ways of 

life, the political and the philosophic, are the ones that “those human beings who are most 

ambitious with a view to virtue” tend to choose. We must distill the truth, since “it makes no 

small difference” on which side the greater truth lies, since that should be the way life is 

organized. But because Aristotle has already made clear he is leaving aside the question of 

those people who think they can live an apolitical life and be happy, and is instead talking 

about the political community as a whole, the upshot of his claim is nothing other than how 

the political community understands itself in terms of those other communities who live 

around it. Thus book 7 of Politics takes its bearing from whether the city should choose an 

active or a contemplative way of life in the “international whole.” This leads to the 

conclusion that if it is the case that the political community has the virtues that the individual 

citizen has, then it is also capable of acting politically (rather than despotically) in relation to 

other political communities. Aristotle gives us a kind of analogy, however problematic, 

                                                 
29 1324a18-19. 

30 1324a22-23. 

31 1324a25-28. 
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between the citizen and his political community, and between the political community and 

the international whole. Thus, the fairly obvious and orthodox interpretation given above for 

Aristotle’s best regime takes on an entirely new aspect. For while nearly all commentators 

agree that the Aristotelian political community should have virtue as its common good, very 

few explicitly link the life of the political community with those political communities near 

it.32 

The question as to whether the acts of the political community will be the same as 

the acts of a citizen takes on new importance when the philosophic man and the political 

man whom Aristotle brings forward to debate, offer different evaluations of political life. 

Each gives reasons for why his way of life is best. The philosophic man claims that “rule 

over one’s neighbors, if undertaken in the fashion of a master, is accompanied by injustice of 

the greatest sort, and if in a political fashion, does not involve injustice but serves as an 

impediment to one’s own well-being.”33 The self-professed philosophic man has little use for 

politics. It can either be for the sake of enslaving others, in which case it is unjust, or if rule 

is undertaken politically, it is a detriment to the ruler’s happiness.34 He would, it seems, 

rather have others be involved in politics, so he can be spared dirty hands or the 

unrewarding task of politics, at least in relation to whatever virtue at which the philosopher 

may be aiming. From this position it follows that politics is at best simply necessary, a useful 

                                                 
32 Pangle, as an exception, notes that “the political life of the city as a whole” necessitates some sort of 

understanding of the city in relation to other cities. 235. On the other hand, a commentator such as Kraut gives 
no hint that the end of the political community is significant for the international setting—indeed quite the 
opposite. He seems to assume that the best community can be understood in abstraction from other political 
communities, with the result that its moral horizon is necessarily very “narrow.” Richard Kraut, Aristotle: 
Political Philosophy (New York: Oxford University:, 2002), 210-214. 

33 1324a36-38. 

34 Aristotle has raised the possibility before, that “ruling is something good or something mean,” at 
Politics 1261b2.   
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way for philosophic individuals to achieve their private goods, and at worst nothing other 

than slavery. Given the previous discussion of the common good, we should remember that 

this would reduce the political common good to the status of a useful good, and the political 

community to a useful friendship wherein all seek their own advantage, like an alliance, a 

position very different from Aristotle’s.35 The philosophic man, whose voice Aristotle adds 

to this discussion of the best way of life, curiously, understands politics as would a classical 

liberal—as instrumental to his own (private) good.  

The political man disagrees on the nature of happiness, however. Political men, too, 

are split between those that argue that the noblest activities fall to those who have care of 

the common good, such as the just man, and those who think that tyranny is the best way of 

life. Thus, each of the reasons for which the philosopher might reject politics, that politics at 

its best serves virtue but is itself limited to necessary activity, or that politics is despotic, has 

its defenders on the other side. Each argues that rule, in the one case political and in the 

other despotic, is the way to happiness, rather than a bar to it.36  

Having laid out two attacks on politics as a way of life, and two positions in its 

defense, Aristotle first argues against those attracted to politics because of its mastery of 

others.  His emphasis lies in arguing against the position that identifies politics with 

mastery—a position we have seen him deny even on the first page of the Politics. He begins 

by observing the widespread belief that politics is despotic. He notes, “among some this is 

the defining principle of the regime and the laws—that they exercise mastery over their 

neighbors.”37 Thus, while earlier we saw that some regimes act despotically for the sake of 

                                                 
35 1280a30-1281b30. 

36 Simpson, 204. 

37 1324b3-5. 
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some advantage, such as Athens setting up democracies and reducing the power of its allies, 

some regimes actually aim at domination as the very common good of their own political 

communities. Thus, “while most of the usages existing are, so to speak, a mere jumble,  

nevertheless if the laws anywhere look to one thing, it is domination that all of them aim 

at.”38 To support his claim about the way nearly all human life is organized, he points to 

those regimes he had previously praised for being well-ordered, “Sparta and Crete,” where 

“it is with a view to wars that education and the greatest part of the laws are organized.” This 

may come as a surprise, since earlier Aristotle argued that it was only because Crete was 

spared war that the regime survived as long as it did, but this only amplifies Aristotle’s point 

about the despotic bent of much that we call political life: a regime as feeble as Crete and 

unable to effectively engage in war is nonetheless arranged with a view to war.  

Aristotle then extends his claim beyond Greece to assert that “among all nations that 

are capable of grasping more from others (pleonektein) power like this is honored—for 

example the Scythians, the Persians, the Thracians, and the Celts.” Even Carthage, the other 

good regime Aristotle pointed to at the end of book two, does not escape his wide net, for 

there “they [the Carthaginians] receive armlets to adorn themselves for each campaign they 

go on,” presumably to motivate the citizens to go to war as often possible, and reap the 

benefits of empire. Likewise Macedonians who had not killed an enemy had to wear tethers 

on their belts, which perhaps signified humiliation. The Scythians would not allow anyone to 

drink at a banquet who had not killed an enemy, meaning war was necessary for young men 

to fully participate in common life. The Iberians marked graves according to the number of 

enemies killed, so that even in death one would be honored only according to his violence in 

                                                 
38 1324bb5-7. 
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life. As Simpson points out, if there is anything that really shows the unity of humanity, it is 

violence, lust for domination, and injustice.39 Victory over enemies is considered the best 

thing for most people, which entails perpetual war.40 

Despite the near universality of this opinion about politics, Aristotle attacks it as 

simply unacceptable. He claims it would be “overly odd” that the “expert in politics” should 

really study nothing else than “how to rule and exercise mastery over those nearby, whether 

they wish it or not.” Aristotle reveals the basic error to be at heart a confusion of thinking all 

rule is despotic, one of the first points of Politics. Further, he points out the hidden absurdity 

behind the claim, in that it requires the expert in politics act in a way “that is not even 

lawful.” He continues by making the strange argument that it is not “lawful” to rule in such a 

manner even if the rule were just.41 Aristotle thus distinguishes the justice of domination 

from its legality, suggesting that while there may be justice to the claim to rule others 

despotically (perhaps in the case of natural slaves) it is simply illegal. This is a remarkable 

turn, for he suggests that there is a law even beyond justice that provides a standard for the 

relations between political communities and that is violated by despotism, even over what is 

“naturally slavish.”42  

                                                 
39 Simpson, 205.  

40 Albertus Magnus draws our attention to the instability of international politics by comparing it to 
the oscillation between the wealthy and the poor. Each wishes to rule but refuses to be ruled. Albertus Magnus, 
Commentarii in octo libros politicorum Aristotelis from Opera Omnia ed. Augusti Borgnet (Paris: Ludovicum Vives, 
1891), Vol. 8, 635.  

41 Chuska interprets this to mean that it is always against the law within a political community to 
dominate others, and this it would be strange to think domination could be just outside the community. This 
seems unlikely, since Aristotle makes it clear that laws often look to the good of a part rather than the whole, 
which is a kind of mastery. Jeff Chuska, Aristotle’s Best Regime:  A Reading of Aristotle’s Politics VII 1-10 (Lanham, 
MD: University Press of America, 2000), 32-25. 

42 Cf. Francisco de Vitoria, De indiis, 1.1. Vitoria insists that even if there exists something like a 
natural slave, Aristotle never goes so far as to say they should be dominated outside of law. He seems to have 
in mind that any sort of master-slave relationship requires some sort of institution, and thus human law. The 
consequent for Vitoria is that it is always against natural law to dominate another human being, even if he is apt 
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Aristotle then offers a simile: as the doctor knows what is best for the patient, and 

the pilot knows what is best for the ship, and as it is the proper work of neither the doctor 

nor the pilot to compel or persuade others to accept their authority, so it is not the work of 

politics to force others to submit to rule. Such authority must be sought out willingly by the 

ruled, it would seem, and not forced on people. This is a curious argument, since while no 

one would argue that a doctor should legislate or execute the laws in his capacity as a doctor, 

it is the work of political authority to compel adherence to the laws. As Aristotle points out 

elsewhere, military power is necessary for maintaining peace both within and without the 

political community. Furthermore, the very power of the laws stems from their compulsory 

nature, as Aristotle explains at the end of Nicomachean Ethics.43 Nonetheless, in the context of 

discussing the foreign relations of a political community Aristotle emphasizes that the 

political expert must not force his rule on those outside the community, for such a form of 

ruling, which is a conflation of mastery and political rule, is the supposition of the vulgar.44 

Aristotle then draws attention to the distinction between political rule and despotic 

rule, noting that this distinction is crucial for understanding politics, and is even tacitly 

admitted by all the peoples he mentioned earlier, noting that “they are not ashamed to train 

[to do] in relation to others what they deny is just or advantageous for themselves.” The 

reason for this is that “among themselves they seek just rule, but they care about nothing 

about justice toward others.”45 Underlying this practice, it seems, is that each political 

                                                 
for domination. Importantly, Vitoria only refers to Aristotle in this discussion, rather than texts on natural law 
or Roman law. 

43 See also 1269a15-23. 

44 1324b32. 

45 1324b35. 
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community understands itself to be by nature fit for mastery, and everyone else who is not 

within the community to be fit for slavery. Aristotle corrects this assumption by pointing out 

that we should exercise despotic rule only over those things which should be mastered by 

nature, namely—as he had earlier argued— those things without the capacity for prudence. 

The root of the common belief that political life should be oriented toward war and 

conquering enemies stems from the belief that everyone who does not share in the 

community is in fact a slave. Despotism, then, would be the only way to conceive of rule 

over neighboring political communities.  To illustrate briefly his argument against this 

position, Aristotle uses the example of hunting and eating wild animals and not human 

beings to show that not all things are to be dominated, but only those that are fit by nature.46  

The final argument Aristotle sets against the common opinion that politics is for the 

sake of enslaving others is the possibility of an isolated political community. He argues that 

“a single city could be happy” if it is “finely governed,” pointing out that it could not be 

arranged with a view to war since there would be no one to go to war against. Thus, a happy, 

isolated political community would have to be ordered to some end other than exercising 

mastery over others.47 The conclusion is that war cannot be the chief good of the political 

community, although “all of the concerns with a view to war are to be considered noble.”48 

                                                 
46 Aristotle’s argument here also seriously qualifies his introduction of war in Book 1 as hunting 

human beings for slavery. I will expand on this point in the next chapter, where Aristotle once again compares 
war to hunting and points out that the assumption underlying the view of war as a means of acquiring slaves is 

that anyone who is not part of one’s own community is less than human, that it, a natural slave. 

47 Pangle claims that such a political community would be a “strange thought experiment” and that 
such a community would be “outlandish.” He takes Aristotle’s point to be that imperialism can be “firmly 
resisted” only by taking part in politics through constraint, that is, accepting the position of the philosophic 
man. Pangle’s point is connected to his larger concern in depoliticizing Aristotle’s human being. I take 
Aristotle’s point as showing that that despotism cannot be the end of politics, even if one does not accept 
previous arguments about justice. Pangle, 238-240. 

48 1325a6-7.  
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So we are not to assume that the business of war has become ignoble, but only that as a 

noble activity, it must serve some higher end, namely the good life for the political 

community.49 He also reaffirms that when political communities are not isolated, “it belongs 

to legislative expertise to see what sorts of training are to be undertaken with a view to what 

sort of peoples or how the things suitable to each sort are to be practiced.” Political wisdom 

entails understanding the context of one’s own political community—there is no one 

approach to dealing with foreign political communities, but rather the political community 

has to institute practices and training that responds to the presence of other, possibly hostile 

or possibly friendly, peoples. Although Aristotle has reaffirmed that war that may be 

necessary and noble, he has nevertheless refuted the position of tyrants. Whatever way of life 

the political community as a whole should pursue, it should not be mastery over one’s 

neighbors. 

 
Politics and the Best Way of Life: Understanding the “Political” 

 
Aristotle then turns to the remaining contestants in the debate: the political man who 

allows for nothing outside of political life, and the philosophic man who sees nothing 

worthwhile or noble in politics. The philosopher thinks that the political man is not free, 

while the political man argues that happiness lies in action, supposing that the philosopher 

does not act.50 Aristotle admits the truth of the philosopher’s premise—the life of freedom is 

superior to that of slavery. Aristotle’s counterpoint is that “there is nothing dignified in using 

a slave as a slave; giving commands concerning necessary things has no share in the noble 

things.” Thus Aristotle points out that slavery is merely a way for human beings to deal with 

                                                 
49 Thus not all noble acts are ends in themselves. Also, it seems possible that Aristotle is here referring 

to a community that includes differing political communities within it. 

501325a16-23.  
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necessity, generally to allow the free to enjoy leisure; but the exercise of mastery itself is in 

itself at best merely necessary, at worst ignoble. But “to consider every sort of rule as 

mastery is not correct” for “there is no less distance between rule over free persons and rule 

over slaves than between what is by nature free and what is by nature slavish.” We are 

reminded of Aristotle’s point previously in Politics, that the work of free men is nobler than 

the work of slaves, and thus to rule over that work is also nobler.51 The political common 

good, which would be nothing else than the common work of free human beings, is by that 

very fact a noble enterprise, and thus to rule and take care for the common good would 

indeed be choiceworthy in itself.  

Aristotle next targets those who think that activity is correlative with politics, and 

spends more time dealing with this position. He suggests that if it were truly the case that 

activity is possible only through politics, it would seem to follow that “having authority over 

all people is best, for in this way one would have authority over the greatest number and the 

noblest of actions.”  We see that Aristotle’s argument against the philosopher could lead 

someone to think that the noblest thing would be to rule over all free persons— a 

paradoxical position, which would ensure the greatest amount of nobility in terms of the 

number of noble activities one would have authority over, but at the same time ruling in a 

way which seems closer to the despot. The despot, of course, rules in an ignoble fashion, 

and so the search for nobility taken to its logical conclusion leads to ignobility.  

A simplistic notion of the common good can be a way toward despotism, even, or 

perhaps especially, if one’s intentions are good.52 The consequence is that “one who can 

                                                 
51 1254a27 

52 Chuska argues that Aristotle here is arguing that too much weight given to politics leads to 
dictatorship within the community, as opposed to imperialism outside it. Chuska, 35-39. I follow Pangle and 
Nichols in seeing this argument as part in the larger context of foreign relations. Nichols, 133; Pangle 237. I 
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should not leave those nearby to rule themselves but should deprive them of it, and a father 

should take no account of his children nor children of their father nor a friend for his 

friend” because, after all, acting nobly is the best, and having authority over all would also be 

the most noble.53  

This position, then, is quite different from the man who argues on behalf of the 

tyrannical life. This advocate of politics argues on the behalf of genuine political rule, but 

through seizing, by force if necessary, political power from other communities. Aristotle 

shows the contradictory premises of the political man who utterly rejects philosophy by 

saying he argues “truly [only] if the most choiceworthy of things” is within reach of “those 

who plunder and use force.” He then shows that this is not the case, for those who use force 

to seize political authority do not distinguish different kinds of relationships. In contrast, 

those who properly rule or are ruled in each case would act in accordance with the difference 

between political rule, parental (that is, monarchic or royal) rule, and despotism. Most 

obviously, among those who are equal, rule must be participatory, and not solely for one 

member of the political community alone. Likewise, parents rule their children in a royal 

fashion, and not democratically. The one whose rule erases all distinctions and with those 

distinctions the kinds of rule proper to each could not be acting nobly. Aristotle does admit 

that if “another person is superior on the basis of virtue” it is “noble to follow this person 

and just to obey him” but seems to regard such a case as unlikely.  Moreover, the rule of 

someone superior to others in virtue and ability deprives others of their just participation in 

the political community, and so undermines its own nobility.  Only the rule over those who 

                                                 
take Aristotle to be here arguing against a “soulless despotism” that claims it acts for the good of all while really 
undermining the goods of human life. 

53 1325a35-40.  
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are free and not slave, Aristotle insists, is noble, and their being ruled must be consistent 

with their freedom. Such rule requires preserving  the order of sub-political communities, 

such as families and associations of friends. Rule cannot be noble or good that deprives the 

ruled of what is good or noble for them.  

Nonetheless, Aristotle does admit the premise of the political man, namely that the 

political community must be active to be happy.54 But while admitting the premise, he notes 

that there is another way of being active “not necessarily to be regarded in relation to others” 

who “are complete in themselves”; namely “the sorts of study and ways of thinking that are 

for their own sake.”55 But even such thoughts, which as thoughts are complete in 

themselves, allow their reflection in action, just as the thoughts of “master craftsmen” are 

carried out by their subordinates, although the architect is more properly acting than the 

builder.56 And so even a political community that is isolated by choice “is not necessarily 

inactive,” for the parts interact with each other in the daily business of ruling and being 

ruled, and likewise a human being could perhaps be alone and still be active. Finally, we see 

that if the political man were correct in his belief that all activity must be external, then God 

and the universe could not be acting nobly, since there is nothing outside of them for them 

to act upon.57  Aristotle’s argument does not culminate in the internal and divine-like activity 

of a thinker isolated from other human beings, but rather in the internal and divine-like 

                                                 
54 It is worth noting that Aristotle is not reprising the arguments for and against tyranny. The man 

who would use despotic rule could do so against his own fellow citizens, which is in fact the direction Aristotle 
goes. His argument is against those who fail to recognize natural friendships and the kind of rule proper to 
each. 

55 1325b15-20. 

56 Simpson, 208.  

57 Cf. Metaphysics, 1075a15. 
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activity of a political community. A political community can be active with respect to its 

internal life, that is, without despotically ruling others.  

While Aristotle has brought up arguments against the idea that happiness could 

either be only political, or only philosophic, he has not yet pointed to what way of life the 

political community itself should choose. For while a political community that accepted the 

political man’s notion of nobility and happiness would try to take away the freedom of other 

political communities, so the philosophic city would refuse to enter into any kind of ruling of 

other communities to avoid its supposed injustice or ignobility. And while Aristotle has 

pointed out that a political community could simply rule itself and find happiness in 

isolation, he has not made it clear that it should actually choose such a life. The question that 

Aristotle raised when discussing Phaleas still remains unanswered: should the political 

community seek to live a political way of life toward its neighbors, or should it seek to 

withdraw from external rule as much as possible? 

 
Ramifications of the Best Way of Life 

 
There are undoubtedly many reasons why Aristotle returns to the basic premises of 

his political science at the beginning of book 7 and why he reopens the question of 

happiness and virtue. For the purposes of my argument I have focused on the extent to 

which Aristotle is not merely restating his political principles but applying them to the 

political community itself in relation to other political communities. This is necessary for 

thinking about foreign relations and the possibility of an international whole. While Aristotle 

leaves open the question how virtues or vices can be predicated of the political community, 

he asserts that they can be, and that they are in fact precisely the same as they are in the case 

of an individual.  
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Thus Aristotle’s arguments meeting the challenges from the philosophic isolationist, 

the straightforward tyrant, and the overly ambitious political man reveals both possibilities 

and limits for the political community trying to live the best way of life. Aristotle insists that 

political life is not necessarily unjust, and that there can be something noble and desirable for 

its own sake in leading a political life. On the other hand, political life and the activity that 

goes with it, combined with a yearning for nobility, might lead someone to violence and 

empire that is unbefitting the free. Isolationism, which is in effect the foreign policy of the 

contemplative political community, appears as the safest course of action to avoid the pitfalls 

of political life. We are reminded of Aristotle’s advice that those who are tempted toward 

tyranny should be diverted by philosophy, precisely because the self-sufficiency of 

philosophy can prevent the potential tyrant from being unjust to others.58 

By a consideration of the best way of life for a political community among political 

communities, we can seriously open the question of how the political community ought to 

relate to others as well as the nature of the international whole. Although the provisional, 

and perhaps prudent, suggestion at this point is a kind of isolationism which at least prevents 

being unjust to others, we also know that Aristotle does not think that rule, of itself, 

necessarily domineers over or demeans the ruled. Foreign relations characterized and limited 

by justice remain possible. As we shall see in the next chapter, as Aristotle goes through the 

material necessities for the city according to prayer, it appears that in fact isolationism is less 

an option than we might want it to be. The affairs of the world have a way of embroiling the 

happy political community whether or not the community wants to be so embroiled.

                                                 
58 1267a10-13. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
 

The City According to Prayer and Foreign Relations  
 

 
In the last chapter we saw Aristotle return to the question of happiness and the best 

way of life, reminiscent of his discussion in the last book of Nicomachean Ethics. Here 

Aristotle’s discussion, as I have shown, investigates how the political community as a whole 

ought to conduct itself in relation to other political communities. Specifically, Aristotle 

appears to recreate the two ways in which human beings can be happy and called good; to 

wit, the political and active way of life or the philosophic and contemplative way of life. 

Perhaps because different issues arise in the case of a political community among political 

communities, as opposed to that of a citizen among citizens, Aristotle revisits the claims of 

the tyrant and the overly ambitious political man. He also takes up the objection of the 

philosopher to politics—perhaps the question of international rule and international politics 

especially raises distasteful aspects of ruling. Although Aristotle points out that the 

philosopher is mistaken in disparaging rule in general, he suggests that the philosophic life is 

active within itself, and that further, the political community in some way might mimic that 

activity through an isolationist foreign policy. Such a foreign policy would have the added 

benefit of avoiding injustice. 

In this chapter we will turn to the material necessities of the regime. In the course of 

this discussion, it will become clear that even if the contemplative life is more desirable 

because it is nobler or less apt to produce injustice, nonetheless the realities of political life 

continue to intrude in the city according to prayer. Because isolation and mimicry of the 

philosopher is practically impossible for the political community as a whole, the community 
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must prepare itself for the tumultuous world of international politics and its rampant 

despotism. In doing so, the question as to the possibility of genuine political rule becomes 

first and foremost. For if no politics characterized by justice is possible in international 

politics, Aristotle’s project of mitigating despotism and defending the nobility of political life 

must fail.1 Instead of two ways of life at the end of Nicomachean Ethics, there would, in effect, 

be only one: contemplative wisdom, abstracted from the quotidian life of the political 

community.  

My argument in this chapter is that although Aristotle does think that the political 

community is more or less forced into the life of the international whole, there is still the 

possibility of political rule rather than despotism. Indeed, because isolation is really an 

illusory choice for foreign policy, Aristotle pushes the political community in the direction of 

hegemony. Hegemony stands as the alternative to the despotic political community. This 

leads to a question of the proper use of military power, and of the goals of international 

politics. This, finally, raises the question taken up in the next chapter: how justice and 

prudence are even possible in international politics.  

 
The Equipment of the Best Regime 

 
Although Aristotle seems to believe that he has sufficiently dealt with the question of 

the best regime by referring us to the principle that the best way of life is the same for both 

human beings individually and in common, we still wonder what that means both for us and 

for the political community. Nonetheless, after discussing the best way of life in the opening 

chapters of book 7, he begins again by asking what sort of things we should pray for in a 

political community, perhaps to help us to a more concrete answer about the way of life we 

                                                 
1 C.f. Lord, Education and Culture, 190-196. 
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should pursue. He notes that as the “weaver or the shipbuilder” needs “material” so for the 

“political expert and the legislator the proper material should be available in a suitable 

condition.”2 Establishing the material necessities of the city according to prayer takes up 

most of the remaining book.3 

He begins with a discussion of the quantity of people the political community ought 

to have. He first takes up the claim of those who say the political community should be a 

“great” population, but who ignore what it means to be great. Greatness, Aristotle suggests, 

is found not in numbers alone, but in the “capacities” of the citizens. Given that the political 

community has a certain work, whatever the common good of the political community may 

be, it ought to have citizens who can participate in that work; and the city that most of all 

has these kinds of citizens would be greatest. Numbers thus are deceptive, especially since 

within the multitude that is the political community there might be slaves and aliens, those 

who do not participate in the regime while living in the community. So we ought to look at 

the “proper parts out of which a city is constituted” because it is the “preeminence of these 

things in a multitude” that shows us a great city.  

Furthermore, we see that nobly governed political communities seek to restrict their 

own size because it is “perhaps impossible” for a populous political community to be 

governed well. Aristotle notes that “law is a certain sort of arrangement, and good 

management must of necessity involve good arrangement.” It turns out that this is 

impossible with many, for “an overly excessive number is incapable of arrangement” since 

                                                 
2 1326a1-5 

3 Albertus Magnus notes that the first three chapters are Aristotle’s theorizing about the best way of 
life, and the remaining books are about the equipment. See Albertus Magnus, 620. 
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“this is, indeed, a work requiring divine power, which is what holds together the whole 

itself.”4 Thus, the power of law is vitiated when the political community is too large.  

Aristotle then notes that as all beings have a kind of proportion about them, and that 

while smallness can cause the being to change “its nature,” excess of size puts it in “poor 

condition.”5  Aristotle then argues from self-sufficiency, pointing out that a small community 

may not actually be self-sufficient, and thus in no way political as it is “wholly robbed of its 

nature” with respect to providing for the necessary things. The community of too many 

persons, however, is “self-sufficient like a nation, but is not a city; for it is not easy for a 

regime to be present.”6 Consequently, “the city first appears with the multitude that is self-

sufficient with a view to living well.” Aristotle admits that “it is possible for one that exceeds 

this number to be a greater city” but “not indefinitely.” Aristotle then gives a criterion for 

how we can judge whether a political community is too large: if the fellow citizens do not 

know each other and their relevant qualities, offices will be badly ordered. Not only that, but 

noncitizens can slip into the political multitude and take part in ruling. Nonetheless, on the 

whole it is easier to imagine a political community steadily growing and retaining some sort 

of political character than steadily decreasing in population. 

The importance of the above point becomes clearer when we consider the strategic 

constraints discussed in Chapter Four. While having a relatively small political community 

mostly made up of elite soldiers has certain advantages, namely to dampen democratic 

aspirations, Aristotle’s reminder about self-sufficiency and necessity is timely. Self-sufficiency 

                                                 
4 1326a25-35 

5 The example is a tiny ship, which cannot even be used for sailing, and a massive one, which while 
ungainly, can still be of service. 

6 1326a35-1326b4. 
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includes having sufficient military power to withstand assault; without that military power, a 

political community is more servile than free, and thus not truly political. And of course, 

Aristotle’s discussion of Sparta reminds of the link between population size and military 

capacity.7 If forced to choose between a multitude too small and one too great, we can see 

that a large political community at least keeps self-sufficiency, even if at the cost of a less 

than perfect regime. Thus Aristotle tacitly admits the possible necessity of larger forms of 

political organization for the sake of defense, especially against enslavement. This necessity 

would especially manifest itself when a political community attempts to maintain its 

independence against larger political communities. The necessity of warding off powerful 

opponents may entail having a large population, and thus necessity may pull the political 

community in a democratic direction to prevent enslavement.8 

Consideration of population size for the political community leads Aristotle to the 

larger issue of the conflict between strategic necessity and what is desirable for a well-

ordered regime. Although he has already pointed out that any type of regime will require 

effective defense against other political communities, why does a regime according to prayer 

have need of a military? Would we not pray for the ability to ignore war and its attendant 

dangers? Because Aristotle includes the “warrior element” in the regime according to prayer, 

it appears that he is pointing out something desirable in war, even if dangers follow. After all, 

the concerns of war are in some way noble.  

At the same time, as Nichols has noted, Aristotle is not so much trying to give a 

utopian picture of political life as he is sketching the limits and possibilities of what politics 

                                                 
7 1297b15.  

8 1297b15-30. 
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can achieve.9 Aristotle does not think that the establishment of a truly just political 

community (leaving aside the question as to whether the city according to prayer is truly just) 

will necessarily change the tenor of international politics. Indeed, it seems that this city will 

inevitably be set upon by other, possibly more powerful political communities. As we saw in 

Chapter Four, regimes directed to opposing ends are likely to go to war. Further, most 

political communities ordered to a single purpose aim at injustice, specifically grasping for 

more than they deserve. The political community of our prayers would also be one under 

perpetual threat, and thus, perhaps more than any other regime, would have to think about 

strategy—other, like-minded regimes that could act as natural allies would be unlikely to 

exist given that this city aims at true virtue and not domination. Thus, the introduction of 

strategic concerns for Aristotle does not only remind us of the nobility of the things relating 

to war, but also shows that real peril could very well threaten even the best of political 

communities. 

 
Geographic Considerations 

 
Aristotle’s subsequent discussion of the territory of the political community 

continues the theme of military capability and self-sufficiency. The territory must be such 

that it allows the citizens to live moderately, generously, and with leisure.10 Echoing his 

earlier critique of Phaleas, Aristotle points out that the territory should be chosen on the 

basis of strategic concerns; the territory ought to be easy to defend and conducive to staging 

attacks. We should note that Aristotle indicates the capacity for waging offensive war is 

crucial to any good regime. By noting that the territory should be considered strategically as 

                                                 
9 Nichols, 164. 

10 1326b27-39. 
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well as with a view toward self-sufficiency, Aristotle once again reminds us of the ever-

present concern for necessity. While one could understand military virtue to be a noble end 

in itself, as with all virtue, that the layout of the territory should be strategically advantageous 

gives a forceful reminder that Aristotle is thinking within the realm of possibility, and while 

in that realm, the injustice of other regimes is not just likely, but real.  

Aristotle concludes the consideration of the territory by noting that it should “lie 

rightly in relation both to the sea and the land” so that it has arable land for farming and 

access to the sea if it so wishes.11 Aristotle observes that the question of a maritime political 

community is a vexed one, because some thinkers have observed that trade introduces 

foreigners, who have lived under other laws and so could undermine the good order of the 

community. Furthermore, a naval political community needs a larger population to man the 

ships, which would almost necessarily lead it in a democratic direction, away from 

aristocracy.12 Aristotle responds, “if these things [foreign influence and the increase of 

democratic institutions] do not result, it is better both with a view to safety and with a view 

to having necessary things for the city and the territory to have a share of the sea.”13 If 

institutions can address the dangers that await a maritime political community, then the 

benefits are clearly too great to ignore. For example, the problem of foreign traders can be 

dealt with if the political community is “involved in trade for itself, not for others” and if by 

doing so it will avoid “grasping for more (pleonexia),” that is, avoid injustice.14  

                                                 
11 1327a5-10 

12 1327a12-17. 

13 1327a18-20. 

14 This does seem to point to the international trade of a political community existing for its own sake, 
and not the individual profit of its merchants. 
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Aristotle, then, argues that a political community that trades with other political 

communities is indeed desirable. It seems that no matter how self-sufficient the territory may 

be, there will eventually be a surplus of some goods and deficit of others. But it is unlikely 

that Aristotle would share the notion that international trade, especially free trade, would be 

key for peace.15 By pointing out that the political community should trade for the sake of its 

own common good, and not for the sake of pleonexia, Aristotle puts limits on the goals of 

trade. Indeed, if trade is used for the private gain of merchants, it seems all too likely that 

pleonexia would take root within the city according to prayer. And as Aristotle has noted 

before, pleonexia is a root cause, although certainly not the only one, of warfare and 

domination over others. Unrestricted trade in that case would be a possible cause of human 

vice and conflict. As I will argue below, an abundance of material goods tends to feed all 

human vices rather than diminish them. Trade, then, rather than a cure-all for world peace, is 

one of many instruments to promote the good of the political community. Economics, as 

always for Aristotle, is subordinated to politics.16 

Aristotle notes that this would mean a need for naval power, but contends that this is 

not a bad thing, since naval power helps “with a view to injuring attackers,” especially if the 

city is weak with regard to land power, and so “to do so in one element [land or sea] will be 

easier for those who share in both.” A navy, Aristotle thinks, would not necessarily lead to 

democracy, since there would be “marines” who “belong to the infantry” and “dominate the 

crew.” As a result, Aristotle thinks that it is possible to have the small political community 

where only heavy infantry are citizens, and uses Heraclea as an example of how a small city 

                                                 
15 Richard Cobden, Speeches on Questions of Public Policy, ed. John Bright and James E Thorold Rogers 

(T. Fisher Unwin; London) 1908. Vol. I, Free Trade and Finance, 186-187. 

16 Nichols, 141-142. This also suggests that any trade policy, whether protectionist or free, should be 
directed to the political common good.  
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can still be a formidable naval power, perhaps as an alternative to Athens. Aristotle admits, 

however, that the crews of the ships would be the “subjects” who “farm the territory.” Thus, 

the navy would be split into classes—rulers and ruled, the ruled seeming to be quite like 

Spartan helots, a problem to which Aristotle will return. Furthermore, Aristotle has already 

pointed out that this sort of arrangement (a military divided between classes) is very 

dangerous to the well-being of the political community.17 When describing means by which 

the military could avoid class division, he proffered the dangerous remedy of having the 

young men of good birth fulfilling the role of the democratic elements in the military. There 

is no similar remedy given at this point. 

Aristotle makes it clear that the city according to prayer should probably have a large 

navy.18 At the same time, he has not thoroughly explained the purposes of naval power. 

Here, Aristotle expands on the purposes of military forces, noting that “they should be 

formidable and capable of putting up a defense by sea as well as by land not only for 

themselves but also for certain of their neighbors.” Thus the political community we would 

pray for would not simply look toward its own defense, but also the defense of those nearby, 

probably allies or perhaps weak but well-ordered political communities; it is unlikely that it 

would defend a tyranny, since as we have seen Aristotle says tyrants are hated by all. 

Likewise, it is to be formidable, and thus we can assume that it should have a reputation for 

skill in combat. Being feared by enemies, then, is a good for the city according to prayer. 

Elaborating on his point about the “amount and size of this force” Aristotle once again 

makes the fundamental distinction between lives the political community could lead, writing, 
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18 1327a40. 
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“if it is going to lead a way of life that involves hegemony and is political, it must necessarily 

have this sort of power available as well to match its actions.” The hegemonic political 

community is one that follows the political and active way of life, exercising leadership and 

thus a kind of rule over other communities. Such a community must necessarily be powerful, 

both to prevent the injustice of other political communities, but also to be able to undertake 

the work of ruling.  

We should notice that Aristotle argues that the political community should use its 

military power to defend its neighbors before he makes the distinction between the political 

life and the apolitical (that is, isolationist) life. We can presume that any political community, 

if it can, should use its military to defend other political communities in its region, regardless 

of the way of life it has chosen. This role is distinct from leadership and rule, which is what 

the “political” regime chooses, although it seems likely that leadership would also include 

mutual defense. Thus, the political community that chooses the active political life in its 

foreign affairs would go above and beyond the defense of neighbors, to the extent of 

perhaps exercising its power in distant lands, as Aristotle points out when noting that all 

regimes can be overthrown by both the nearby and the “distant but powerful.”19 Perhaps a 

powerful hegemon is the sort of political community that can overturn a distant tyrant. 

 
The People We Would Pray for 

 
Aristotle develops the question of the political community that seeks a political life in 

its foreign affairs by investigating the “nature” of the people. He suggests that even before 

attending to the education of the regime according to prayer, the legislator must work with 

the condition in which he finds the people. He notes that Europeans are filled with 
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“spiritedness” but have neither “thought” nor “skill (techne).” Because they lack these 

qualities, they are “unable to rule their neighbors.” Meanwhile, although Asians have thought 

and skill, they lack spiritedness, and thus are “enslaved.”  The Greeks are a kind of middle, 

sharing in both spirit and thought, and so the Greek world can be both free and govern itself 

well, indeed so much so that “at the same time it is capable of ruling all, should it obtain a 

regime (politeias).”20 

What does Aristotle mean by a single regime? St. Albert argues that Aristotle is 

explaining how Alexander the Great came into possession of such a great empire; the 

Greeks were uniquely prepared for such a burden. Albert concludes that the single regime 

Aristotle has in mind must be a monarchy.21 While this would fit with Aristotle’s description 

of kingship being particularly suited to imperial rule, as we saw in the last chapter, Aristotle 

has also said it is difficult for monarchies to arise. This of course does not mean it is 

impossible. Pangle suggests that Aristotle is trying to imply that the force that leads us to 

politics and civic virtue is the same that drives us to a “benevolent empire,” which in turn 

implies that Aristotle is once again trying to warn us of the dangers of the political life.22 

Despite the mention of the Greeks under a single regime ruling over all, there is no evident 

reason for us to assume that this arrangement would be despotic in nature. 

                                                 
20 1327b30. 

21 Albertus Magnus, 664. When commenting on the warlike practices of the Macedonians, Albertus 
Magnus made sure to note that “Alexander ruled there.” This suggests that Albertus Magnus sees the single 
regime as dangerous and only united be a desire to dominate. 

22 Pangle, 243. Lord and Nichols seem to follow in this vein. The general thrusts of these arguments 
seems to be that thumos can lead to despotism and thus must be “tamed” (to use Nichols’ language) in order to 
avoid unjustly dominating others through empire. While this seems correct, I would add that, based on the 
arguments of both the political man and the philosopher above, it is thought without thumos that results in 
despotism. For while the spirited Germans are free and rule themselves, they are actually incapable of ruling 
their neighbors, due to lack of thought. Meanwhile, the Persians, who have no spirit but are in fact thoughtful, 
possess empire. Misguided reason is as dangerous, if not more so, than misguided thumos.  



162 
 

On the other hand, Simpson has suggested that Aristotle really means a 

confederation of allies, since Greece is self-evidently too large to form a single city.23 To 

support his interpretation, Simpson understands politeia in this case as “federation.” The 

difficulty is that politeia does not mean “federation” for Aristotle, at least if he is consistent in 

his language; Simpson’s translation seems to be ad hoc in order to solve a perplexing 

statement. Indeed, earlier Aristotle has pointed out that there is a great deal of difference 

between a regime and “alliances,” even very close alliances. On the other hand, perhaps 

“single regime” refers to a uniformity in the kind of regime. If all the political communities 

of Greece could set up polities as regimes, they could be at peace with one another and rule 

the Northern Europeans and the Asians. This would fit with the previous observation that 

variety of regime provokes conflict, while similarity promotes peace. And if a Greek 

coalition of polities were at peace with one another and ruling those outside Greece, why 

would they rule despotically? The Asians and the Europeans each have an element necessary 

for political rule, intelligence and spirit, although neither has both together. As they are 

neither natural slaves nor capable of true political rule, perhaps the Greeks would rule them 

as a kingly hegemon.  

Regardless of whether and how these peoples are ruled, Aristotle points to a quality 

that is indispensable for political life, especially those who pursue hegemony, namely spirit 

(thumos). He argues that spirit is the maker of affection, and that spirit is the very power 

(dunamis) of love (philoumen).24 Without spirit, then, we are both slavish and unable to be true 

friends. Indeed, the possibility of rule itself stems from spirit, because it is “a thing expert at 

                                                 
23 Simpson, 216. 

24 1327b40.  
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ruling and indomitable.” Although we already have seen that friendship is the foundation of 

political life, here Aristotle locates the cause of friendship, and thus gives a yet more 

fundamental cause of politics. For while friendship depends on a common object to love, 

such as the very good of the political community, this itself comes about through the work 

of spirit, a passion that makes us able to love in the first place. And thus the very activity of 

ruling, as we have suspected all along, is fundamentally an act of friendship as well. This does 

not mean that spirit is enough; the Europeans have much spirit, but because they are 

thoughtless, they cannot live politically. Political rule of the regime according to prayer is 

founded on spirit guided by prudence. We see a sign of this when Aristotle criticizes the 

argument that a city should be harsh to those who are outside the city, noting that “it is not 

right to say that they (guardians) are harsh toward those they do not know. One ought not 

be of this sort toward anyone, nor are the great-souled harsh in their nature, except toward 

wrongdoing.”25 We even see that rather than being harsh against those we do not know, we 

tend more to be harsh toward those we do know, since greater love incurs greater anger 

when we are injured by those to whom we are close. When friends injure each other, the 

benefits given and not returned become a source of strife.26 

This meditation on spirit reveals the kind of passion that must exist in those who 

choose a political way of life, since thought by itself cannot sustain politics. We should be 

reminded that Aristotle has already pointed out that anger, a passion which seems closely 

related to spirit, is important for those who, faced with the injustice of tyranny, seek to 

overthrow it. Anger in general seems to be a passion in response to a perceived injustice, 
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motivating those who have suffered or witnessed injustice to do something about it. 27 

Further, we see that savagery toward strangers, particularly those who are from another 

political community, is wrong and not befitting those who possess greatness of soul.28 

Indeed, it is rather that people are generally inclined toward being fierce toward those they 

know and love rather than strangers. If anger is a response to injustice, and the claims of 

justice increase the closer the friendship, anger would likewise increase toward those who are 

close to us. It is unsurprising, then, that little is done when strangers are done an injustice. 

This reveals another aspect about the quality of the political community that aims at 

leadership—greatness of soul, since the great souled man seeks to do those things that are 

the cause of great honor. Surely one of those things would be to act for the good of more 

than one political community at a time. If the virtues truly have the same “power and form” 

for a political community as for an individual, then it would seem the hegemonic political 

community would be a spirited and great-souled community, one which would avenge 

injustice, protect its own independence, and seek the honor of ruling other cities, since 

“spirit is a thing expert in ruling and indomitable.” This formulation avoids, however, the 

question of the justice of that rule, though Aristotle suggests that the virtue of greatness of 

soul is a necessary component for protecting justice. 

One might wonder why Aristotle offers a digression on spirit, especially a digression 

that ends with friends seeming to hate one another.29 Spirit would seem to be a motive force 

toward dominating all others and responding harshly to vice.30 This passage, however, 

                                                 
27 Rhetoric, 1378a31-36. 

28 1328a10. 

29 Pangle, 244. 

30 Ibid. 
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should also be understood in the larger context of the importance of spirit in avoiding 

enslavement Aristotle brings up greatness of soul not to point out its dangerous character, 

but to show that it focuses on internal perfection rather than the perfection of others, 

inasmuch as greatness of soul moves spirit to work well rather than badly.  In fact, greatness 

of soul suffers the imperfections of others with some grace; greatness of soul does not cause 

harshness toward anyone, although it does not tolerate injustice. . Without greatness of soul, 

it seems very easy to slip into pusillanimous behavior, such as accepting injustice or being 

dominated. 

 
The Parts of the Political Community 

 
So it is not surprising that when Aristotle turns to the parts of the political 

community necessary for its existence, he notes the central importance of citizen-soldiers as 

custodians of justice. While farmers and artisans are not necessarily participants in the 

political community, soldiers are, for those who participate politically must “necessarily have 

arms among themselves both with a view to restraining those who disobey and outsiders 

who do them an injustice.”31 Those who are armed will need to enforce law, and likewise 

protect both rulers and ruled against other political communities who wish to be unjust 

toward them. Thus, the question of justice arises—it is not only noble and great-souled to be 

independent, but it is also just. Soldiery and the capacity for war are not a matter of mere 

survival or gratifying the impulses of thumos, but are for the protection of justice. Aristotle 

does not limit this observation to the possibility of slavery, as he did before when discussing 

polity.32 Here, the cause is simply injustice, and injustice, as we know, can mean either acting 
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against the common good, or taking more than one deserves. Aristotle closely associates the 

law-enforcing work of the armed element, with its role in protecting the community against 

foreign injustice, as if to show that there is something similar in the two. 

Aristotle’s thoughts on the military part of the city also reveal some problems with 

the regime according to prayer. Since “our investigation concerns the best regime” which in 

this case means “the city that would be happy above all” and since furthermore “happiness 

cannot be apart from virtue,” it follows that only those ways of life that are conducive to 

virtue should share in the citizenship of the regime.33 Thus, the citizens cannot be merchants, 

since they are ignoble, or even farmers, since they are too busy working, whereas leisure is 

necessary for the “genesis” of virtue and the work of politics. Only those who have the time 

to deliberate and judge what is advantageous for the political community, and the military 

men, are actually a part of the regime, although Aristotle will also later include the wealthy. 

This is a somewhat strange claim, since if we are truly concerned about virtue, it would be 

the case that only those who deliberate would be members, and not the military, “for one 

requires prudence, the other power.” Aristotle points out that this arrangement is due to 

necessity, for “those who have authority over arms have authority over whether the regime 

will last or not” and “it is impossible” that “those who are capable of using compulsion” will 

“always put up with being ruled.”34 It is also worth considering, however, that being a soldier 

would require at least some share in virtue, and thus nobility. Thus war, too, seems a cause 

of virtue.35 Fortunately, Aristotle says, as soldiers grow older they can develop the virtue of 
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prudence, and when they are no longer strong enough to fight they can take part in 

deliberation and judgment.36  

If the virtue generated in the military element makes it noble, however, one wonders 

why Aristotle does not think the same could be true of farmers. After all, when Aristotle 

describes the best possible democracy, he describes it as a farming or ranching political 

community.37 Indeed, he points out that ranchers are quite fit, due to their occupation, to 

excel in military virtue. Farmers, on the other hand, by the very lack of leisure that 

disqualifies them from citizenship in the best regime, are the best rulers of a democracy. The 

lack of leisure prevents them from meddling too much in politics, such as passing 

burdensome laws simply because legislators must deliberate and decide on something. 

In the city according to prayer, however, farmers will not only be simply ruled, but 

will be ruled as slaves. Since there will always be the danger of rebellion, Aristotle argues, we 

should pray for slaves who “are not all of the same stock” to avoid any sense of community 

that might cause common-feeling and resentment. This will entail many wars, to make sure 

that the slaves are acquired from many different areas. At the same time, the slaves should 

“not be spirited,” and so they should not be European.38 Thus it would seem that they could 

come only from Asia, or from those few Greeks who do not have a love of freedom. 39 The 

                                                 
36 Cf. 1277b10 

37 1318b10-1319a25. 

38 1330a25-30. 

39 Simpson argues that there is no reason a “natural slave” could not be educated into freedom, and 
that at any rate, it would not be unjust to free a natural slave. The difficulty with Simpson’s argument is that 
natural slaves do not even have the capacity for prudence, i.e. they lack the practical intellect, which is what 
makes them specifically different from children—Simpson’s interpretation seems to conflate childhood and 
natural slavery. There is also the problem of spiritless slaves, who, if they were truly spiritless, would not even 
want freedom. And if they are not completely spiritless, then the regime according to prayer falls into the same 
difficulties as Sparta, and for the same reasons—how free men can focus on the activity proper to them, the 
deliberation and judgment of politics. 
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problem here is manifest—Aristotle deliberately brings up something that looks very much 

like the Spartan institution of the helots, and hence it becomes clear why law-enforcement 

will be such an issue for the regime according to prayer. Aristotle suggests that the way to 

achieve a “good” Spartan arrangement is by making use of something impossible—slaves 

who do not wish to be free. Aristotle points to this problem by then suggesting that it is 

“better to hold out freedom as a reward for slaves,” a bizarre suggestion if we are truly 

speaking of those who have no thumos to speak of, and would never dream of being 

subversive. Once again, Aristotle invites us to question whether any human being could be a 

natural slave.  

But this surprising recollection of the Spartan regime, with all its attendant problems 

and perplexities, comes in the context of learning “what has been adequately discovered 

while attempting to seek out what has been passed over.”40 In particular, Aristotle seems to 

be criticizing those political theorists who simply come up with new laws and institutions, 

without looking at experience, in this case perhaps the experience of Crete. It turns out that 

the division of the farmers and soldiers is very much on Aristotle’s mind. As we know, Crete 

was rather like Sparta but quite fragile; the reason Crete lasted as long as it did was that it 

was fortunate enough to have regimes friendly to its way of life around it, and so it did not 

need to worry about slave revolts. Aristotle points out that if war had come to Crete, it 

would have had to change to meet the new circumstances, or perish.  

That Aristotle adopts Crete’s institutions in his city according to prayer, then, is 

surprising until he points out that his theme is necessity. For “the necessary things were 

taught by necessity”; so Aristotle submits to Cretan authority on the desirability of keeping 
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famers and soldiers separate, as well as instituting common messes for the soldiering part of 

the city. Indeed, it seems that necessity teaches that institutions are necessary to force even 

those of the best regime to think about the common good, such as dividing up property so 

that no one proposes or opposes going to war based on his private advantage, “contrary to 

the noble.”41 Even the best regime, with presumably the best sort of people who agree on 

the human good, need institutions and politics to ensure the common good. So in this 

context of fundamental necessity wherein even good citizens do not always have the 

common good clearly in mind, Aristotle points out that if the farmers are to have no share in 

political life, then we must make sure they are utterly spiritless. 

Indeed, so unsure is Aristotle of this possibility that he suggests freedom as a reward. 

Now we know that the reason that Crete did not participate in “external rule” is precisely the 

institution of slavery, and so we are led to believe that any political community that wishes to 

rule “externally,” that is, like a hegemon, must find some other solution to the problem of 

necessary work, leisure, and virtue; or find the utterly hapless slaves that do not wish to be 

free yet must be promised freedom. The best possible democracy might hold out hope—but 

how would farmers and ranchers have the time to rule other peoples politically, when they 

scarcely have time to rule themselves? If Nichols is correct, and foreign policy is always in 

danger of slipping into despotic rule and empire, then perhaps the safeguard of citizens busy 

with day-to-day life would be desirable.42 Ironically, then, the busy life of a farming or 

ranching political community would be the most like an isolated political community. 
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Necessity and Nobility in the Regime According to Prayer 
 
The issue of necessity and war persists in the next section, where Aristotle observes 

that the site of the city should be chosen partly with a view to making a siege difficult for 

would-be attackers. It becomes clear that not only is it possible that the city according to 

prayer will need to go to war, but it might also suffer injustice at the hands of others. It 

might even come under siege, especially if it is at war with a more powerful political 

community. Therefore, it must have a supply of clean water and an easy way for the 

beleaguered citizens to escape outside the walls into the city’s territory, or perhaps the 

territory of other political communities.43  

Not only that, but the city cannot arrange itself for the sake of pleasure, as 

Hippodamus suggested. Rather, we should take our cues from farmers (and not natural 

philosophers or mathematicians), arranging the residential areas of the city in clumps, to 

make defense easier and to confuse attackers.44 Fortifications will also be necessary, as 

Aristotle pokes holes in the famous Spartan boast that their walls were made of virtuous 

men—virtue is not enough of a shield against potential enemies, especially those attackers 

whose “preeminence” surpasses that of the military element of the city according to prayer. 

Aristotle notes that military expertise will be necessary to ensure that the walls are actually 

capable of withstanding the attacks of the enemy—the rapid progress of military technology 

regarding siege weapons means defensive arts must be advanced as well, to advert the 

                                                 
43 1330b1-17. 

44 Simpson notes Aristotle’s understated humor in looking to farmers for the best ideas for defending 
the city rather than “philosophers.” Simpson, 228. 
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success of those assaulting the city. Aristotle even points out that saying the city does not 

need engineering to prevent assault is like saying a house is not necessary for the virtuous.45 

Aristotle then reminds us that military engineers should not have the final say in the 

ordering of the political community’s defenses, since such affairs should be in a “condition” 

that reflects “beauty and order” as well. Aristotle points out that those who organize the 

defenses should look at the most recent developments in the defensive arts.46 For as 

attackers look for new modes of “taking more” than they deserve (pleonektesousin), so 

defenders should “philosophize” about how to defend against those who try to do so, that 

is, who wish to treat them unjustly.47 The perpetual ingenuity of those who desire more than 

they deserve serves as a perpetual font of philosophic consideration to confront that evil. 

Thus the city is not at all a static thing—it must temporize with its circumstances, taking the 

injustice of other political communities seriously and arming itself accordingly, “for attackers 

45 1331a1-10. 

46 1331a11. 

47 Pangle 250. Pangle argues that this is the way in which the city is philosophic, apparently following 
Salkever. See Stephen Salkever “Whose Prayer? The Best Regime of Book 7 and the Lessons of Aristotle's 
"Politics,”” Political Theory, Vol. 35, No. 1 (Feb., 2007): 36-40.  This “shoehorning of philosophizing” is taken 
by both Pangle and Salkever, it seems, to indicate a fairly “low” place for philosophy in the public eye. Its 
purpose, as Salkever points out, is merely instrumental, comparing it to the way Thales used philosophy to 
establish a monopoly in the olive oil market. Salkever, then, problematically implies that the defense of the 
political community is, similarly, attaining material wealth. He does not discuss the possibility that Thales’ 
action might be considered unjust, a form of pleonexia, although undertaken to show the true nobility of 
philosophizing. (Thales returned to his former way of life after cornering the market.) Defense of the city, 
however, is looking to the common good, and thus an act of justice—and consequently rather noble. Neither 
mention that Aristotle has already pointed out that the regime as a whole might be oriented to philosophic 
wisdom (1334a30-35). To think that there should be explicit civic institutions employing philosophers seems to 
assume quite a bit about what the philosopher is meant to do, how he comes about, and what his relationship 
to the daily life of politics might be. It seems quite possible that philosophy could be the common good of a 
political community, while at the same time there would be no “Nocturnal Council,” as Salkever notes. Indeed, 
it is unclear why a political community that truly had philosophy as a common good would need a special place 
for it in the regime. Would this not possibly endanger philosophy itself? For a view of how the philosopher 
exists in the city that would keep him as both a member of the political community but outside government 
(both in terms of ruling and being ruled) see Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, § 27. 
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do not even attempt to impose their rule on those who are well prepared.”48 Thus again, 

Aristotle points to the material necessity that the legislator must understand before the 

project of the noble life is even possible. 

Aristotle concludes the discussion of the equipment of the regime by noting, “it is 

not difficult to speak about such things, but difficult to do them” and reminding us that 

“speaking about them is a work of prayer, having them come about a work of chance.”49 We 

may wonder what precisely our prayer has been for, however; although we see that it is good 

to have a powerful army and navy, neither of which are democratic, and land which is good 

for self-sufficiency as well as for trading with other political communities, we have not yet 

learned what sort of life the political community ought to live. In large part, this seems to be 

a function of necessity, as it may be desirable to rule politically as a hegemon, but impossible 

due to material circumstances. As noted above, it would be difficult for a true democracy to 

take a long-term leadership role because the citizens would be so concerned with their own 

daily needs. Overcoming that necessity would require a group of soldier-citizens who have 

nothing to do but politics and philosophy—since they could truly focus on politics, it seems 

likely that there would be much more time to take on the burdens of international 

leadership. 

If the political community does decide to exercise leadership, Aristotle points out 

that the life of the hegemon is connected to greatness of soul. The community must be 

willing to bear burdens, suffer the slights of lesser political communities with equanimity, 

                                                 
48 Cf.  Leo Strauss, Natural Right and History, 160-162; Aquinas, Summa Theologiae IIaIIae q 57 a3 ad 3. 

49 1331b18-21. 
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and aim at great human acts—in this case, the act of hegemonic leadership.50 Within such a 

life, the military element would be essential both to the nobility of the political community 

and to its survival, because external rule seems to depend largely on military power. Further, 

the political community cannot look to nobility alone, for it must consider the necessities of 

good strategy. The most difficult question might be that of the Cretan experience, as we 

wonder how the best city can both rule itself well and rule others well. For the issue of 

farming and slavery persists, and thus the question of how to deal with necessary work that 

is not conducive to virtue. In short, can the political community both rule others and be 

wholly devoted to the generation of virtue, by sloughing off the necessities of daily life onto 

the shoulders of slaves, which in turn requires domination, itself ignoble? The historical 

experience of Sparta and Crete would seem to say otherwise. Thus the very search for the 

noble act of leading as a hegemon rests on ignobility and injustice and the perpetual 

possibility of domestic turmoil. And so we return again to the question of the best way of 

life, and with it, the question of war and its nobility. 

 
The Return of the Best Way of Life: The City among Cities 

 
In the first part of book 7 of the Politics, which I discussed in the last chapter, it 

remained open whether the political community should choose the active life, or the 

philosophic life, or some mixture of the two. Thus, while it may very well be that the best 

regime would exhibit traits that one could call both active and contemplative, it is not clear 

what this would mean with an eye toward foreign relations, which is how Aristotle posed the 

problem when introducing this discussion. We could say that isolation seems to be 

                                                 
50 Aristotle, regarding the great-souled man, says “he is disposed to act in few affairs, namely, the great 

and notable ones.” 1124b25-26. 
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inappropriate and perhaps unjust given the realities of international political life. Isolation is 

certainly not the only path to happiness. We have also seen that Aristotle argues against 

mastering other peoples as an empire either tyrannically or for the sake of the supposed 

nobility of ruling over all free human beings. Both appear as stumbling blocks to virtue, and 

thus happiness. Nonetheless, there seems to be a number of possibilities for what the city 

could do in between the unlimited rule over all and isolated “contemplation.” In looking to 

the equipment of the best regime, Aristotle emphasizes the military power of the political 

community, and its capacity for ruling others; indeed, even the isolated political community 

will need to defend itself and perhaps its neighbors. Aristotle also points to the nobility of 

the hegemonic life, showing its close connection with spirit, friendship, and greatness of 

soul. At the same time, it seems that the needs of the political community, particularly labor 

and farming, create a perennial political problem, especially for the active political 

community, as Crete reminds us. Likewise, necessity may lead to new modes of defending 

oneself against the unjust; a simple self-reliance and trust in virtue is dangerous for the well-

being of the political community.51 But we also know that fortifications have ramifications 

for the kind of lives we lead—a mountain fortress is oligarchic in character, a plain is 

democratic, and a network of strong points is aristocratic. Thus changes in military 

capabilities have ramifications for what is possible and not possible in political life, a theme 

touched on in Chapter Four as well. 

                                                 
51 Thus, we can turn to Aristotle to explain the fall of feudal political organization in Italy after the 

invasion of Charles VIII in 1494. See Bobbitt, The Shield of Achilles, where he documents the change in civic 
organization in order to deal with the new military threat of gunpowder. His argument follows that of Michael 
Roberts and Geoffrey Parker, each of whom argued that modernity came about due to strategic changes. 
Feudal architecture, an example that touches directly on Aristotle’s point about the beauty of walls, had to give 
way to uglier—at least compared to feudal—fortifications, “star forts,” which concomitantly needed a larger, 
and thus more bureaucratic state.  77-100. One wonders if there could have been a different political response 
to the advent of military technology’s revolution, gunpowder. 
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Therefore it is not surprising that Aristotle returns to first principles at the end of 

book 7 by reaffirming that two things are necessary for the happy political community: a 

correct conception of the end, and the appropriate means for attaining it.52 And here he 

corrects those who think that the end sought by a political community is a matter of 

indifference, and therefore that no real differences exist from one political community to 

another. Aristotle insists that “some seek happiness incorrectly at the outset, although it is 

open to them to achieve it.” So the end must be grasped, so that the political community 

might “be happy most of all.” He resumes his consideration of the end of the political 

community by returning to his ethical philosophy, noting that “happiness is the actualization 

and complete practice of virtue” and that this is to be understood “not on the basis of 

necessary things” but on the basis of what is “unqualified,” namely, the noble.53  

Aristotle elaborates on his point by contrasting the just and the noble, arguing, “just 

retributions and punishments derive from virtue, but they are necessary, and have the 

element of nobility only in a necessary way (for it would be more choiceworthy if no 

individual or the city required anything of the sort).”54 Thus, while it is the case that there is 

something noble in justly punishing the wrongdoer, it is not simply noble, but rather noble 

in only a qualified sense because it is based on a previous evil. It is worth pausing to 

recognize that Aristotle says “the city” might require just punishment, perhaps either as the 

punisher or the punished, which reminds us that one of the purposes of the armed citizen is 

not only to prevent law-breaking, but also injustice at the hand of other political 

                                                 
52 1331b25-35. 

53 1332a8-12. 

54 1332a13-14. 
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communities. It seems that one could also justly punish other political communities as 

repayment for past injustice. 

 In either case, however, the action, while just, would not be simply noble. Simply 

noble actions “are those directed to honors and to what makes one well-off.” We are 

reminded of Aristotle’s observation that a hegemonic community should be great-souled, 

concerning itself with the deeds worthy of great honor. And so the question is whether an 

active political community, one which relies on its military for “external rule,” is acting 

simply justly or simply nobly, or perhaps both. He notes that just punishment is the result of 

someone’s making an evil choice, something which caused evil, whereas noble actions only 

produce good effects.55 Aristotle then reminds us that since the virtues of the good citizen 

and the good man are the same, and since one must learn how to rule by being ruled before 

one can attain the perfection of virtue, it “is noble for the free among the young to serve in 

many of the tasks that are held to be characteristic of servants; for, with a view to what is 

noble and what not noble, actions do not differ so much in themselves as in their end and 

that for the sake of which they are undertaken.”56 With this statement, Aristotle opens up 

much of the activity of the city to the free, perhaps including farming and other prerequisites 

for civic life, as a way to experience and learn what is noble. Perhaps this stands as a sort of 

solution to the Cretan problem that Aristotle reintroduced to the city according to prayer 

due to necessity. Aristotle also points out that as the legislator is interested in how to 

                                                 
55 As Aristotle says at 1332a10-15, “[noble] actions are providers and generators of good things.” 

Aristotle presumably leaves aside the unintended effects that can come about through a confluence of 
unforeseen causes. Cf., Physics, 197a35. 

56 1333a5-10. It is noteworthy that at this point of Politics, the identification of the good man and the 
good citizen is not problematic; presumably because we are in the context of the regime according to prayer. 
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cultivate good citizens, who would be good people, he must educate with an eye toward the 

soul. 

Aristotle observes that there are “two parts of the soul,” one that “has reason itself” 

and another that does not but is “capable of obeying reason.”57 In this latter half are the 

“virtues with which a man is spoken of as in some sense good” by which Aristotle must 

mean at least some of the moral virtues, such as moderation and courage. It is unclear 

exactly where justice would belong, although Aristotle does suggest that justice has more to 

do with making “choice” correct rather than with any particular passion.58 Aristotle then 

considers which part of the soul “the end is more to be found in,” by restating the principle 

that “the worse is always for the sake of the better—this is evident both in what accords 

with art and in what accords with nature”—and observing that “the part having reason is 

better.”59 But reason itself has two ways of acting, for there “is reason of an active sort on 

the one hand and reason of the studying sort on the other.” Although Aristotle does not 

mention it here, we should be reminded of the differing virtues of the intellect, especially 

prudence and art, which belong to the practical intellect and seek practical truth, and the 

theoretical intellect which seeks theoretic truth. Aristotle then states that the “actions” that 

belong to the “part better by nature are more choiceworthy” for those people who can 

achieve “all of them or the two.” With this solution to the problem of soul and activity, 

                                                 
57 1333a16-17. As Aristotle has done before in his practical works, he identifies only intellect and the 

passions that are capable of being influenced by intellect. He does not identify the other powers of the soul as 
in De anima, presumably because they are not necessary to speak of in practical philosophy. 

58 See 1134a21. 

59 Cf. end of Ethics. 
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Aristotle concludes by stating that “the most choiceworthy” is the “highest that is possible 

to achieve.”60 

With this discussion of the soul serving as a reminder as to what politics is really 

about, Aristotle introduces the problem of war again, and puts it into conversation with the 

goods of the soul, the interior goods he mentioned at the beginning of book 7. He notes that 

as the soul is divided, so is life divided—occupation from leisure, and peace from war, and in 

the realm of action, the necessary and the noble.61 As we saw that the worse is for the sake 

of the better in the case of the soul of an individual, so we see that in the life of a city the 

worse is for the sake of the better. Thus, “war must be for the sake of peace, occupation for 

the sake of leisure, necessary and useful things for the sake of noble things.” The political 

man must keep in mind all these things, but especially those “that are better and are ends.”62 

And so, while “one should be capable of being occupied and going to war” (hence capable 

of dealing with the necessities) it remains the case that he “should rather remain at peace and 

be at leisure”; while he should “act for the necessary and useful things” he should do more 

so for “the noble things.” So peace exists so that we can have leisure, and we should use our 

leisure, that most valuable resource, to act as nobly as possible. This raises a question—is not 

war noble, as Aristotle pointed out earlier? For when he criticized the despot, he critiqued 

the common purpose of war, domination, while still insisting that all the things which touch 

on war are noble. Further, courage itself is closely identified with the noble, perhaps more so 

                                                 
60 1333a25-30. Simpson notes that the difficulty in understanding this section largely stems from how 

we take “all or the two.” He suggests that it is two different ways of saying the same thing, that we should seek 
all acts of virtue, whether we mean the moral virtues, prudence, or wisdom. 

61 1333a30-23 

62 1333a38-40. 
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than any other virtue. It would seem Aristotle has led us to a circle, wherein war is for the 

sake of leisure, which is for the sake of nobility, which is found in courageous warfare. 

Aristotle responds to this question by once again criticizing the common practice of 

his own day. He writes, “those of the Greeks who are at present held to be the best 

governed and the legislators who established these regimes evidently did not organize the 

things pertaining to the regime with a view to the best end.” This is so because the “laws and 

education” are not for the sake of “all the virtues” but are “inclined crudely” to the virtues 

that are “useful” and most helpful for grasping more than they deserve (pleonektikoteras).63 

The misconception of virtue as a useful good for the sake of acquisition, resting on the 

assumption that injustice in the form of pleonexia is actually the human good, is so 

widespread that Aristotle observes that those who have written on Sparta praise Lycurgus 

for this very thing, war and domination. He notes that the cause of praise for Sparta is that 

“most human beings envy mastery over many persons because it provides much equipment 

in the things of fortune” and when the Spartans were trained “with a view to dangers” it 

allowed them to attain those external goods.64 Aristotle demolishes the Spartan way of life by 

noting that the Spartans no longer rule an empire; they can no longer be happy. Thus 

Lycurgus was actually not a good legislator, since the Spartans have continually lived under 

his laws, while still failing at domination. Aristotle then notes that even if the Spartans did 

have their empire, they still would not be living nobly, because “rule over free persons is 

nobler and accompanied to a greater extent by virtue than ruling in the spirit of a master,” 

renewing his claim that not all rule is equally desirable. Furthermore, the very training 

63 1333b5-10 

64 Aristotle’s argument here is similar to his critique of Sparta in book 2, where he accuses the 
Spartans of being greedy rather than noble. 
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necessary for the Spartans to dominate other political communities requires a training in 

mastery—and what would this do the political life of Sparta itself? Aristotle argues that the 

logical conclusion of Spartan training is a tyrant, and so the most perfect Spartan would 

dominate Sparta itself, as the Spartans admit Pausanias did. Aristotle concludes his 

indictment by writing, “there is indeed nothing in such arguments and laws that is political, 

beneficial, or true.”65 The regime most praised by the Greeks has nothing political about it, 

and is false.  

Aristotle defends his claim by reasserting that legislation has as its purpose “the same 

things that are best both privately and in common, and the legislator should implant these in 

the soul of human beings.” And what does that mean about war, if in fact the Spartans had a 

false conception of it, even as they were skilled in it? Aristotle writes that “training in war 

should be practiced not for the sake of reducing to slavery those who do not merit it, but in 

the first place that they themselves will not become the slaves of others; next, so that they 

may seek leadership for the sake of benefiting the ruled, but not for the sake of mastery over 

everyone; and third, to be master over those who merit being slaves.”66  

Thus war has a set of three purposes, namely independence, hegemony with political 

rule, and empire with despotic rule, but only over those who deserve despotic rule. Aristotle 

concludes that the legislator must “give serious attention” to arranging legislation to fit with 

the true aims of war, because “matters related to war” are so serious. A sign of this 

seriousness is that political communities that follow the Spartan way of life must continually 

be at war, expanding the borders, because as soon as they are at peace “they come to ruin.” 

                                                 
65 1333b35. 

66 1333b25-1334a2. 
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Ruin comes about because the legislator has not educated them in being at leisure, living in 

peace. 

Aristotle then begins to explain what living in peace means. Because the end is the 

same both privately and in common, so the virtues which are “directed to leisure” must be 

present as well as the virtues for war; indeed, since “peace is the end of war, and leisure of 

occupation,” the virtues of war must be subordinated to the virtues of peace. So the political 

community must have “moderation, courage, and endurance,” which are necessary for the 

political community to be active well. Aristotle makes clear why independence is so 

important for the political community—“there is no leisure for slaves,” and courage is 

essential to prevent enslavement.67 So courage and endurance are required for the political 

community when it is busy; but it is “philosophy” that should fill up leisure. Moderation and 

justice, on the other hand, are required whether the political community is busy or at rest, 

but especially when the political community is not at war. This is so because war “compels” 

human beings “to be just and behave with moderation” while being at rest or leisure tends to 

make them hubristic.  

Aristotle’s formulation is striking—while some writers argue that war inflames the 

passions and undermines justice and moderation, Aristotle suggests that peacetime is even 

more susceptible to the enervating effects of immoderation and pleonexia.  Having 

“abundance of good things” tends to make human beings proud, especially the external 

goods that are more under the sway of chance than human choice, and significantly, the 

things that the Spartans aimed at through domination. To have an abundance of external 

goods is not enough to prevent attempts at domination; rather, what is required are the 

                                                 
67 1334a15-20. 
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virtues of moderation and justice, as well as philosophy. This is not to say that war is 

preferable, safe, or good for human beings—as we saw in the last chapter, war is perilous for 

attaining the human good if for no other reason than the political instability that results. It is 

to say, however, that neither peace nor war automatically bring about the human good. 

 At this point, it is clear that war could very well create more problems for politics 

than it might solve. Nonetheless, Aristotle does think it disposes citizens toward virtue, 

whereas peacetime and abundance incline citizens toward vice. As he notes, it might be 

shameful “not to be capable of using good things” but it is even more shameful to be 

“incapable of using them in leisure” and consequently only “to be good while occupied and 

at war” and “servile when remaining at peace and being at leisure.” What makes the Spartans 

different from others, Aristotle notes, is not that they want something different from 

everyone else, but they simply realize that external goods are more easily achieved with 

virtue. What education most of all must achieve, Aristotle concludes, is the development of 

“reason and intellect” because they are “the end of our nature.”68 Thus philosophy must be 

the ultimate aim of the political community, and wisdom must be the truest common good 

that the legislator can look toward. To live at peace with others is most perfectly attained by 

attaining knowledge, and communal living in wisdom. Doing so cultivates the interior life of 

the soul, rather than the part that restlessly seeks more wealth, honor, or power, each of 

which can be the driving force behind empires, according to Aristotle. 

 
Conclusion 

 
Aristotle has not told us specifically what the foreign policy of the city according to 

prayer must be; he has instead laid down good aims for war that will not be harmful to the 

                                                 
68 1334b15. 
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true common good, namely the peaceful living in justice and moderation, the avoidance of 

hubris and pleonexia, and attaining the human good of wisdom. Those good aims can be 

simply independence, or hegemonic rule over the free, or despotic rule over the slavish. We 

may be confused as to why Aristotle permits war and occupation for anything other than 

simply independence—has not war moved more into the realm of the necessary things than 

the noble things? But this would simplify drastically Aristotle’s account of the human good, 

one which is complex and contains heterogeneous elements that do not all fit well together. 

Aristotle never says that the life of practice and activity, even if not as noble as the goods of 

contemplation alone, is not choiceworthy; the most it seems we should say is that the 

political life and the acts of prudence must always be aware of wisdom, and leave room for it 

in the political community even if it chooses the active life among other political 

communities. Indeed, it must do so, for even the political community that has chosen the 

active life cannot always be at war, but must also know how to be at peace, and living in 

peace itself is ordered to wisdom. So the remainder of the Politics (once Aristotle discusses 

the regime according to prayer) concerns an education ordered toward the good of wisdom, 

which is found in peace. 

Thus war is for the sake of the human good, is qualifiedly noble insofar as it assumes 

some prior act of injustice, and is absolutely necessary considering the widespread belief that 

satisfying pleonexia is the true human good. This raises a fundamental question that has been 

left unanswered, namely, how is any of this possible? Aristotle makes it clear that as the 

individual must be good, so must the political community be good, and then puts this claim 

in conversation with the political community’s attitude towards war and peace with other 

political communities, and especially the question of whether the political community ought 

to live the active life of hegemony or the philosophic life of isolation. While it is the case that 
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Aristotle in a sense chooses both for the political community, we should still wonder how it 

is possible for political rule to be exercised toward other political communities. For as 

pointed out at the beginning of this dissertation, political rule, which is an act of prudence, 

depends on the laws and way of life of the political community. Further, it is oriented toward 

the common good of that particular community, as is justice. What binds communities 

together? What justice or prudence is it that would make genuine political rule possible? 

Aristotle has made it clear that foreign relations and war do not simply need to be an 

exercise of mastery, and now we must consider how that is possible. And so we must turn to 

Aristotle’s treatment of nature and the naturally just to seek an alternative to mastery or 

being mastered in the “international whole.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
 

Natural Justice, Natural Slavery, War, and Limits of Political Action 
 
 
 The previous three chapters have examined the extent to which questions of war 

and peace inform Aristotle’s political thought. Aristotle notes that a significant difference 

between his work and that of previous philosophers like Socrates, Phaleas, or Hippodamus 

is the serious status he gives to war in the life of the political community. After all, the 

question of what sort of foreign relations the political community should practice turns on 

the political community’s estimation of the place of war and the use of military force. It 

turns out that these questions about foreign relations and war are central problems for 

existing regimes as well as theoretical regimes. As Aristotle claims, if any regime is ordered to 

one thing, it is nothing other than war for the sake of dominating others and thus gaining 

control over more external goods. Most regimes are not concerned with mere survival, but 

domination of others and pleonexia through war. 

Aristotle replaces domination and war in the best regime with “prayer.” He partly 

does this to show the limits of human action in achieving happiness, as human happiness 

depends greatly on chance. The desire to replace chance with human decision can easily slip 

into dominating others; in order to attain the goods of leisure, we may be tempted to enslave 

other human beings. This is especially evident in the case of slavery for the best regime, 

where Aristotle reemphasizes the role of prayer, rather than war, in attaining such affable, 

and clearly not natural, slaves. The Spartans, rather than praying for slaves, chose to 

dominate those who were around them, and consequently both behaved unjustly and 

undermined the opportunity for good political life amongst the Spartans themselves. By 
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replacing conquest with prayer, Aristotle opens the door for a sustained inquiry into the 

question of justice. 

That a leisured political community does not enslave others for the sake of its own 

attempt to achieve the nobler goods possible through leisure, such as philosophy, raises the 

question of justice between political communities. For wars of conquest are to be used only 

to master those peoples “who merit mastery,” but the domination that the Spartans, for 

example, have engaged in is contrary to merit. This follows from Aristotle’s identification of 

the Greeks, mostly, with those who are free, meaning possessing the capacity for prudence; 

because they are free, they are meant to be ruled politically rather than despotically. Political 

rule in this sense could mean either rule for the sake of the ruled as a king rules his people, 

or rule for the sake of a genuine common good more akin to what we see in a polity where 

both the ruler and the ruled share in a good. At this point Aristotle has not yet made it clear 

what he means when he speaks of political rule among regimes.1 In the last chapter we saw 

some evidence that hegemonic political communities could rule either politically, more in the 

sense of royal rule, or despotically like a tyrant. Whether there is the possibility for 

something other than tyranny and kingship in their exercise of rule has yet to be seen. 

But according to the discussion of justice in the first chapter of this dissertation, 

justice is found primarily “among those who are equal and free” and who also “share in a 

common life” under “law.”2 Likewise, political ruling, an act of prudence, would be located 

within the political community itself. The locus of justice and prudence is the political 

community, due to the role of friendship in the formation of communities. The political 

                                                 
1 Aristotle uses both descriptions, rule for the sake of the ruled and rule for the sake of the common 

good, for political rule. 

2 1134a26-32. 
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community itself is a friendship different in kind from the friendships of families or 

comrades, because it aims at the political common good, the “most authoritative good,” 

which comprehends the more partial goods aimed at by subordinate communities. And so 

justice is primarily acting virtuously in relation to other citizens with a view to the common 

good of the political community. But even the more specific sense of justice, a particular 

justice which involves equality (arithmetical or proportional), depends on the political 

common good of the regime, as it relies on laws and customs, as well as some knowledge of 

other members of the community that is a prerequisite to acting justly. To act justly in the 

more particular sense of the virtue is to give to each according to his merit; but we cannot 

know what another merits without the determination of the political community, for “justice 

is a thing belonging to the city.”3 

It follows, then, that book 7 of the Politics is somewhat baffling, as Aristotle moves 

from the best way of life of the individual, for whom being just depends on the sort of 

regime in which he lives, to the best way of life for the political community in relation to 

other communities. As Aristotle notes of the majority of peoples, especially those who seek 

domination and empire, “among themselves they seek just rule, but they care nothing about 

justice toward others.” And as he notes about the common rhetoric concerning war, “the 

question as to whether it is just to enslave innocent neighbors often does not trouble them 

[political orators] at all.”4 It is unclear why Aristotle reproaches those who do not think 

about justice towards those outside the political community if justice is acting for the sake of 

the common good or giving to each his own—especially when we know our fellow citizens 

3 1253a38. 

4 Rhetoric, 1358b36. 
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deserve more from us than do those who live outside our own political community. 

Conversely, when a regime is ordered to domination for the sake of pleonexia, but only in the 

case of those who do not actually belong to the political community, what resources does 

Aristotle draw upon to blame those citizens who seem to embody the virtues and seek the 

goods most prized by their own communities?5 Or, because Aristotle sometimes begins by 

considering injustice, we could reformulate the question thusly: how is it possible to be 

unjust, through pleonexia, to those outside of one’s own community? 

Thus Aristotle is not only concerned about war, but also justice among political 

communities throughout the Politics. Because the question of war is intimately tied with 

enslaving others, as indeed it is first introduced in the Politics, so in turn the justice of war 

depends largely on the justice of slavery—on whether those the political community tries to 

dominate actually merit that domination. This in turn leads to a question about natural 

justice, for as Aristotle makes clear, when he discusses slavery he is doing nothing other than 

speaking about what is naturally just. And so we must return to Nicomachean Ethics and 

Aristotle’s discussion of the naturally just, looking for what binds all human beings and not 

simply fellow citizens. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
5 Aristotle’s point about the perfect Spartan being a tyrant over Sparta itself suggests that treating 

one’s own as fellow citizens and foreigners as slaves is not sustainable. Aristotle indicates that how we view 
foreigners and the rule appropriate to them is not easily separable from how we view our own fellow citizens. 
This in turn suggests that while most political communities seek justice for themselves and injustice for others, 
this distinction falls apart and most members of political communities simply wish to rule over all 
indiscriminately. Being a fellow citizen, and thus political friendship, is not enough to prevent the urge toward 
despotism and injustice. See 1333b29-35. 
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Natural Justice 
 
 The placement of the naturally just in Aristotle’s political thought is found within a 

larger discussion of the “politically just” that Aristotle suggests is “justice simply.”6 Aristotle 

begins this discussion, however, by considering whether and how we can blame someone for 

being unjust. He gives the examples of a murder, an adulterer, and a thief:  How can we say 

that these people are unjust, rather than angry or immoderate? After asking this question he 

notes that “justice simply” exists among those “who share a life in common with a view to 

being self-sufficient, who are free and equal, either in accord with proportion or 

arithmetically.”7 Among people who do not have this kind of community, one does not find 

justice simply, “but only something just in a certain sense and by way of similarity.” Such a 

case would be the justice found within households, especially the case of parents and 

children or masters and slaves. Justice simply exists between two equals, neither of whom is 

subordinate to the other—more like siblings or husband and wife.8 And so justice can also 

be understood to exist “for those for whom there is also law pertaining to them, and law 

exists among those for whom there is injustice.”9 As noted earlier, this strongly suggests that 

if one can be unjust, the implication is that law is being broken—especially if one is taking 

more than he deserves, or shouldering fewer burdens than he owes. It also implies being a 

member of a community which holds at least some things in common, but most especially 

freedom and equality, which are the prerequisites to living under law, rather than under 

parental authority. Aristotle explains this by noting that “justice is judgment about the just 

                                                 
6 1134a25. 

7 1134a25-28. 

8 Politics, 1259a35-b15. 

9 Nicomachean Ethics, 1134a30-31. 
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and the unjust,” perhaps referring to the way in which law sets down what is just and unjust, 

and lays down the manner of dealing with law-breakers. He then gives an example by noting 

that the ability to act unjustly implies the possibility of injustice, which implies less the 

immediate apprehension of what is simply bad, and more the application of law.  

The perhaps surprising move Aristotle makes in this discussion is to show why law 

rather than a human being ought to rule the political community. Human beings are tempted 

to take many good things for themselves, such as honor or money, and few of the bad ones, 

such as taxes or military service. “Hence we do not permit a human being to rule, but rather 

law, because a human being makes this distribution [of good and bad things] for himself and 

becomes a tyrant.”10 If the presupposition of a genuinely political community is a kind of 

equality and freedom, a human being who gave himself too much would act unjustly, and 

indeed become a tyrant. Law protects the equality of politics. At the same time, a ruler, 

properly speaking, protects what is just, and consequently what is equal. Given that the ruler 

engages in the work of ruling not for his benefit, Aristotle notes that “he labors for another” 

so that people claim that “justice is the good of another.” So we honor the ruler, as he 

benefits those whom he rules. The curious thing here is that Aristotle has just told us that we 

should prefer the rule of law to the rule of man —A preference for law shows that ruling is 

accompanied by a temptation towards pleonexia—or using rule to treat the ruled as slaves. 

Thus, while the question of who rules is not purely a question of distributive justice but 

more importantly a question of who is best suited for attaining the political common good, 

nonetheless a hallmark of bad rule is pleonexia. We should be reminded of Aristotle’s claim 

                                                 
10 1134a35-36. 
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that the Spartans sought rule over others not for the sake of a common good between ruler 

and ruled, but for the sake of gaining external goods. 

From this discussion of the simply just, or of what exists between those who are free 

and equal, participating in rule under law, we turn to the primary division of political justice 

into “the natural” and “the conventional.”11 Aristotle begins by describing the character of 

natural justice. The natural part of political justice “has the same power (dunamin) everywhere 

(pantachou, which can also translate as “absolutely”) and is not dependent on this or that 

opinion (dokein)” whereas “the conventional (nomikon) part is that which at the beginning 

makes no difference whether it is thus or otherwise, but once people have set it down, it 

does make a difference” such as “the sum of money to offer for a ransom, or to sacrifice a 

goat rather than two sheep, or, further, all that people legislate in each particular case—such 

to sacrifice to Brasidas, and specific decrees.”12 Several things must be kept in mind here. 

The first is that natural justice and conventional justice are each a species of political justice, 

which pertain to those who are capable of sharing in law and politics. The second is that 

natural justice has power—and power is a source of motion, either as an agent or as the 

ability to undergo certain motions, including passions.13 Natural justice appears to be 

something which actively incites one towards justice and entitles one to be praised or blamed 

for certain actions regardless of the laws he lives under. The third is that the effect of natural 

justice, its power, is universal, since it has the “same power everywhere.” Fourth, the cause 

of this sort of justice is not human opinion, but rather nature itself. On the other hand, 

                                                 
11 1134b19-20. 

12 1134b20-24. 

13 1103a26, 1105b20-30; Physics, 193a15. Coughlin notes that dunamis can be understood in an active 
sense or in a passive sense. Coughlin, 291. 
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conventional justice must be limited in its power or effects to a particular community, since 

it stems from the opinions of that community. 

But it turns out that “in the opinion of some, all [the just things] are like this 

[conventionally just], because what is by nature is changeless/immoveable (akineton) and has 

the same power (dunamin) everywhere (pantachou), as fire burns here and in Persia, whereas 

they see the just things (ta dikaia) change/are in motion.”14 Here there is some confusion on 

the part of those who object to the idea of a justice that is universal (pantachou) in scope, 

partly due to a failure to understand nature itself. The objector to natural justice thinks that 

what is by nature, or what occurs naturally, is motionless or changeless while having the 

same power everywhere. By drawing our attention to fire, and that fire burns in both Persia 

and Greece, it is clear that what is natural exists in more than one part of the world, or in 

more than one particular political community. Fire has the same power and effect 

everywhere, since the cause is the same. On the other hand, the just things are quite different 

from place to place. The difficulty with the objection is that fire itself is in motion—and as 

far as Aristotle is concerned, the study of natural things is itself the study of things that 

move, and are not motionless.15 What is motionless are either things like mathematical 

objects (numbers and shapes), or what is really beyond the world of nature—the “immobile 

first mover.” But what the “immobile first mover” moves is precisely the world of nature.16 

To think, then, that nature is what is motionless is a failure to understand the kinds of beings 

natural things are. It follows, then, that we should not be persuaded when the opponents to 

                                                 
14 1134b25-28. I have modified the translation of Bartlett and Collins to emphasize the links between 

this passage and 1134b25-28. I have modified the translation of Bartlett and Collins here to emphasize the links 
between this passage and Physics. 

15 Unlike mathematical or theological objects, which are motionless. Metaphysics 1064a10-1064b14. 

16 Physics, 266a1-5. 
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natural justice compare a motionless nature with the just things that are in motion. It is 

otherwise difficult to understand Aristotle’s rejoinder to the objectors, “it is not in this way 

[natural things are motionless]—or rather, it is this way in a sense: while among the gods, at 

any rate, it is perhaps not at all this way, among us there is in fact something that is by 

nature, though it is all moving.”17 He insists that despite the fact that nature is not divine and 

is characterized by motion, “there is that which is by and that which is not by nature.”18  

Having been reminded about what nature is, we are in a position to see that the 

question is not whether the just things are in motion or not, since all of nature is in motion. 

Aristotle has already provided the distinction between natural and conventional justice—the 

cause of the naturally just things lies in nature itself and not in human opinion. By 

implication, the pronouncements of legislators are not necessary to cause human beings to 

do what is just. “Conventional” justice (which is more properly “legal” justice) therefore 

differs in that its source is not nature, but human opinion, and thus its power extends only to 

those who live in a specific political community.  

Aristotle does not seem to think he needs to add anything further to this discussion 

to distinguish conventionally just things from naturally just things. He points out that the 

things by nature “admit of being otherwise.” Natural things can either be or not be since 

there is no necessity governing their generation or continuation in existence. Natural things, 

in other words, are things that both come into being and go out of being, generate and 

degenerate. But even though the very existence of a natural thing is not necessary, so the 

                                                 
17 Nicomachean Ethics, 1134b27-30. 

18 This discussion does not mean that what Aristotle often signifies by “nature”—the intrinsic 
principle of motion of a thing—itself changes. Thus, although human beings are in motion, they remain what 
they are: political animals, with speech about the just and the unjust. The very possibility of motion requires 
that something underlying remain the same. Physics, 190a15-20, 191a1-15. 
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qualities that follow from nature, such as being of a certain size or a certain color, are not 

always the same. Aristotle gives the example of ambidexterity, arguing that for the most part 

people are right-handed, but it is possible for people to be ambidextrous.19 Here we should 

remember Aristotle’s observation that the things that follow from a natural cause “are always 

or for the most part;” an admission that sometimes the same effect does not always follow 

from the same natural cause.20 Whether this variability would be called a defect, or a mere 

difference, would probably depend on the example at hand. For example, what the just man 

owes the unjust man is different than what the just man owes the just man—blame in the 

first case, honor in the second. The difference in treatment arises from a defect in the nature 

of the unjust man, as he has not truly realized his own nature and thus his own good. The 

way in which nomads deal with property, at least in the sense of land, will be different from 

the way in which farmers deal with property, and the difference might have nothing to do 

with a defect in the either nomads’ or the farmers’ nature.21 Unlike the naturally just, 

however, the “conventionally” is a measure devised by human ingenuity: Aristotle points out 

that the measures by which we buy goods differ from place to place. Likewise, the just things 

that are determined by human decision are not the same everywhere, but depend on where 

we are. Just as the French may measure sod by the meter and the English by the foot, so too 

French courts do not abide by stare decisis while English courts do.  This example recalls us to 

                                                 
19 Nicomachean Ethics, 1134b33-36. 

20 Physics, 199b15-26. Aristotle says that if there is an “impediment” then nature cannot reach its end. 

21 Although Aristotle says that the most common way of life for human beings is farming, it is not 
clear that nomads are incapable of human happiness, as it is possible that nomadic life could be genuinely 
political, for example, the Lakota. See Philip C. Salzman, “Political Organization among Nomadic Peoples” 
Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society, Vol. 111, No. 2 (Apr. 14, 1967):115-131. Salzman gives examples of 
nomadic groups in which something like genuine political authority can be found, and example where that 
authority seems to be lacking. 
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one of Aristotle’s chief points in his discussion of political justice, namely that the reason the 

just things determined by humans differ from place to place is the differences of regimes. 

Aristotle concludes this short discussion of the naturally just and the conventionally 

just by claiming that there “is only one regime that is in accord with nature, the best 

regime.”22 He does not tell us what he means by this. Does he mean that natural justice is the 

same as conventional justice only in the best regime? Or that there is a way of life that 

actually extends everywhere, which is best? Or is he simply pointing out that injustice stems 

from regimes deviating or falling short of the regime that is in accord with nature? 

Aristotle then returns to the original question, which was: How we can say a human 

being acts unjustly or not? He notes that “each of the just and lawful things is related as 

universals are to the several particulars.”23 And so principles of justice and injustice, whether 

they find their origin in nature or human decision, are something like a universal, as opposed 

to just action, which is particular. “For whereas there are many particular acts, each of the 

just and lawful things is one, since it is universal. An act of injustice differs from the unjust, 

and an act of justice differs from the just. For what is unjust is by nature or by enactment, 

but this very thing becomes an act of injustice once it is done.”24  So we could say that 

murder, adultery, and theft are unjust, while noting that the injustice of the action does not 

mean that the adulterous man is necessarily an unjust man; he could be passionate instead.  

The acts of injustice can be performed by individuals moved by vices other than injustice. 

This seems to be the case with either natural justice or “conventional” justice; they are 

statements about both as kinds of universals, and human actions that either follow or do not 

                                                 
22 1135a5 

23 1135a7-13. 

24 1134a5-12 
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follow these universal statements are like particulars that fall under the universal. Thus, while 

it may not be universally true that one should stop the car when one sees red, the statement 

“red means stop” stands as a universal to stopping at red in a particular instance. 

As modern commentators never cease to point out, Aristotle does not say much on 

what would seem to be a crucial distinction between what is by nature and what is not by 

nature.25 Indeed he seems to think the distinction is quite obvious. Nor does he spend much 

time dealing with the objection that what is by nature is unchanging, and thus there is no 

such thing as natural justice. Some scholars think that this is an attempt to “subtly” point us 

away from what is just by nature as a way of strengthening political authority, and yet 

Aristotle says nothing of the kind.26 So why does Aristotle give all too brief an account for 

our modern ears? Perhaps a more extended account would be inappropriate, or perhaps it is 

a work for another time. After all, understanding what is just by nature seems to entail 

understanding nature, a subject and set of questions that could distract from more pertinent 

questions of human action. Whatever is the reason for the brevity, to judge that Aristotle 

ought to have given us an account that is longer, or to interpret him in such a way as to 

undermine the very notion of natural justice seems to be judging Aristotle by the standards 

other than his own, for as Aristotle points out elsewhere, “we expect a lecturer to use the 

language we are accustomed to, and any other language appears not agreeable but rather 

unknown and strange because we are not accustomed to it; for the customary is more 

known.”27 Assuming that Aristotle is deliberately masking something harmful to political 

                                                 
25 Strauss, Natural Right and History, 156; Bartlett and Collins “Interpretive Essay” in Nicomachean Ethics, 

279; Yack, 140. 

26 For example, Ross Corbett, “The Question of Natural Law in Aristotle” History of Political Thought 
vol. 30 no. 2 (2009): 229-250. 

27 Metaphysics, 995a1-4. 
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authority, or that he has not given a truly robust notion of natural justice (whatever that may 

mean) is to assume that we know how Aristotle ought to have proceeded if he wanted to 

give what we might consider a more standard view of natural justice, perhaps something 

closer to what Aquinas gives in Summa Theologiae, or Cicero in Republic and On Law. That 

Aristotle’s brief remarks covering the sources and kinds of political justice are to elucidate 

what we mean by “just acts,” rather than elucidating the relation between nature and the 

human soul in some sort of natural law theory, often remains unmentioned. Aristotle is not 

giving a theological account of the origins of human practical reasoning, as both Aquinas 

and Cicero do. The language of Aristotle, as has also been often noted, is not what we 

expect it to be, and we should not seek to understand him  as supporting or undermining 

natural law theories that came much later, even if he may give us new, or very old, ways of 

conceptualizing those theories.28 

If Aristotle’s brief account of natural justice may not tell us all we want to know 

about natural law, how does it aid us in understanding his political thought, particularly the 

question of justice between political communities, where the “power” of conventional justice 

seems to be so abrogated? Without a universal regime, there cannot be a universal 

conventional justice by which to hold political communities to account. To begin answering 

that question is to think about despotism and political rule, or freedom and slavery, which is 

how Aristotle himself chiefly characterizes the question of foreign relations. This in turn 

leads us back to the beginning of the Politics, where Aristotle writes at length on the question 

of slavery and justice. 

 

                                                 
28 For three very different ways of expressing this point, see Pangle, 1-6; Ralph McInerny, “Foreword” 

in Commentary on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethisc, x; Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue (Notre Dame: University of 
Notre Dame Press, 2007), xii, 1-5, 260. 
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Natural Slavery, Justice, and Rule 
 
Aristotle begins the Politics by distinguishing the kinds of rule, kinds which have been 

often conflated by the thinkers before him. He notes that there is a qualitative difference 

rather than a quantitative difference, in kinds of rule—the statesman is not distinguished by 

the number of people whom he rules, but rather the kind of people whom he rules. We are 

already reminded of the Ethics, which tells us that “simple” or “unqualified” justice exists for 

the free and equal; other, more qualified forms of justice exist for those in the household. So 

rule in the Politics appears to follow the distinctions of justice laid down in the Ethics. 

When Aristotle describes the genesis of the political community, he explains its 

coming to be in terms of the communities that precede it, especially the household, and the 

relationships that characterize it.29 He notes that we can understand the kinds of rule that 

make up “household management” by understanding that there are chiefly two kinds of 

people who make up the household, the free and the slave. So Aristotle gives us a list of 

relations to consider: master and slave, husband and wife, parents and children, and the 

kinds of rule that correspond to those relations. After discussing the political nature of 

human beings, Aristotle turns to slavery to “acquire something in the way of knowledge 

about these things that is better than current conceptions.” In particular he notes that some 

conflate the kinds of rule, and others “hold that exercising mastery is against nature; for it is 

by law that one person is slave and another free, there being no difference by nature, and 

hence it is not just, since it rests on force.”30 One of the debates in which Aristotle is 

particularly interested, then, is the question of the justice of slavery, and the debate is cast in 

                                                 
29 Politics, 1252b1-3. Cf. 1285b4-19, 1297b15-30. 

30 1253b20. 
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terms of nature and law, a frame which Aristotle does not repudiate anywhere in his 

subsequent discussion.  

Aristotle begins by defining what he means by “slave,” namely, “a possession,” 

though also a “human being.” A possession is an “instrument of action” and a “part” of the 

one who possesses it, and yet separable. Aristotle then distinguishes a slave from other 

possessions by noting that the slave is “an animate” possession, that is, it has a soul.31 

After making clear what we must mean by “slave,” who is a human being who does 

not belong to himself and is not even a true whole, but rather is essentially part of a larger 

whole, that is, someone who must be completed by the master, Aristotle then turns to 

whether there is “anyone of this sort.” He must do this to make clear the claims about 

whether “slavery is against nature,” that is, whether it rests on the force of human law alone. 

Aristotle provides two ways of approaching this problem: “through reasoning, or from what 

actually happens.”32 Giving a brief discussion of rule, he notes that whenever multiple things 

come together for the sake of a common work, ruling and being ruled must also take place, 

as both “necessary and advantageous.” What follows, as Aristotle will say later in Politics and 

has been noted in the previous chapter, is that the better rules the worse, as the soul rules 

the body, and reason rules the passions. So when it comes to human beings, “those who are 

as different as the soul is from the body or man from the beast—and they are in this state if 

their work is in the use of the body, and if this is the best that can come from them—are 

slave by nature.”33 It is then difficult to see how the slave is really human at all, since his 

“work” lies in the use of his body alone, rather than his intellect or reason—he could be only 

                                                 
31 1253b30-32. Empsuchon. 

32 1254a20. 

33 1254b15-20. 
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a radically defective human being, if human at all. But this is the only way we could explain 

that a human “belongs to another” and is essentially completed by another, if he was missing 

the part of humanity that that is “our end.”34 The only relation the slave has to the properly 

human is that he is able “to perceive” reason even though “he does not have it” and thus is 

only marginally distinct from “the other animals” since “bodily assistance is forthcoming 

from both.”35 

And who would be these people who barely, if at all, merit being called human 

beings? Aristotle takes up this problem by noting that “nature wishes to make the bodies of 

free persons and slaves as different as well [as their souls]” by providing the slavish with 

bodies that are strong “with a view toward necessary needs” whereas the bodies of the free 

would be “useless for such tasks, but useful with a view to a political way of life (which is 

itself divided between the needs of war and the needs of peace).”36 It is not entirely clear 

what it would mean to have a body which is useful for the servile things, but not the political 

things; how could one effectively farm and yet be incapable of warfare?37 In any event, while 

nature “wishes” to make the distinction between slave and free evident, “the opposite often 

results” and only “some have the bodies of free persons while others have the souls.” 

Aristotle points out that if there were people who looked like gods in their physical 

appearance, “everyone would assert that those not so favored merited being their slaves.”38 

But if this is the case merely for physical appearance, so it is even more for the nobility of 

                                                 
34 1334b14. 

35 1254b23-25. 

36 1254b27-32. 

37 Indeed, this is clearly a claim that Aristotle repudiates elsewhere. 1318b10. 

38 1254b30-35. 
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soul—clearly the more noble merit ruling, whilst the ignoble do not. But Aristotle points out 

that while it is more the soul we should look to when understanding another and whether 

they are slavish or free, “it is not as easy to see the beauty of the soul as it is of the body.”39 

So because beautiful bodies and beautiful souls are mixed with ugly bodies and ugly souls, 

even though nature wishes for beauty to match beauty, we must try to “see the beauty of 

souls” before claiming that another merits being ruled as a free man or as a slave.40 While 

Aristotle’s warnings make seeing a “natural” slave extremely difficult (and perhaps 

impossible), his discussion does not explicitly rule out the possibility of humans who are 

servile, who need to be dominated, and insofar as such “people” exist, slavery is natural and 

not by law. 

He then points out that opponents to slavery are correct, in a sense, because often 

proponents of slavery mean slavery by law rather than slavery by nature. The law in 

particular is “a certain agreement by which things conquered in war are said to belong to the 

conquerors.”41 So the question of law returns, and indeed with it the laws of war—that those 

who are not killed in battle may be taken as slaves instead, which, all things considered, may 

be considered as a way of tempering the violence on the battlefield. There are many, 

however, who as “conversant with the laws” challenge this law “on the grounds that it is a 

terrible thing if what yields to force is to be enslaved and ruled by what is able to apply force 

and is superior in power.”42 The challenger thus argues that this is a law that respects only 

                                                 
39 1255a1. 

40 This occurs through rhetoric and observing another’s soul through the speech he uses. Rhetoric, 
1356a1-14. 

41 1255a7-8. 

42 1255a5-12. 
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force and power, rather than justice—the enslaved are perhaps those who may even be 

superior is soul, although weaker on the battlefield, for as Aristotle has just pointed out, 

those with slavish souls could be built well for war. So those who win in warfare will not 

necessarily be those who are deserving of rule, if the latter depends on the beauty of their 

souls.  Victory in war is not a necessary sign of nobility or reason, but merely of force, and 

thus “is not just, for it rests on force.”43 

The nub of the argument for the defenders of slavery seems to be this, then—“virtue 

once it obtains equipment, is in a certain manner particularly able to apply force, and the 

dominant element is always preeminent in something that is good, so that it is held that there 

is no force without virtue, and that the dispute concerns only the justice of the matter.” In 

other words, victory in war indicates superior virtue, and thus a just claim to rule. If victory 

in war is not proof of just rule, it appears that justice does not allow for “the rule of the 

superior” (kreittona) but is instead a kind of universal benevolence” (eunoia).44 The 

proponents of slavery argue that justice does not seem to simply doing good toward all, 

which appears to the trajectory of the argument against slavery. This apparent dichotomy 

between slavery and benevolence obscures the possibility of just claims to rule that are not 

predicated upon victory in war. 

On the other hand, there are those who defend the law of war to the hilt, but 

Aristotle grants them only “a sort of justice” because “law is just in a certain sense.”45 To 

truly wholeheartedly support the slavery that comes after the defeat of war would be to 

                                                 
43 1253b22b 

44 1255a13-19. 

45 It is unclear if Aristotle refers to the laws of political communities which are in agreement on the 
point of enslaving the defeated, or whether it something more like a convention that all communities follow 
when in war, more akin to an international law. 
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assume that any law is just simply because it is law. But Aristotle immediately shows the 

weakness of that position, too, since “the beginnings of wars are not always just” and “no 

one would assert that someone not meriting enslavement ought ever to be a slave.”46 Thus, 

even if the defender of legal slavery took his bearings only from the laws of war, which in a 

certain sense is the justice of war, he would not have answered the problem of wars that are 

begun for unjust reasons—particularly wars of domination that have been waged against 

those who did not deserve to be dominated. The result would be “that those held to be the 

best born will become slaves and the offspring of slaves if they happen to be captured,” or 

due to the accidents and vagaries of warfare.47  

The defenders of legal slavery call their opponents “barbarians” rather than “slaves” 

thus justifying any war against the barbarians for the sake of domination, but not allowing 

that the barbarians might justly do the same to them. But Aristotle then notes that these 

defenders of legal slavery, by calling their opponents “barbarians,” are really “in search of 

nothing other than the slave by nature” for they “must necessarily assert” that there are 

“some persons who are everywhere slaves, and others who are so nowhere.” Consequently, 

it seems that the defenders of “legal slavery” end up assuming that they themselves are 

“well-born not only among their own but everywhere” whereas the “barbarians” are well-

born only “at home,” thus assuming “that there is something well-born simply, and 

something not [well-born] simply.” Thus the defenders of “legal slavery” really assert the 

justice of their claim to rule everywhere, while anyone who claims to rule in another political 

community can do so only with respect to his own fellow citizens, and not foreigners. And 
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consequently, the defenders of “legal slavery” really claim that “virtue or vice” are what 

“define what is a slave and what is free, who is well born and who ill born” for “the good 

comes from someone good, just as a human being comes from a human being and a beast 

from beasts.”48 

Aristotle thus points to the logic of the argument—to get around the problem of 

unjust wars, the defenders of “legal slavery” defend any war against the barbarians as just, as 

they claim that the barbarians are natural slaves, in effect. But to do so requires the 

assumption that these “civilized” people and “barbarians” are not so by education and 

learning, but from birth—for if one people claims the right to rule another people, the claim 

must stretch over more than one generation. This is to assume that virtue and vice, nobility 

and servility are generated just like natural beings. Aristotle admits that “nature wishes” to 

have the nobility of the parent pass on to the child, but then points out “it is often unable to 

do so.” So virtue is not passed on from father to son; one people does not a have a perpetual 

right to rule everyone else in the world, throughout all time. Aristotle concludes that “there 

is some reason in the dispute” for “it is not [simply] the case that the ones [the conquered] 

are slaves by nature and others [the conquerors] free.” And yet in spite of these perplexities 

Aristotle continues to refer to cases “where it is advantageous as well as just for the one to 

be enslaved and the other to be a master.”49  

Aristotle also draws out the consequences of what sort of being the natural slave 

would be—because the same thing is advantageous for “part and whole” and “body and 

soul,” the same things would be advantageous for the natural slave and the natural master, 
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205 
 

since “the slave is a certain part of the master—a part of his body, as it were, animate yet 

separate.”50 For Aristotle’s presentation of natural slavery to hold, the slave must essentially 

be completed by the master in order to become part of a whole human being; the slave at 

best is a part that merely extended the bodily being of the master, but adds nothing to the 

master’s soul. Because of the odd intimacy that necessarily exists between the master and 

slave, then, “there is even affection of slave and master for one another” but only in the case 

of natural slaves, because “for those who do not merit it in this way but according to law and 

by force, the opposite is the case.”51 Thus, our surest sign of natural slavery is when the slave 

feels affection for his master and vice-versa, because the two are almost a natural unity. The 

slave, after all, is nothing more than an animated and separated extension of the body of the 

master. So when we see masters who have slaves who do not express the affection toward 

their masters, we can be fairly certain that slavery exists by “law” and “force” and not by 

nature. The master’s claim to rule is the “legally just” and not the “naturally just.” Thus the 

Spartans clearly ruled the helots by “law” and “force” rather than by nature; and likewise, in 

the regime according to prayer the slaves we would pray for would not even be natural 

slaves, but rather submissive human beings who seem to need to be bribed with “the 

promise of freedom.”52 

After considering the possibilities for slavery as a just institution, Aristotle turns to 

the “science of slavery” (episteme) which includes both the use of slaves and the acquisition of 

slaves. It turns out that there is nothing noble in using slaves.53 Thus free human beings will 
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have nothing to do with looking after slaves, since they will be concerned with politics, 

whether in peace or in war, and philosophy, the two most choiceworthy ways of life 

described earlier.  To avoid having to deal with slaves in day-to-day life, the free will need to 

employ an overseer to direct slaves—though what the character of this man will be is left 

unsaid, so we do not know whether he himself is slavish or free.  

Acquiring slaves, however, is quite different from using slaves. Aristotle states that 

the “just sort of acquiring” is like “war or hunting;” and as has been pointed out earlier, war 

is the business of the free. To acquire natural slaves justly, one goes to war, so it would seem 

to follow that the free go to war to dominate those that merit being dominated. The reason 

war can be a naturally just war of acquiring slaves is that the things of nature are directed to 

human beings as means for a better human life.54 Acquisition, as a whole, is taking natural 

beings and putting them to use for the sake of human life. As has been noted above, 

Aristotle even attributes the main differences in human life to the different ways of life the 

circumstances dictate, and the different ways of acquiring for survival. Aristotle comes to 

this conclusion by noting that animals and plants have means within their nature to survive 

and even prosper, although this does not mean that every living thing will always be perfect 

and reach its own natural end. The young of birds live in eggs, whereas other kinds of 

animals produce milk to provide for their young. Human beings, however, use animals and 

plants to produce food, clothing, tools, and even decoration. Aristotle notes that this is in 

fact the proper purpose of natural beings; nature would be frustrated if humans did not use 

the things of nature.55 Of the examples Aristotle uses, wild and tame animals stand out, 
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because these were the very examples used when he first described the natural slave. So it is 

not surprising that Aristotle immediately moves to explaining how, just as human beings take 

the things nature provides for the sake of living well, so human beings can take those human 

beings who are scarcely human at all and use them for the sake of living. As Aristotle writes, 

“hence expertise in war will also be in some sense a natural form of acquisitive enterprise; 

for one part of it is expertise in hunting, which should be used with a view to those beasts 

and to those human beings who are naturally suited to be ruled but unwilling.”56  

War as a natural way of acquiring slaves, of course, is somewhat perplexing, since 

Aristotle has already shown us that the best sign of natural slavery is that the natural slave 

has affection for his natural master. These humans are unwilling to be ruled in such a way. 

So there must be war, and what is more, Aristotle claims that “this sort of war is by nature 

just.”57 On one hand, Aristotle has given us a war that is just on the grounds of nature, 

namely the war of acquiring natural slaves. This is presumably another way of dealing with 

the previous objection about slaves taken in war; a war against those who merit being ruled 

despotically for the sake of ruling them despotically is by nature just. The consequence is 

that we do not need to be overly concerned about the justice of the law of war, as long as we 

are sure that we are actually attempting to conquer those who are servile. On the other hand, 

we are faced with the perplexity mentioned above, namely, how according to Aristotle’s own 

account of a natural slave could such a being be unwilling to be ruled? This would surely be 

a sign of spirit, which, as we have seen earlier, is a hallmark of freedom and ruling, rather 

than being ruled. Thus, while Aristotle is affirming the possibility of just war, on the basis of 
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nature rather than law, his own argument causes us to doubt that wars for the sake of 

despotism are ever just. It should be remembered from the investigation of book 7, 

however, that Aristotle states that one of the appropriate ways of engaging in war is to rule 

despotically those who merit that sort of rule. So while keeping despotism open as a just way 

of life over some, we wonder how such a war could ever be justified. And at the same time, 

Aristotle has already mentioned that mastery is itself ignoble and unworthy of the free; how 

could war waged against the servile itself be anything other than servile?  

Aristotle’s ostensible purpose at the beginning of Politics is in part to show when a 

war aimed at despotism could be justified. Looking at the laws regulating war is not enough, 

for, as Aristotle points out, wars in and of themselves can be unjust. A war aimed at 

dominating the free, then, would be unjust. Aristotle shows this by revealing that those who 

defend slavery by law have recourse to calling their enemies “barbarians,” which shows the 

simple recourse to law alone is not enough to mollify their sense of justice, even for those 

who do not claim to look for the naturally just. Furthermore, Aristotle also shows that law 

itself, in this case something like international law or the law of nations, can be judged 

according to the authority of nature. Finally, war, which we might think is in the realm of 

necessity, is not outside justice. As Aristotle argues, we would pray for submissive slaves so 

that citizens would be free to engage in the more noble activities of ruling politically and 

engaging in warfare. And yet, by showing that a war to acquire slaves can and must be in 

accord with justice, Aristotle teaches us that we cannot allow our prayer to justify acquiring 

slaves at any cost. Sparta’s despotic rule over its neighbors comes at the cost of its own 

citizens’ living well.  

Aristotle’s account of the city according to prayer reveals that the political 

community cannot ignore foreign relations. So important is this to the health of the city that 
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Aristotle even casts the common life of the political community in terms of how it relates to 

other political communities. For example, a city must rule those who are free in a political 

fashion, and those who are slavish in a despotic way. This comes as a surprise, for when 

Aristotle first introduces the possibility of living virtuously, it is clear that means living 

politically, in the sense of looking to the good of one’s own political community. Without 

that political common good, how can we learn to rule those outside our community with 

justice? When we seek the cause that that justice enters into our consideration of war, we see 

that Aristotle points to nothing other than natural justice, or what we owe another human 

being by virtue of the sort of soul he possesses, regardless of what the laws may say. Natural 

justice, then, would appear to be a justice to which the political community must conform 

itself if it is to engage in virtuous foreign relations. Thus the political common good is not 

sufficient for a good human life; the laws and the good to which they are ordered could be 

aimed at despotism. It is by considering the political community in the light of how it rules 

others, and how it measures itself to nature, that we can begin to see how a just hegemony 

and a truly good political community is possible. 

Natural justice reveals only the natural slave is to be ruled despotically. The corollary 

to this is that the free are not to be ruled despotically, but rather politically. This amounts to 

something like a strict principle of practical reasoning for Aristotle—the free are not to be 

mastered, if one wishes to live well. Further, we remember that there are other actions that 

Aristotle claims are by nature unjust and therefore cannot be done virtuously, such as 

adultery, theft, and murder.58 These are, notably, the same actions that make a person just or 

                                                 
58 1107a10-15. 
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unjust, because they are done toward another.59 But one can never do these things well, for 

as Aristotle points out, the adulterous man is always “in error” when he commits adultery. 

There is no right spouse, right time, or right manner in which one may invade or 

compromise the friendship of husband and wife.60 Aristotle, then, is quite aware that there 

can be bad laws or customs, such as a custom to promote theft. Although this custom could 

cultivate self-reliance, it actually cultivates injustice by encouraging the taking of another 

person’s possessions and thus interfering with the friendship that would lead one to trust a 

fellow citizen. Murder, or “man-killing,” can have no place in a well-ordered political 

community because it is diametrically opposed to the affection that is the root of good 

political life. Thus natural justice plays a larger role in his political thought than Aristotle’s 

brief description may have made it appear. Not only does Aristotle unambiguously condemn 

dominating free people, he also condemns acts like murder and theft, as practices that can 

have no place in healthy civic life. And so we should think that just as a political community 

cannot both be just and dominate the free, so it also cannot murder or steal from those who 

do not belong to the political community. 

Thus, our first investigation into natural justice as an authority reveals what we ought 

not to do if we wish to be just toward those outside the political community. We cannot 

engage in mastering those who do not merit it, nor can we murder, steal, or be home-

wreckers. We can understand why those who argued that the political community should 

rule only itself and should avoid contact with other regimes thought that engaging in political 

                                                 
59 Although it is also the case that there are passions which can never be called good, such as envy, 

spitefulness, and shamelessness.  

60 It is worth pointing that Aristotle is well aware that husband and wife may not particularly care for 
each other. He observes that childless couples break apart more easily that those with children, as the child is 
the common good of both. 
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rule over others would be disadvantageous. War, the main instrument of foreign political 

rule, and its spoil, can often be unjust. Why would one engage in active foreign relations, if 

one did not seek the external goods that traditionally come with conquest, as the Spartans 

did? Does natural justice give us only negative precepts? And thus, would active foreign 

relations simply be matters of necessity rather than opportunities for nobility? In the next 

chapter, I will consider political rule in foreign relations for the purpose of nobility and 

discuss the possibility that foreign rule is in fact an aspect of prudence and an expression of 

nobility and human happiness. First, however, it is worth looking at other interpretations of 

natural justice. 

 
Another Interpretation of Aristotle 

 
In the argument above, natural justice plays a key role in illuminating how Aristotle 

can describe foreign relations as being in the realm of just and noble things, while preserving 

his earlier account of justice, prudence, and virtue as a whole as something dependent on the 

regime. Justice and prudence take their bearings from the political common good, a good 

that binds together the citizens of the political community, which entails that one cannot be 

just or prudent without friends of some sort. The raises the problem of what it means to be 

virtuous outside the regime, especially in the realm of foreign affairs. Aristotle answers by 

noting that there is a kind of friendship which exists between all those who are capable of 

sharing in law and justice—being human is the basis of a kind of community, and it turns 

out there is a justice which governs that community. It further turns out that the political 

common good of any regime can aim at the wrong thing by not being in accord with this 

natural justice. Thus Aristotle blames the regimes of the Spartans and Cretans for not 

following natural justice, insofar as they aim at mastering free people. The authority of 

nature stands above the authority of the political community itself—the political community 
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cannot aim at whatever good its members please; that good must accord with natural justice, 

which entails considering what is owed to other human beings, whatever the law of the 

particular political community may say. 

Given the importance of natural justice to my argument, and given the significance 

of Aristotle’s discussion for modern international law (especially his implicit condemnation 

of a law of war which allows for enslaving the conquered, whether they are free or servile) it 

is worth considering other interpretations of natural justice. Most notably, Bernard Yack has 

argued against the notion that natural justice is an authority for the laws that human beings 

use to live their lives. Yack asserts that if natural justice is a “higher standard” by which 

human law is to be judged, it follows that for every human situation there is some 

“inherently” correct action which must be done according to natural justice, rather than 

mere human justice. Instead of this standard, Yack’s Aristotelian natural justice refers to 

“kinds of judgment,” in particular judgments that are particularly important and “naturally” 

arise in any given political community.61 

To support his claim, Yack notes three characteristics of natural justice: it is a species 

of political justice, it truly does exist by nature, and it is equally as mutable as “conventional” 

justice. Yack understands himself to depart from all previous commentators on Aristotle by 

accurately keeping these three notions together consistently. In particular, Yack accuses St. 

Thomas Aquinas of identifying “Aristotle’s conception of natural right with his own 

conception of an eternal, immutable, natural law,” and believes that other, later, 

commentators such as Leo Strauss or Harry Jaffa are too much like Aquinas despite their 

                                                 
61 Bernard Yack, “Natural Right and Aristotle’s Understanding of Justice,” 233. 
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best efforts.62 If Aquinas does not understand Aristotle, then where did he go wrong? Yack 

argues that since natural and legal justice are both “equally changeable,” change has nothing 

to do with the difference between the two species of political justice. Instead, when we 

remember that natural justice has nothing to do with “rules,” Yack argues, but rather kinds 

of judgment, we can bring together all of the three characteristics of natural justice.63 To 

prove his thesis, Yack claims that what is truly specifically different about natural justice is 

the kind of judgment we bring to bear: good judgment rather than mere agreement. This in 

turn bears on whether or not the question at hand concerns an indifferent matter, because 

Aristotle distinguishes legal justice from natural justice based on this determination. Yack 

thus thinks that what really sets natural justice apart from legal justice is how we feel.64 We 

cannot, Yack argues, be indifferent about questions regarding murder or the fundamental 

character of the regime, whereas we are indifferent as to which side of the road we drive on, 

or how many animals we should sacrifice to Brasidas.65 

Yack tries to demonstrate this difference by pointing out that Aristotle claims that it 

is “easy” to distinguish natural justice from political justice. Elsewhere, as Yack points out, 

Aristotle has shown that knowing how to act justly is quite difficult, so to think that natural 

justice is easily discernible would be at odds with the inherent difficulty of being just.66 

                                                 
62 Ibid, 235n10. For Aquinas’ discussion, see Commentary on Nicomachean Ethics, §1016-1034. As I 

mention below, Yack’s description of Aquinas’ treatment of Aristotle’s natural right is inaccurate. 

63 Ibid, 218-220. 

64 Ibid, 223. Yack says that some judgments require us to discern the intrinsic value of particular 
action. But if there is no standard of intrinsic value, then I am at a loss as to what guidepost he has in mind 
other than our feelings. 

65 Although, following his reading of Aristotle, we would no longer feel indifferently about which side 
of the road to drive on or the sacrifices to Brasidas once an agreement had been reached. 

66 Ibid, 221. 
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Likewise, the majority of regimes, especially those praised by the Greeks, aim at the mastery 

of the free.  Yack also believes that his interpretation of Aristotle’s conception of natural 

justice shows that natural justice can never conflict with legal justice. Indeed, his claim is that 

Aristotle shows us that appeals to natural law over civic law, as found in the Rhetoric, are 

merely self-serving.67 So what is natural justice? Yack seems to think it is nothing other than 

the human being’s capacity for political deliberation and participation asserting itself; there 

are some issues so important that we all must consider them. But natural justice gives no 

answer as to what we should decide, because natural justice is not a standard.68  

To defend his original interpretation of Aristotle, Yack attempts to dispose of those 

various parts of the Aristotelian corpus that do not fit well with his version of Aristotle. 

Although his interpretation of Rhetoric undoubtedly raises important questions about 

Aristotle’s political thought, it is particularly his understanding of the question of natural 

slavery on which I wish to dwell. Yack argues that the question of natural slavery is more 

about judging whose capacities allow them full participation in the political community. He 

concludes that such judgments, and not without reason, would be relatively “rare,” and 

would not conflict with conventional justice.  The questions that beset natural slavery would 

not entail using “higher standards” of nature to which judgments should conform.69  

                                                 
67 Yack, 225-226. Yack’s argument is difficult to follow here. He seems to assume that because 

rhetoric aims at persuasion, we do not need to think that the widespread opinion that there is a natural law is 
true—after all, it is the opinion of the “unrefined,” according to Yack. But this is to assume that the unrefined 
do not have access at all to practical reason. 

68 I have avoided using the term “standard” to describe natural justice precisely because I believe Yack 
is correct that we should not think of natural justice as rules. On the other hand, I have used “authority” 
because it seems to be me that human beings must take their bearings from nature, although that may mean 
different things in different circumstances. 

69 Yack, 229-231. 
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The problem lies in the fact that Aristotle’s discussion of natural slavery is intimately 

connected to an inquiry about the justice of war. And as we have seen in the previous 

chapters, Aristotle thinks that questions of war are fundamental and constant for the 

political community. Wondering about natural slavery is not simply a question about who 

should be accorded full citizenship, as Yack seems to suppose, but rather, and perhaps more 

importantly, also a question about which other political communities will be subordinated to 

the good of our own, a question that persistently faced both Athens and Sparta.70 

Given the problem of war, which Yack does not acknowledge, we should also 

examine how he conceptualizes questions about the just. For Yack, the just merely means 

the judgment we make about certain actions. In the first chapter of this dissertation, 

however, I brought out the external character of the just: The just is found in the actions we 

perform with regard to others, and not with regard to what we think, and especially not with 

regard to how we feel. The just is something objective, insofar as it has to do with something 

real between people, and is not merely a reflection of their subjective feelings about the 

significance of what lies between them. And so Aristotle can say that the Spartans really do 

owe something to those who are weaker than they but capable of deliberating, namely, 

political rule rather than despotism. Yack’s interpretation of natural justice makes Aristotle’s 

discussion of Sparta meaningless, largely because he entirely reinterprets what “the just” is. 

For that matter, justice could not be an issue in the debate between Diodotus and Cleon, for 

whatever the Athenian assembly decided would be just.71 Furthermore, if Yack were correct, 

70 Although it is also the case that much of Politics is about the wealthy and the poor trying to rule each 
other despotically, in which case the question of slavery, freedom, and nature would also be quite important. 

71 This is reminiscent of Aristotle’s wry remark, “By Zeus! It was resolved in a just fashion by the 
authoritative element!” Although Yack argues at length as to why his argument does not simply place the 
mantle of justice upon whatever a judge or legislator decides, his argument is mysterious. He says that unjust 
decision are the sorts of decisions that the just man would never make, such as take the wealth of the rich. We 
seek, he says, the judgment of justly disposed individuals. He insists that this does not reintroduce natural right 
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then there would be no justice between political communities, for as Aristotle notes, political 

communities seek to be ruled justly, but do not seek justice for others. Yack ended up giving 

us an Aristotle who says very little, and certainly nothing of value, about justice between 

political communities. The problem of war leads us to reject Yack’s position. 

 
Conclusion 

 
Being faced with the question of justice and virtue existing between political 

communities, we became aware that the political community can not be the highest arbiter 

of what is just and good. On the contrary, the political community is bound by an authority 

that is higher than its own. Aristotle locates this higher authority in nature, indicating that the 

justice governing the foreign relations of the political community is located in nature itself. 

And since we know that justice follows law, it is not surprising that in the Rhetoric Aristotle 

reveals that there is a natural law that would seem to express that justice. By paying attention 

to Aristotle’s teaching on war, we thus see the importance of natural justice in his teaching, 

and how it runs through his entire political thinking. We have also seen that our first look at 

Aristotle’s teaching about natural justice tells us what we should not do: Do not murder, do 

not commit adultery, do not master free human beings. What remains is to investigate what 

it means to rule the “international whole” politically, and how that rule contributes to the life 

of nobility and virtue.

                                                 
as a standard, but it is unclear why the justly disposed individual cannot decide whatever he likes if there is no 
truth about what is just and unjust to which our opinions must conform. Ibid, 233.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT 
 

Political Rule Among Nations 
 
 
Human beings as political animals find their perfection and happiness in the 

common life of friends who live a life of virtue within the political community. Although the 

political community is meant to be self-sufficient, meaning that no other community or set 

of goods meets the requirements for full human flourishing, Aristotle reminds us that war 

intrudes upon this happy and fulfilling political life. Indeed, he maintains not only that war 

disrupts the normal, stable life of the community, but that the happiness and “perfect” life 

most human beings pursue is the domination of other political communities. Aiming at 

domination requires the virtues of war, especially courage. Thus war itself becomes the 

primary means of expressing the perfection of human nature. But as Aristotle points out, 

those Greeks most renowned for their courage, the Spartans, did not embrace courage for 

the sake of nobility, but merely for the external goods that victory brings, such as reducing 

foreign peoples to slavery. Setting aside the domineering nature of most international 

politics, even the most pacific of political communities must be aware of the perpetual 

danger that comes from other, less well-meaning regimes, whether due to differences in 

regime, pleonexia, hubris, or fear. Because political life is entangled in questions of war and 

foreign relations, whether as a way to express its nobility or simply to allow the city to 

survive, any competent political theory must account for these pressing issues.  

Political theory also frequently concerns itself with the question of the best regime, 

and so an additional concern for foreign relations is added to the basic need for safety; 

Aristotle investigates not only how the city according to prayer would order itself with regard 
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to its own members, but also with regard to other political communities around it. Integral 

questions facing the political philosopher investigating the best way of life for the city, then, 

are whether or not the political community should be a hegemonic power, whether or not it 

should rule other political communities, and whether or not it should seek an empire. It is 

not surprising, then, to see an awareness of and concern for war and the ways in which it 

affects political life throughout Aristotle’s work. We saw that his chief concern in the bulk of 

the Politics was the problem of war changing the regime of the political community, the 

problem of tyrannical hegemons, and the persistent need for any well-ordered political 

community to defend itself against other, possibly more powerful, political communities. But 

in the last part of the Politics, Aristotle takes up the question of what way of life among other 

political communities the regime according to prayer would pursue. The answer is not 

philosophic isolation, nor is it simply the exercise of power over other political communities. 

Aristotle’s position entails at least two conclusions, namely, that the exercise of justice does 

not end at the borders of the political community, and that it is possible to exercise political 

rule, and thus prudence, over those who do not belong to the same political community.  

While the last chapter investigated how it is that justice, and thus virtue, can be 

exercised outside the regime toward those with whom there is little common human law, this 

chapter will examine the possibilities of prudence and political rule in the international 

whole. First, I will discuss rule in general, and political rule in particular, for a glimpse of 

what Aristotle must have in mind when he speaks about political rule between political 

communities. Aristotle understands every sort of relationship where two or more people 

have a common end as some kind of ruling and being ruled. Foreign relations are no 

different. Since prudence is the virtue of the political ruler, and Aristotle argues that there 
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can be non-despotic rule in foreign relations, it follows that prudence as rule over the free 

can be exercised outside the borders of the political community. 

I will also discuss the nature of political rule in the international whole more 

specifically, linking Aristotle’s description of rule to the work of two IR theorists, Hedley 

Bull and Raymond Aron. Because Aristotle’s discussion of rule requires a community in 

which the ruling and being ruled can take place, this raises the question of what kind of 

whole the international community comprises, and what kind of common good its rule 

would seek. 

Finally, I will discuss a dialectical consideration of political rule among political 

communities by considering the idea of a “supreme emergency” proffered by Michael 

Walzer. A prudent statesman is the leader who seeks the true good of his own political 

community, which entails acting justly and nobly toward other political communities. 

Foreign relations so conceived, in fact, are a part of human happiness. Because the political 

community first of all seeks its own happiness, for the common good it seeks is a good 

shared amongst its own citizens, we can maintain the description of the just citizen Aristotle 

gives us, namely, one who seeks the political common good shared by his fellow citizens. 

This necessitates a reconsideration of the political common good, and why it still is 

preeminent amongst the goods that statesmen properly seek, even though political rule 

among nations would seem to imply the search for a good greater than that of one political 

community. While political rule is possible over those who are not members of one’s own 

political community, external rule is not qualitatively the same as the rule of citizens amongst 

each other—indeed it cannot be. While a noble political life involves external rule, external 

rule does not replace the need for the regime to be finely ordered with regard to itself and 



220 
 

the members of its own political community; neither does such rule mean that the political 

good sought by the statesman is not the highest good of the political community. 

 
Rule and Political Rule 

 
In book one, chapter five of the Politics, Aristotle considers rule generally, in order to 

describe the different kinds of rule and to distinguish political rule from the rest as a matter 

of particular interest. He starts with the basic difference between rule over the free and rule 

over the servile. “Ruling and being ruled” Aristotle writes, “belong not only among things 

necessary but also among things advantageous.”1 Rule is something that necessarily happens 

within an ordered whole, as we shall see below, but it is not only “necessary.” It is also 

“advantageous (sumpheronton)” and thus a genuine good for people to engage in, rather than a 

task that circumstances have forced upon us.2 Aristotle then claims that “from birth” beings 

“diverge;” some tend toward being ruled, and others tend toward ruling. Thus, inequality 

seems to be part of the very structure of the world. Aristotle makes the point that not all 

ruling is equal, either, “for the work performed over the better is better, and whenever 

something rules and something is ruled there is a certain work belonging to these together.”3 

Thus ruling and being ruled are not so much totally distinct works, but different parts of a 

single work making up a complex whole. Aristotle continues, “for whatever is constituted 

out of a number of things—whether continuous or discrete—and becomes a single common 

thing always displays a ruling and a ruled element; this is something that animate things 

                                                 
1 1254a21-23. Archein kai archesthai 

2 This would seem to be the case both because of the goods that come about through rule, and also 
because rule is the operation of virtue itself. 

3 1254a26-28. 
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derive from all of nature, for even things that do not share in life there is a sort of rule, for 

example harmony.” 

When something common is established out of a number of elements, whatever the 

character of those elements (say, notes, soldiers, or the parts of an animal), rule must take 

place. Aristotle points out that living things show this as well as all other parts of nature. If 

the human being is a political animal, it is also the case that all of nature is comprised of 

beings who are ruled in some way. Aristotle even shows that music participates in ruling, as 

some tones must rule and guide the whole.4 Aristotle leaves off investigating the whole of 

nature and focuses on living creatures, by showing that within animals we immediately see 

ruling and ruled, because “the animal is the first thing constituted out of a soul and body, of 

which one is the ruling element by nature, and the other is the ruled.”5 Thus, within music, 

the body and the soul, and apparently any other ordered whole made up of parts either 

discrete or continuous, we find ruling and being ruled. Ordered wholes are not possible 

without ruling. 

Aristotle then introduces the manner in which the elements of the human being 

participate in ruling and being ruled. “The soul rules the body with the rule characteristic of a 

master, while intellect rules appetite with political and kingly rule.”6 Thus we begin to see 

why it is that the master rules the slave despotically—because the slave is nothing other than 

a body, while the soul belongs to the master. On the other hand, the passions, which can 

listen to reason, are ruled politically. Why is this so? We know that on one hand, the body, in 

4 Cf. Molly Gustin, Tonality (New York: Philosophical Library, 1969).  Gustin’s thesis is that whenever 
more than one tone is heard, one tone is “dominant” or, we might say, rules. 

5 It is not clear why Aristotle refers to animals rather than plants “as the first thing constituted out of 
body and soul.” It may be because animals have locomotion while plants do not. 

6 1254b4-8. 
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itself, is not the principle of any properly human act; acts of the body such as digestion are 

not things that make us good or bad humans. What makes us good or bad depends either on 

our actions, which can be just or unjust, or on our dispositions, which can be greedy, angry, 

lustful, and so forth. The passions must be ruled by phronesis, producing virtue, and insofar 

as a human being is virtuous, his acts and dispositions will be good. Because the passions can 

be the cause of actions (for they along with the intellect rule the body despotically) they are 

not completely dependent on the intellect to move human beings. Thus we see that political 

rule, as opposed to despotic rule, deals with those subjects that are themselves principles of 

action. And so we begin to see why it is that political rule has to do with the free rather than 

the servile—for as Aristotle has described them, true or natural slaves can do nothing 

without their masters. The passions are free to cause action whether the intellect commands 

the action or not, and thus are more like citizens than slaves. The passions of the soul thus 

reveal a natural liberty found within the soul, and the genesis of the rule appropriate to that 

natural liberty.7 

We know that rule comes about when many elements come together to perform 

some common work. The corollary of this statement is that the ruling and ruled elements 

must both participate in that common work. A clear example Aristotle uses is the common 

work of human beings in being good: All the elements of the human beings are drawn to 

that good, but all are directed toward that good through the intellect which rules some parts 

of the human being despotically, and other parts politically. Thus we can say that rule is 

primarily direction toward the work in which all the elements participate, or in other words, 

the common good of the complex whole. It is also clear that some common work is better 

                                                 
7 McCoy, 44-46. 
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than others; as was noted above, the work of the free is nobler than the work of the servile, 

so that rule over the free is noble, rule over the slavish is the opposite. Freedom makes the 

work of politics noble insofar as human beings freely participate in the common life of the 

political community and look to the common good. The freedom to engage in politics is so 

important that Aristotle sees it as the sufficient condition for political rule. We can see this, 

again, from the example of the parts of the human soul. The appetites are not the equal of 

reason, at least in terms of dignity, and yet they are ruled politically rather than despotically. 

Aristotle points out that in this case, royal rule and political rule are more or less the same. A 

free people requires political rule, even if its members are not equal to one another or the 

ruling element. Equality, then, is not necessary for noble politics.  

Aristotle’s association of royal with political rule here—although he usually clearly 

distinguishes them8—points to the free nature of the people who make up the political 

community. Given the free nature of human beings, we must consider again why human 

beings live together, recalling Aristotle’s account of the genesis of the political community. 

All communities are formed for the sake of fulfilling needs and achieving some level of 

sufficiency not possessed before.9 Free human beings, in particular, come together for the 

sake of more than the daily needs of life.10 As Aristotle writes, a political community 

“reaches a level of self-sufficiency, so to speak; and while coming into being for the sake of 

living, it exists for the sake of living well.”11 This is the ultimate reason free human beings 

form communities together; ruling and being ruled is not just necessary, it is advantageous to 

8 1254b5. Political and royal rule are usually distinguished. 

9 Ibid, 1252a30-1252b15.  

10 Unlike slaves, which are included in community for the sake of fulfilling daily needs of life. 

11 1252b28 
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them in a sense that is more profound than convenience and survival.  Outside of the 

political community, a human being is too alone to pursue his own good—not only that, but, 

given the argument of previous chapters, he could not even begin to act justly or prudently, 

and so could not hope to live a fully virtuous life. The solitary man is at the mercy of 

predators, illness, his own physical frailty, his ignorance, his own lack of virtue and other 

solitary human beings.  Anyone who chooses such a life would indeed be “lover of war.” If 

the isolated individual is a lover of war, by implication the political individual is a lover of 

peace. So perhaps we could say, as Aristotle suggests in his discussion of the city according 

to prayer, that the true art of politics is learning how to live in peace rather than war. 

Thus “political,” beyond denoting a human being’s free rather than slavish nature, 

also denotes his natural inclination to be included in an association that allows him to 

exercise that freedom. Thus the human being’s political nature is in fact the root of his 

freedom; freedom and political life, far from being opposed to each other, need each other. 

To recognize human freedom is to recognize that human beings are causes and can ponder 

what it is they should cause. The answer is nothing other than perfect virtue. And so the self-

movement of the free man is for the sake of becoming more perfect. Motion toward 

perfection is possible only in the context of other people, however, whether family, friends, 

or other citizens. The human without the political community is like a god (already perfect) 

or a beast (doomed not to have the perfections of human nature), but probably much more 

like a beast.12 

Aristotle argues that “justice simply” exists between the members of a political 

community. Who are such members? He writes, “And this [justice simply] exists among 

                                                 
12 1253a29, 1253a5. And thus, a human being who was somehow able to be good and virtuous 

without the political context would have to be, in some way, divine. 
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those who share a life in common with a view to being self-sufficient, who are free and 

equal, either in accord with a proportion or arithmetically.”13 Thus, the criteria for the 

activity of politics are a community of people that can attain self-sufficiency with respect to 

daily needs, and who have a relationship distinct from that of children toward parents or 

slaves toward masters. Furthermore, a true political community is made up of free people 

who are capable of moving themselves and do not need to be moved by another, the way a 

slave is moved. 

Aristotle also includes equality as a criterion for politics, although it is not clear what 

he means by this. The problem of equality is compounded when he notes that the political 

community necessarily has many different kinds of human beings.14Aristotle’s best 

practicable regime, polity, is made up of oligarchs and democrats, although there may also be 

a place for aristocrats.15 The city is made up of artisans, military men, farmers, the wealthy, 

the poor, and the virtuous. Given the various kinds of human being and subsequent obvious 

inequalities, whether in regard to wealth, number, or virtue, it is difficult to see how Aristotle 

can require equality in a political community. If we recall that the relation of the ruler to the 

ruled implies superiority to inferiority, a possible solution presents itself. What distinguishes 

polity from oligarchy, democracy, or kingship is that all have a share in ruling. All are actual 

or potential rulers and none is permanently superior to his fellows. 

This interpretation of “equality” would mean that individual members of the political 

community would have an equal capacity for freedom. First, all members would need to at 

13 Nicomachean Ethics, 1134a25-28. 

14 Politics 1261a28. 

15 1295a25, 1280a10. It is worth pointing out that Aristotle seems to think that polity is in some way 
the regime closest to aristocracy. 
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least have the capacity to possess prudence, the special virtue of the ruler.16 This way, the 

most serious inequality with respect to who rules in the political community is overcome. 

While other heterogeneous goods, such as wealth or numbers, have some legitimate claim to 

rule, no good is more legitimate than the possession of prudence. Second, the regime must 

make it possible for citizens to exercise their prudence. A regime that places too many 

barriers or checks on the citizen’s action would be infringing on his freedom. Obviously 

there must be rule of law and compulsion to some extent; nonetheless it is important to 

appreciate the importance of the possibility of self-rule.17  

Now that we have considered the terms “political” and “rule” more generally in 

themselves, we can turn to considering what Aristotle means by “political rule.” Since the 

end of practical wisdom generally is the good, it is worthwhile considering the good at which 

political rule aims, especially by contrasting it with the goods at which the other kinds of rule 

aim. Aristotle distinguishes political rule from the rule of a household or rule over a slave 

while noting that some political thinkers hold that the same sort of rule guides all of these 

partnerships.18 This is an easy mistake to make; since rule is the direction of a multitude, it 

seems that there could be a general science of it. Whether or not such a science exists, 

Aristotle observes that as the multitude differs, so the good pursued differs, and as the good 

differs the kind of rule needed to attain it also changes.19 For example, he argues that the 

master pursues his own good essentially, and the good of the slave incidentally. He writes, 

                                                 
16 1277b25. Aristotle also argues that none of the citizens will be outstanding in virtue and prudence 

individually, but will, together, be more prudent than a single ruler. 1281b3. 

17 See also McCoy, 53. 

18 Politics 1252a10. 

19 See Thomas Aquinas Commentary on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, §6. 
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“Mastery, in spite of the same thing being in truth advantageous both to the slave by nature 

and to the master by nature, is still rule with a view to the advantage of the master primarily, 

and with a view to that of the slave accidentally.”20 If there is a common good between 

master and slave, it is of a tenuous and indirect kind. If one wished to say there was a good 

of the community of master and slave (or slaves), it would be located in the good of an 

individual, the master. However, the other part of household rule is precisely the opposite: 

rule for the sake of the ruled. As Aristotle argues, “…household management is either for 

the sake of the ruled or for the sake of something common in both—in itself it is for the 

sake of the ruled, as we see in the case of the other arts such as medicine and gymnastic, but 

accidentally it may be for [the sake of the rulers] themselves.”21 Thus the parents of a family 

rule primarily with an eye toward the good of their children, and incidentally benefit 

themselves. Again, there is a common good, but the good is primarily sought for the 

“inferior” parts of the multitude. 

Aristotle then uses the two kinds of rule found in the household to distinguish good 

regimes from bad regimes. On one hand, bad regimes look to the good of the ruler, and thus 

are examples of mastery. These regimes are bad precisely because the political multitude is 

made up of free human beings and not slaves; the good to be sought in such a situation 

should be the common good, and not the good of an individual. The good regimes, on the 

other hand, rule for the sake of the common good, and are more akin to the rule of parents 

over the family rather than master over slave. Nonetheless, the family and the political 

community are fundamentally distinct wholes with distinct ends, and thus distinct activities. 

                                                 
20 1278b35. 

21 1279a1. 
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The family is an inherently hierarchical community; the parents rule themselves politically, 

presumably by taking part in ruling in different ways and not taking turns or changing roles, 

and they rule their children royally. The political community, however, is made up of free 

citizens who are equal insofar as they are capable of being prudent. Rule, while ordered, is 

not inherently so, for rule can be shared on the basis of law. Order can be based on 

convention rather than inherent characteristics. Furthermore, the political community is 

made up of adults capable of exercising reason, and not of children. Insofar as they can 

exercise reason, all members are equal and so in this capacity for self-governance through 

reason, the relation of the ruler to the ruled is not one of superior to inferior. This is not to 

say that a particular citizen’s reason always moves him, but rather that it has the capacity to 

do so.22 The equality of the members of the political community allows for there to be a 

good that is shared equally by all and is not found primarily in either ruler or ruled—the first 

possibility of a genuine common good. 

The end that political rule strives for is a genuine common good that is essentially 

located in all, because the members of the community are free and equal. It is this freedom 

and equality that lead to the next salient point about political rule, namely, that it is 

participatory. As Aristotle considers the advantages and disadvantages of absolute kingship, 

he notes the cases in which the citizens are all similar. He writes,  

For in the case of persons similar by nature, justice and merit must 

necessarily be the same according to nature; and so if it is harmful for their 

bodies if unequal persons have equal sustenance and clothing, it is also in 

what pertains to honors, and similarly therefore if equal persons have what is 

unequal. Hence it is no more just to rule than to be ruled, and it is therefore 

just [that they rule and be ruled] by turns.23 

                                                 
22 1260a10. Reason could not move the slave, as he does not have the capacity for prudence. 

23 1287a12-16. 
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Among those who are generally equal, none has a claim to an unequal share in rule. 

Thus all members must take part in rule in some way. In the case the passage brings forward, 

the suggestion is that each member should take a turn at rule, and that there should be a law 

governing succession. Although this is one case of political rule, and perhaps a very desirable 

one for a polity, Aristotle makes it clear that there is no simple way of describing how it is 

that political rule is participatory. For example, he claims that the husband and wife of a 

family rule each other politically, and yet it is unlikely that the man and wife change places.24 

Rather, they somehow aid each other in ruling the family, each filling separate offices that 

together make up the common good of the whole.25 Ruling and being ruled does not 

necessitate actually alternating and holding every office, but rather doing one’s part and 

affecting the decisions another makes.26 

Saying that all have some claim to rule does not solve every dispute. Most titles to 

political authority are at least partially just, whether it be the multitude of free and equal 

democrats, the wealth of the oligarchs, or the virtue of the genuine aristocrats. Aristotle 

notes that:  

All fasten on a certain sort of justice, but proceed only to a certain 

point, and do not speak of the whole of justice in its authoritative sense. For 

example justice is held to be equality, and it is, but for equals and not for all; 

and inequality is held to be just and is indeed, but for unequals and not for 

all; but they disregard this element of persons and judge badly.27 

                                                 
24 1259b40. 

25 1277b14-26. Aristotle describes the relationship as the man acquiring and the woman guarding, in 
his longer discussion explaining the different ways virtue will manifest itself in a complex whole. 

26 Nichols, 29. Nichols notes that most scholars are bewildered at Aristotle characterizing the 
relationship between husband and wife as “political”. She argues persuasively that this means political rule is a 
flexible term that generally means respecting the freedom of another. 

27 1280a10. 
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The reason for the nearly interminable dispute is that each faction really does hit on 

something just and political about its claim. The wealthy are correct in noticing that the city 

is superior to the household at least partly due to greater material prosperity, perhaps 

because the wealthy have amassed material possessions; the poor are right to notice that the 

political community is not made up of parents and children but rather free and equal human 

beings. The difficulty of assessing these goods and weighing them lies in their heterogeneous 

character: each of these goods is in itself necessary for the political community to exist, but 

taken together they are incommensurable. One cannot truly measure the claim of the 

democrat against the oligarch, at least on their own terms—each needs the other. This does 

not mean that the question as to who rules is entirely unsolvable, for the greatest claim on 

political authority comes from those who genuinely possess the virtue of prudence and thus 

care for the common good. 

We should not be surprised that the concept of political rule expands yet again. The 

political community is necessarily made up of different kinds of human beings, each of 

whom may bring a good to the community. The acquisition of these goods does indeed give 

each kind of man a claim of authority. The reality of difference in the city forces us to realize 

that political rule cannot be simply egalitarian; political rule has to take into account 

differences and the inequality that comes with differences. This can be seen in the way 

Aristotle at times collapses political rule with aristocratic rule and royal rule—they are, in a 

sense, species of the same sort of ruling, namely rule over free human beings. Thus, although 

political rule is above all else directing free and equal human beings toward the common 

good, some forms of inequality are necessary. Political rule reflects the reality of difference 

and the justice that flows from that difference, while insisting on the equal capacity of all 

members to rule and move themselves.  
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We can see, then, that political rule is a wide-ranging concept that allows for each 

member of the community to exercise prudence. At the same time political rule recognizes 

differences among members and allows for different activities and ruling based on those 

differences. As Aristotle notices, the man acquires and the woman preserves. Aristotle 

accounts for differences by allowing for the real order of ruler and ruled, but qualifies this 

order in a way unlike the order of master and slave. It cannot be forgotten that the political 

community is primarily a community of free and equal members. As I argued above, they are 

free in that they can rule themselves, and are equal insofar as they possess such a capacity.28 

This, however, does not at all necessitate purely egalitarian politics, because simple equality 

would remove all difference as well. 

 
Political Rule and Foreign Relations 

 
What does this rich conception of political rule reveal to us, especially considering 

that Aristotle connects the notion of political rule with just foreign relations? Given the 

complexity and ambiguity of political rule, it seems that there could be many ways that this 

kind of rule could be exercised in an international setting. In the first place, Aristotle seems 

to think that political rule is fundamentally rule proper to those who are free, and equal in 

their capacity for freedom. What thus distinguishes political rule from the other kinds of rule 

is the kind of subject that is being ruled by the ruler, namely, one who is not naturally 

subordinated. This entails rule for the sake of the common good, as the equality and 

freedom of the political community demand a rule that benefits all. This can be distinguished 

both from parental rule, which is for the sake of the ruled, and from mastery, which is for 

the sake of the ruler.  

                                                 
28 Cf. McCoy, 61. 
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Nonetheless, although Aristotle argues that properly political rule is for the sake of 

all equally, seeks a genuine common good, and is characteristic of the correct regimes, his 

thoughts on kingship reveal that even the distinction between royal rule and political rule is 

not as sharp as we might think. The king, to be called a king, must somehow stand in 

relation to the ruled as a parent to his children. Thus even though the king is ruling over a 

political multitude, a group of people capable of sharing in law and justice, he himself may 

stand outside the political community and benefit it, without receiving any benefit himself 

for ruling.29  In this case, political rule means ruling for the sake of the ruled. Because the 

king does not participate in the political community, but stands outside it, his rule does not 

serve a good common between himself and his subjects, but only his subjects. Aristotle 

suggests that a king can be a sort of external cause of the political community’s common 

good, as a general is the cause of the order within an army.30 Thus, in the most general sense, 

political rule could mean any sort of rule that is suited for the free, whether a genuine 

common good or rule for the sake of the ruled. The proper good of the free is the end of 

politics, whether the ruler is similar to the ruled or the ruler is far superior to the ruled. 

We can see, then, why Aristotle speaks of political rule over other political 

communities as ruling for the sake of the ruled. One of the ends of war that the regime 

according to prayer should aim at is hegemony for the purpose of “benefiting the ruled” 

unlike those who seek “mastery over everyone.”31 Although the example of kingship makes 

clear to us that we need not be speaking of a common good, such as the shared object of 

                                                 
29 1285b5-20, although at 1287b38 Aristotle distinguishes a people fit for kingship and a people fit for 

politics. 

30 Metaphysics, beginning of book X 

31 1331b41 
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love that constitutes the tie of political friendship, nonetheless we do know from the very 

beginning of the Politics that the fundamental distinction in rule lies in rule over the free and 

rule over the servile. The regime according to prayer, then, is to aim at hegemony over other 

political communities, not for the sake of mastering those communities, as slaves, but rather 

for the sake of leading them as free peoples. This hegemony should remind us of kingship, 

because of the language of ruling for the sake of the ruled, rather than for the common 

good, indicating that the hegemonic political community is like a king amongst its neighbors 

and possibly beyond. This, in turn, would mean that the hegemonic political community 

would need to be superlative in both virtue and equipment, especially equipment in war. As 

the king needs nothing from those whom he rules, so the justly hegemonic political 

community will need to be self-sufficient, capable of defending itself and others without the 

aid of other political communities, and would further be a political community that teaches 

virtue to others. Such a rule, the rule of a kingly political community, would in fact be a 

stabilizing force in the international whole as its power and virtue would keep enemies at 

bay, at least as long as the ruled were willing to acknowledge the superiority of the ruler. This 

relationship points to the ease with which royal government can be exchanged for despotic 

government. Given the difficulty in instituting genuine kingship, it is far more likely that the 

hegemon to be the opposite of the kingly political community, and will instead be much 

more similar to a tyranny.32 

What would the tyrannical political community be like? Its first distinguishing mark 

would be ruling for the sake of its own advantage, rather than the good of the ruled. Further, 

as kingship is the most loved of regimes, we would expect tyrannies to be the most hated 

                                                 
32 1331b5-15. It is worth noting that the power of the hegemon may allow smaller political 

communities to survive. 
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and despised. To prevent this hatred from causing its enemies to try to overthrow it, the 

tyrannical political community, like the kingly political community, must be expert at war, 

and so we should expect its military to be its most honored part.33 This is a large part of 

Aristotle’s critique of Sparta—although it aimed at virtue and justice for itself, and had 

oligarchic, aristocratic, and democratic characteristics and institutions, it was tyrannical in 

relation to other political communities by using its military prowess to deprive them of their 

own goods. Athens itself, even though it was a democracy, also acted tyrannically toward 

other political communities. It destroyed the existing regimes in many political communities, 

and replaced them with democracies, ignoring whether the democratic regimes were actually 

good for the communities in question; likewise the Athenians also reduced the power and 

standing of their allies.  

Athens then stands accused of two injustices against its fellow Greek cities. On one 

hand, it reduced the power of its allies, presumably to safeguard its own position. It also 

instituted democratic regimes indiscriminately, not considering whether those regimes would 

be good for the political communities that had to live under them. These accusations suggest 

that Aristotle has no sympathy for hegemonic political communities using their superior 

power, either diplomatically or strategically, to further their own ends. This lack of sympathy 

is curious, since Athenian statesmen who look to the good of their own political community 

are just by the Aristotelian definition; for they seek the common good, the first notion of 

justice Aristotle introduces us to in the Nicomachean Ethics. Thus the Athenian experience 

puts us face to face with what could be the fundamental problem of international politics, a 

problem contained within Aristotle’s political thought: Do statesmen look to the common 

                                                 
33 1314b20-25, 1324b5-20. 
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good of their city alone, or to some greater common good, that of distinct and separate 

political communities?  

Using an example that Aristotle provides for us may be the best way to approach 

such questions, particularly Aristotle’s qualified condemnation of Athenian hegemony. On 

one hand, he notes that the “second voyage” has a “certain political justice,” presumably 

because in “looking to the common good” a monarchical ruler cannot let any parts “exceed 

proportion,” in the same way that a chorister “with a voice louder and more beautiful than 

the entire chorus” must be excluded from the choir.34 On the other hand, it would be better 

if such steps were not needed. Likewise, Aristotle notes that even though the democracies 

set up by the Athenians were for the sake of Athenian strategic and diplomatic advantages, it 

is not always unjust to replace one regime with another. He gives the example of one 

statesman of a hegemonic political community who set up polities, or “the middling regime,” 

unlike later Athenian and Spartan statesmen. And so we are led to believe that polity, in fact, 

could be a just regime to institute in another city, and itself could be a “second voyage” or a 

“sort of healing” to deal with the factional conflict endemic in regimes that are too oligarchic 

or democratic.35 Again, Aristotle’s claim that while the just things differ from political 

community to political community, because the regimes differ as well, there is nonetheless 

the justice of the “best regime” where the way of life “according to nature” comes to the 

foreground.36 This could be only polity, the regime that statesmen can actually work toward 

instituting, and not only pray for, the regime that is not hamstrung by impossible visions of a 

totally leisured community of soldiers and philosophers. Intervening in the life of another 

                                                 
34 1284b5-15. 

35 1296a38-40 

36 1135a5 
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political community and instituting polity could actually be for the sake of the members of 

the political community itself, as well as for the good of the surrounding cities. It would be a 

case of ruling for the sake of the ruled, and not ruling for the sake of the ruler, and thus the 

act of a kingly hegemonic political community, and not necessarily a tyrannical political 

community.  

That said, it is worth considering why it is, precisely, that Aristotle mostly takes a dim 

view of those who seek to intervene in the life of other political communities. Although 

Aristotle suggests that it would be possible to attempt a “second voyage” for the sake of 

instituting polities, it does not follow that interference with the common life of a political 

community is thereby justified. Because politics is for the sake of free individuals ruling and 

being ruled, moving themselves towards their own political common good, it seems unlikely 

that a foreign rule could be justified. Political rule, after all, depends upon the inherent 

liberty of those who are ruled. A regime interfering in the internal affairs of another well-

ordered community acts like a master, attempting to exercise prudence for someone else. 

Thus, what is often called state sovereignty has a certain likeness to the self-sufficiency of the 

political community seeking its own good through the activity of its own regime.37 Political 

rule among nations, in this sense, respects the possibility of political rule amongst citizens. 

This capacity for political rule, however, is not an end in itself. Freedom is a necessary 

condition of man achieving his end, virtuous living. That freedom, while essential to human 

well-being, is not identical with that well-being, meaning that there can be no absolute rule 

against the inviolability of a political community’s self-rule.38 Self-determination of the 

                                                 
37 Bull, The Anarchical Society, 36-37. As I will argue in the conclusion, state sovereignty insufficiently 

captures the reality of international politics, from Aristotle’s point of view.  

38 Whether there could be a law that might generalize self-rule, in the somewhat dubious form of 
sovereignty, as we see in Article 2 of the United Nations Charter, is another question. 
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political community exists so that its people may rule themselves well.39 If a regime is 

despotic, either against its own people or other regimes, there may be cause to infringe upon 

that regime’s rule. Thus, both the respect for self-rule and the violations thereof stem from 

political rule among nations, in the one case by more powerful political communities acting 

despotically and in the other case royally. 

While it is one thing to institute polities in place of oligarchies or democracies, and 

thus take charge of another political community’s affairs, Aristotle does not appear to have 

any qualms with regard to overthrowing tyrants. Tyrannies, being so opposed to the goods 

of politics, are the enemies of all, including their own subjects.40 Aristotle holds that a tyrant 

rules not by justice but by force, and as they do not hold authority by justice, no one owes 

them allegiance nor do they have the right to rule their own subjects. 

So far, the discussion has been focused on those political communities that have the 

power to act as hegemons. Are there ways of politically ruling in the international whole 

other than through hegemony? Thinking about how a hegemonic political community can 

and should act has bearing for those political communities that are far superior to their 

neighbors in power, if not in virtue. Aristotle, however, does not offer a way of life for those 

political communities other than Athens and Sparta, who apparently must throw their lot in 

with one of the two hegemons. After all, Aristotle’s main discussion of how the city should 

act in the “international whole” is in reference to the city according to prayer, and of course 

we would pray for a powerful military that would allow for foreign political rule. What of 

those political communities that do not have superlative power, or virtue? 

39 I should emphasize that a people ruling itself does not mean that only democracy is a legitimate 
regime. 

40 Aristotle does suggest that a tyrant does not have to be entirely evil, but perhaps only half-evil—he 
does not mean to make an absolute claim on what tyrants will act like in the real world. 1315b1-10. 



238 
 

At first, it would seem that the primary teaching Aristotle recommends would be 

training in war, if not with a view to the political way of life, than at least with a view toward 

not being dominated. As far as Aristotle is concerned, a political community that is unwilling 

to defend its freedom and take necessary precautions against being dominated is scarcely 

worthy of its independence anyway. But this does not mean that weaker political 

communities must simply defy hegemonic political communities and enter into wars they 

would surely lose. As Aristotle explains in the Rhetoric, statesmen must be able to calculate 

military power, both actual and potential, and make alliances with stronger political 

communities that are unlikely to be interested in going to war against them. This strategy 

aims at a kind of balance against those stronger political communities that are likely to go to 

war against their neighbors.41  

Thus, diplomatic maneuvering and strategic alliances with the strong against other 

strong political communities may indeed be advantageous—although notably, Aristotle does 

not place this piece of diplomatic advice in the section on speeches about nobility. Perhaps 

what is good for the political community is not always beautiful, as is achieving hegemony or 

defending itself against all those who would enslave it. Living a free political life is noble 

itself—but diplomatic maneuvering serves only the nobility of living politically instead of 

slavishly. The significance is that Aristotle does not argue that all states should simply try to 

be hegemonic, whatever their capabilities. Rather, “power must be available to match 

actions” and the appropriate actions may simply be to avoid being dominated and avoid 

going to war with the more powerful.42 As noted above, the foundation for any kind of rule 

                                                 
41 1359b35-42. 

42 1327b6 
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possible in the international whole is always military power and the fear or respect that 

accompanies it. As education toward virtue requires force of law, so it would seem that the 

peace of the international whole as the continued existence of separate and independent 

political communities relies on the force of arms to preserve claims to self-rule, and, 

hopefully, the guardianship of a hegemonic power that rules politically. Thus, weaker 

political communities may indeed participate in rule over the international whole, although 

to a lesser extent. 

 
The International Whole 

 
Political rule among nations implies rule that extends to a whole that is beyond the 

limits of any particular political community. Because Aristotle never explicitly mentions a 

whole that includes many different political communities, conceptualizing such a whole may 

be a substantial step away from Aristotle’s thought.43 But Aristotle has already made it clear 

that rule naturally follows the formation of some sort of whole out of either discrete or 

continuous parts.44 Ruling is for the sake of guiding a whole toward a common work, and 

indeed the common work is itself a common good of both the ruler and the ruled, although 

it may principally belong to one or the other of the parts. That common work cannot be 

accomplished without both ruling and ruled elements. The very notion of “common” 

contains within it something that is shared between two or more parts, and to have parts one 

must have a whole. To understand whether the common work of the whole is just or not 

depends on the nature of the elements; if those elements are free, that is, possess a practical 

intellect and so have the capacity for prudence, rule must be for the good of the ruled or for 

                                                 
43 Aristotle does mention a common good of the universe, which presumably would include the 

goods of various political communities. 

44 1254a30 
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the common good. If one of the elements stands to the ruler as body does to soul, then the 

ruled elements are little else than material extensions of the ruler.45 So we see that if a whole 

is made up of political communities that are free and equal in their capacity for self-moving 

toward the human good, then political rule is the proper mode of “international rule,” 

whereas if one of the political communities is entirely servile in nature and needs the ruler as 

the body needs the soul, then mastery would be the proper mode of “international rule.” 

That said, if there were an entirely servile political community it is difficult to see how such a 

community could be called “political” at all. What we usually mean by “international 

politics” would not truly exist at all. 

Anytime a new whole is formed out of distinct elements, rule occurs. Thus the IR 

theorist Hedley Bull was in some ways making a point quite similar to Aristotle’s when 

discussing an “international system.” For Bull, an international system comes into being any 

time “two or more states have sufficient contact between them, and have sufficient impact 

on one another’s decisions, to cause them to behave—at least in some measure—as parts of 

a whole.”46 The mere existence of separate political communities does not mean that there is 

an “international whole.” As Bull puts it, they must have “sufficient contact” and affect each 

other’s “decisions” such that the two must be taken as having some kind of relationship with 

one another. This brings to mind the very general sense of political rule we gain from 

Aristotle—political rule is making decisions in a manner that does not reduce another to 

being a slave.47 Likewise, Raymond Aron provides another picture of what we could think of 

as an “international whole.” He calls “an international system the ensemble constituted by 

                                                 
45 1254b20-25. 

46 Bull, 9-10 

47 Nichols, 50. 
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political units that maintain regular relations with each other and that are all capable of being 

implicated in a generalized war.”48 Unlike Bull, Aron emphasizes the weight of military 

power in the “international whole” and the persistent possibility of recourse to arms. And 

unlike Bull, he does not refer in an abstract way to the “impact” that the members of the 

international system have on one another’s decisions. Aron’s “political units,” the elements 

of his whole, relate to one another by the distinct possibility of war against each other. 

Bull’s understanding of the international system comes closer to Aristotle’s 

“international whole” by emphasizing that only two political communities are needed to 

make up that whole, whereas Aron seems to think more than two communities are needed.49 

Aron reveals, however, that war and military strength have much to do with how rule in the 

“international whole” is conducted. What is common to both is the notion of a whole 

coming out of several distinct elements. This valuable insight on Aron’s part, which was 

further developed by Bull, shows a recognition that the “international whole” is something 

that can come to be from the ruling and being ruled of various political communities, a 

whole which is distinct from the whole of the political community. But this raises a serious 

question, one which has so far been set aside: Given the existence of a whole that includes 

within it various political communities, what does this whole do? What is the common work 

of the international whole? 

Bull does not say what the “international system” does or does not do as a whole, 

because he is more concerned with a “society of states,” or an international system in which 

                                                 
48 Raymond Aron, Peace and War: A Theory of International Relations (New York: Doubleday, 

1966), 94. 

49 It is worth pointing out that Aron distinguishes between “bipolar” and “multipolar” systems, but a 
bipolar system, rather than merely two communities, are the groupings of all political communities around one 
or another of two great powers. 
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the various elements share much in common, whether religion, certain interests, or “values.” 

This international system, in which the political communities are much like each other, has 

“social” goals for the system as a whole, such as the preservation of life, property, and 

keeping of promises, which Bull believes are the fundamental goals of any sort of human 

society.50 Bull begins to blur the distinction between a political community and the “society 

of states;” as both have the same fundamental purposes, though how those purposes are 

pursued will differ. Thus for Bull, if the society of states can be seen as a kind of perfection 

of the international system, we see the “international whole” become more and more like the 

political community. Bull does not admit that the distinction between states ever goes away, 

and yet we must wonder what it is that keeps them in existence, if the international whole 

ends up aiming at the same sort of thing as the political community. What does the political 

community do when it exists in a society of states? After all, it turns out that the society of 

states has its own common good, which in some ways looks rather like the common good of 

a particular political community. 

For Bull, the purpose of the society of states is “order” for the sake of safeguarding 

the fundamental social “goals” of life, property, and promise-keeping. This works itself out 

in international life through rules about violence, rules about territory and a tendency to keep 

states in existence, and the legal principle of pacta sunt servanda. The purpose of these rules is 

to allow each member of the society of states to pursue its own independent and different 

ends, although the significance of those ends remains unclear in Bull’s writing. Are such 

goals to be found in Aristotle’s conception of the “international whole?” Is there a common 

good, namely “order,” that is the common work of the “international whole?”  

                                                 
50 Bull, 16-19. 
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Aristotle does not answer the questions of IR theorists in a straightforward manner, 

partly due to the inherently imperfect nature of the “international whole.” The whole is 

imperfect because it is not, and cannot be, a political whole like the political community. As 

I will argue below, neither can the international whole be identified as conflictual, as Aron 

identifies it, nor can something like Bull’s “society of states” be said to have only 

“cooperative” goals.51 This is in large part due to the highly determinative effect that actual 

regimes, within the international whole, have upon that whole. The system or society is 

neither conflictual nor cooperative without reference to the political communities that make 

up the whole, in particular the regimes of the political communities. 

The indeterminate nature of the international whole taken abstractly is the qualitative 

difference between a political community and the international whole. The political 

community is a kind of friendship marked by a common love, namely the common life and 

activity of the political community. That political friendship makes possible the life of virtue 

by setting the context and meaning of acting prudently and justly. Without the common 

good of the political community made possible by friendship, there is no reference for 

justice and prudence. Thus, part of the reason that we could understand the political 

community to be a “perfect community” is that only within the life of the political 

community does the perfection of human nature becomes possible and actual. This is not 

the case for the international whole. Although such a whole does exist, it is not here that the 

common citizen takes his bearings for his day-to-day life, especially the day-to-day good 

life.52 Political life and the friendship it presupposes allow human beings to fulfill themselves 

51 Bull does not deny the possibility of conflict in the “society of states,” not does Aron think the 
international system is merely the meeting place of violent peoples, as I will explain below. 

52 Cf. Karl Polanyi, The Great Transformation: The Political and Economic Origins of Our Time 
(Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 2001 [1944]), 18. 
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as what they most truly are: political animals. And because the political community is that 

friendship that most truly brings about the best in human beings, it stands apart from other 

forms of friendship and community.  

Thus, although the family and its friendships are essential for the good life of the 

political community, they are still qualitatively different from the political community. They 

can be accurately described as “sub-political,” since they are both necessary and are 

completed in some way by the political community. As the individual human is perfected 

through political life, so is the family. The qualitative difference between the family and the 

political community is essential for helping resolve the conflicts between, say, law and the 

good of family life. Although noting the qualitative difference does not necessarily mean that 

all disputes between the family and the political community will be easily or clearly resolved, 

it does provide a signpost by which we can distinguish what is owed to each. The tendency 

to conflate all rule, distinguishing each based simply on number alone, obscures the 

fundamentally different aspects of each kind of rule. As the family is a kind of whole that has 

its proper modes of ruling, and a certain relationship to the whole of the political 

community, it seems that something similar may hold for the international whole. The mode 

proper to it is not the same as the mode proper to the political community itself.   

Even though the international whole stands as a whole whose elements are 

themselves political communities, this does not mean that it becomes a yet more perfect 

community.53 As noted above, it is not within the international whole that human beings 

become good human beings, but rather in their own political community. So while it is the 

                                                 
53 Cf. Dante Alighieri, De monarchia trans. Aurelia Henry (New York: Houghton, Mifflin and 

Company, 1904), 8-13. Dante argues that the purpose of politics is to put the potential intellect of humanity 
into act, and this requires peace among states, which in turn demands a perfect and just emperor who can 
direct the international whole toward the happiness of mankind. 
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case that there is ruling and being ruled in the international whole, this does not mean that 

the international whole is itself a political community that is superior to all other political 

communities. The good citizen looks to the good of his own political community, as is 

required by justice and prudence. But the political community itself does not look to the 

good of the international whole in a similar fashion, because the political community is 

constituted for the sake of its own citizens. Thus, even though Aristotle describes the life of 

the political community in the same terms that he uses for the lives of individuals within the 

political community, it is clear that he does not mean it to be a perfect analogy. The political 

community (the city) is not the citizen of a society of states.54 To claim that it is loses sight of 

the distinctive character of the political community, and indeed, the citizen himself.  

Yet, even if comparing the political community to the international whole leads only 

to a false analogy that obscures essential differences, Aristotle does argue that the political 

community can strive for a political way of life, and can exert just hegemony over other free 

political communities, acting like a king rather than a master. Thus, it is not too much to say 

that something of the political remains in the international whole. After all, it is not a 

relationship like a family, where there is the natural friendship of husband and wife, and the 

natural rule of parents over children. As is the case between fellow citizens, where law 

determines who rules and who does not, the relationship between political communities is 

that between the free and equal, although without common laws or even ways of life that 

lead to a common work of noble activity.55 Perhaps relying on nature, a similar relationship 

                                                 
54 Tocqueville, Address to the Académie des Sciences Morales et Politiques, April 3, 1852, quoted in 

Martin Wight, “Western Values in International Relations.” 96. Although Tocqueville calls states “citoyens” he 
does admit a qualitative difference between the interactions of states among each other, on one hand, and those 
of fellow citizens within a state, on the other. 

55 1134a25-30; 1280b1-15. 
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of freedom and equality holds, even if the lack of a common regime puts limits on what that 

relationship entails.  

Thus we see why the international whole, while like the political community in 

certain respects, is imperfect due to the lack of a regime, and must be so. While we could say 

that nature binds together the political communities of the free and equal, there do not exist 

the same kinds of friendship that exist between those in the political community, but only 

the friendship that exists between “every human being” insofar as they “are able to share in 

law and compact.”56  And as we know, there is natural justice, which has “the same power 

everywhere” and which, it would seem, pushes all human beings to observe that everyone is 

owed something by virtue of his being a human. There are those actions which we naturally 

owe other human beings as well, such as not murdering them, stealing their spouses, or 

taking that which belongs to them.57 These are things that we owe another by nature, 

regardless of whether we are fellow citizens or not. Indeed, we might say that all human 

beings belong to the “regime” of nature, which has it its own laws that determine what is just 

and what is not.58  

Yet however universal these natural laws may be, they still do not constitute a 

genuine political community, which entails very specific determinations about the just and 

the unjust, and indeed a common way of life that cannot exist without the “divine power” to 

make a true regime out of “the whole itself.”59So while there are similarities between the 

                                                 
56 1161b7 

57 Nicomachean Ethics, 1107a10-12. This list of forbidden actions Aristotle provides bears some 
resemblance to the “social goals” Bull discusses. The difference lies in Aristotle pointing to nature, whereas 
Bull offers no real reason why these social goals should or should not be pursued. 

58 Rhetoric, 1373b1-10.  

59 1326a30-32. 
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political community and the international whole, and while there is a certain natural 

friendship, justice, and law that binds together all human beings, this natural regime is not 

the same as the political community. As a kind of imperfect whole, where justice still exists 

but not the place it is generated, it might be appropriate to call the international whole an 

imperfect political community.60 And as Aristotle states that war, the most obvious case of 

foreign relations in action, is for the sake of peace, perhaps it would not be too much to say 

that peace is the good of the imperfect community that is the international whole, as it is the 

chief good of each of the parts, allowing them each to pursue a life of virtue. 

“Imperfect” political community seems to be a contradiction in terms, since a 

political community is that which lacks nothing in the way of self-sufficiency. The phrase is 

justified, however, as the relation between members of that whole is presumably a political 

one, between free and equal political communities. At the same time, the international whole 

is not sufficient for educating citizens toward virtue, which remains the task of particular 

regimes. Thus, the regimes that make up the international whole will be of the utmost 

importance; within the regimes themselves are where we will find the possibility of just and 

prudent action. Indeed, the notion of justice that governs the actions between political 

communities will in large part depend on what regimes govern the political communities. In 

particular, an international whole dominated by oligarchic or democratic regimes may have 

very different ways of conducting business. This is at least partly to do with differences 

concerning distributive justice—oligarchic and democratic regimes have different notions of 

what distributive justice is, and thus what pleonexia is.  Aristotle characterizes the 

Peloponnesian War as the struggle between oligarchy and democracy, two rival ways of life. 

                                                 
60 Cf. Francisco Suárez, De legibus book II, chapter XIX, sect. 9. 
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It is not surprising that there would be so much conflict when regimes with fundamentally 

differing views of the good life live near each other. As a corollary, we would expect an 

international whole made up of similar regimes to be more peaceful, since the question of 

distributive justice and political authority would be settled, correctly or not.61  

But even if the international whole were entirely made up of oligarchies or 

democracies, it still does not follow that there would be lasting peace. This is partly because 

similar regimes may still have disputes that do not touch on the very nature of distributive 

justice or political authority, but rather on the facts of a particular case. But also, and perhaps 

more importantly, Aristotle points out that whatever the dangers of war and its tendency to 

unsettle regimes, peace can be a far more dangerous situation for the life of virtue. While war 

is for the sake of peace, peace produces an “abundance of good things,” which causes the 

vices of pleonexia, immoderation, and indeed hubris to come to the foreground.62 Thus, while 

peace is necessary for the good human life, it is also what most stands in the way of that 

good life. The safeguard, Aristotle, points out, is education in justice, moderation, and 

philosophy. Without successful education in the virtues, both moral and intellectual, no 

peace will be long-lasting, since pleonexia and hubris are connected to the drive for 

domination and thus, war. Peace, then, which might be the good of the international whole, 

is dependent on the education toward and operation of the virtues in particular regimes. If 

peace is caused by virtue, then the good of the international whole is dependent on the 

nobility of each of the particular regimes. The whole, as itself, cannot be worked on and 

made more perfect by statesmen and political communities.  

 

                                                 
61 Cf. Aron’s distinction between homogeneous systems and heterogeneous systems. Aron, Peace and 

War, 99-110. 

62 1334a23-34. 
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The Limits of the International Whole and Political Rule among Nations 
 
The most obvious manifestation of the imperfection of the international whole is 

that justice is not possible there as it is in the political communities themselves. Justice, after 

all, is primarily virtuous activity for the sake of the political community as a whole. This lack 

of a definitive common good brings to mind the example of Athens dominating its allies for 

the sake of its own advantage, revealing the potential for conflict between the good of one’s 

own political community and the good of others. Scenarios other than the Athenian case 

come to mind, such as a dispute over resources between one political community and 

another or more dramatically, ways of life that are utterly at odds with one another, such as 

the Soviet and American regimes. In that case, even during the alliance between the Soviet 

Union and United States, a prudent American statesman could not really pursue goods for 

the sake of the Soviet government, as the stated goal of Soviet rule was a world-wide 

proletarian revolution, which would necessarily entail the destruction of the “bourgeois” 

American regime. The good sought by the Soviet regime, a classless society, entailed the 

destruction of every other regime that was not like it. In such a case, the statesman would 

have to choose between the good of his own political community and the “good of 

another.”  

But this is nothing other than to say that the statesman should be just, a proposition 

with which nearly all would agree. The question then is still: What does it mean to be just, 

and what does it mean to look to the common good of the political community? Aristotle 

has revealed that the political community can lead the active and political way of life. And 

this does mean looking after the good of other political communities, as a king looks after 

the good of his own people. As the king exercises virtue in looking after the good of his own 

people—virtue which is properly his own although it benefits his people—so a political 
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community that rules over others as a king does exercises its own royal virtue, a virtue that is 

properly its own. Ruling others for their benefit rather than his own is not necessarily a 

burden for the ruler—it can be a source of happiness. This is not to say there is never 

genuine conflict between political communities, even if they are just. It is to say that ruling 

for the benefit of others is not simply altruism; it is part of the virtuous life of the political 

community as a whole. 

Thus we see that ruling for the sake of others does not necessarily mean that the 

ruler forgets his own good, for the very purpose of virtue is the perfection of one’s own 

soul. Thus however altruistic one may look, one’s own good remains the goal. This point 

may help, in part, in thinking about the graver question of whether natural justice can be at 

odds with the survival of the political community. That question is raised by Michael Walzer, 

who claims that in the case of “supreme emergency” a political community may commit 

unjust actions for the sake of national survival.63 Walzer does not claim that such acts 

become thereby “moral.” Rather, the force of necessity somehow legitimates unjust actions 

that remain unjust, for, Walzer suggests, the statesmen who carry out such deeds should not 

be honored. This curious state of affairs must come about, according to Walzer’s schema, 

because of intractable disputes between the high calling of the moral life and the permanent 

necessities of political life.64 Walzer’s solution is that crime must be done, although it is still 

not honorable.65  

                                                 
63 Michael Walzer, Just and Unjust Wars: A Moral Argument with Historical Illustrations (Basic 

Books: New York) 2006. 253-255. 

64 Walzer, 257-260. Walzer calls his argument “hard” but says we must accept its difficulty. 

65 This line of thinking is somewhat close to Reinhold Niebuhr’s claim that politics necessitates evil. It 
is not at all clear, however, that Niebuhr would go as far as Walzer does to justify the supreme emergency.  
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Because the dilemma Walzer places in the hands of statesmen is apropos in a time of 

technical means to annihilate entire communities of people in the blink of an eye, we may be 

persuaded to think that his dilemma is peculiar to modern times. However, even “ancient” 

history gives one instance after another of “extreme” situations in which peoples were 

compelled to act contrary to justice in order to survive.  In his account of the war between 

the Peloponnesians and the Athenians, Thucydides even traces the war itself to the growing 

Spartan fear of Athens’s increasing power, a fear that led the Spartans to take measures for 

their survival in contravention of a solemnly sworn treaty with Athens.66 The speech of the 

Corinthians to the Spartan assembly makes clear that as far as the Corinthians were 

concerned, the Athenians were as much a threat to the political existence of the Greek cities 

as the Persian Empire, if not more so.  The Peloponnesians’ fear of the Athenians, then, was 

not some irrational response to a shift in the balance of power, but an understanding that 

Greek life, as they knew it would end with the unimpeded rise of Athens. As we have seen 

from Aristotle, through slavery a people can cease being a political entity without being 

physically exterminated, as Sparta’s own subjection of the Helot population attests.67  The 

question of Walzer’s supreme emergency is not a modern question at all, but rather a 

question as old as political life. 

 The situation in which Walzer places a statesman seems to be nothing other than 

this: sometimes rule between political communities must be despotic, indeed murderous; 

                                                 
66 The fact that the Spartans were fully aware of their status as treaty-breakers and thus unlawful 

seems to have made them half-hearted before the Sicilian expedition. Thucydides, VII.18. 

67 Thucydides, I.23,68-69, 88. Likewise, Aquinas argues that there may be a time that demands of the 
political common good are so great that certain Divine commands may be ignored for the sake of continued 
political existence. He refers to a conflict faced by the Jewish people between moral duty and what was 
necessary to maintain its bare existence because of the threat of the Seleucid Empire. 1 Machab 2:41.  Aquinas, 
Summa Theologiae IIaIIae q 40 a 4. 
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otherwise, the very freedom which is the basis of political rule will be the destruction of the 

statesman’s community. A first consideration is that the statesman must act for the good of 

his own political community, and certainly cannot sacrifice the existence of his political 

community for the sake of others; the purpose of political authority is the preservation of 

the common good of the political community. Although it may be tempting to draw either 

on Aristotle’s insistence on the preeminence of the political common good, and claim that 

the mere existence of the political community trumps any other moral consideration, it is not 

clear that this line of thinking is sustainable, nor that it would come out the way Walzer 

supposes. While it is true that the political community comes into being for the purpose of 

preserving human life, it is ultimately aimed at the true good of human life, noble activity.68  

Given that noble activity is the goal and purpose of political life, it seems that there must be 

a presumption against undertaking an action that would derogate from the very good of 

politics itself. As noted above, murder and enslaving the free is always wrong, according to 

Aristotle. It is difficult to see how enslavement (or killing) of free human beings could be a 

sign of good political rule either. Good political rule requires prudence, which is the virtue 

by which we deliberate, judge, and choose a course of action in order to attain human 

happiness, that is, noble activity. If Walzer’s “supreme emergency” is really the case of rule 

for the “private advantage” of the political community that feels threatened, then we can say 

the political community acts ignobly. Ignobility is the mark of despotic rule, and surely those 

actions that can never be done virtuously must also be ignoble. Thus, argument from the 

political common good does not necessarily cut the way Walzer suggests. 

                                                 
68 1252b29, 1278b20-30, 1281a4. 
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The above consideration of Walzer’s “supreme emergency” is not supposed to 

provide any definitive answer. It is more like an exercise in a dialectic, showing that the very 

sinews of Aristotle’s political thought captures the dilemma that Walzer places before 

statesmen, and much more powerfully. And indeed, no exact answer can be given for 

particular cases, given the contingency and uncertainty of political affairs.69 One would have 

to possess the virtue of prudence and know all the pertaining circumstances before one 

could deliberate and choose correctly. Walzer argues that a statesman can behave either 

morally or responsibly. Of course, in the context of thinking about human happiness, one 

would never act in such a way as not to be happy or not to act nobly. If, as Walzer suggests, 

the good politician must be willing to be gravely immoral, then we would have good grounds 

for searching elsewhere for teaching about these difficult questions—Walzer’s answer is 

more a counsel of despair than prudent guidance.  From Aristotle’s political thought, one 

could argue that it is not clear that the statesman who does something terrible, or the 

statesman who does not, is just. Aristotle’s political thought shows that the “necessary” 

action Walzer is putting before his reader in the case of the supreme emergency is neither 

obviously unjust, nor obviously just, nor obviously politically expedient. We thus encounter 

a political philosophy that reveals the deeper weaves of the political fabric, and raises, in a 

fundamental way, the question of justice itself and its complex character. 

This points to another facet of Aristotle’s political thought, however. Although there 

is no clear-cut answer to particular cases without the virtue of prudence, we can say that 

Aristotle does not believe one should ever choose evil. One might do terrible things that 

seem to be violations of natural justice for the continued existence of the political 

                                                 
69  Nichomachean Ethics 1094b15-25. 
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community, or one might choose nobility and refuse to do anything despotic. Actions must 

be the product of deliberation and choice about what is good—in the statesman’s case, he 

must choose his own good as the holder of political authority, or in other words, the 

common good of his own community. In choosing the good for himself and his people, he 

is in fact acting virtuously. The prudent statesmen will not choose what is evil, but what is 

good, even if it is a choice that may carry terrible consequences. The questions of 

statesmanship are not easily answered by an appeal to necessity or principles of morality. 

They are answered by prudence, which does not satisfy those who do not possess it. 

 
Conclusion 

 
In this chapter I have detailed the nature of rule and political rule with an eye toward 

establishing what Aristotle means by rule between political communities. Doing so showed 

the many ways in which political rule can manifest itself, and provided some insight in how 

such rule could be seen in the international whole. Looking at the international whole 

revealed some truth in what previous IR scholars have claimed about international systems, 

and shows that there is, to a limited extent, agreement between Aristotle and authors such as 

Bull or Aron. This agreement stopped short of Bull’s claims about the society of states, 

however, in which he blurs the distinction between the international whole and the political 

community. Even though ruling and being ruled take place in both contexts, there is still a 

fundamental difference between the political community and the international whole. 

Nonetheless, both the international whole and the political community are made up of free 

and equal human beings. Thus nature provides a way of determining what is just and what is 

unjust with relation to those who are outside one’s own regime. But even here, the 

imperfection of the international whole is important to bear in mind. A kingly political 

community does not politically rule other political communities in the same way that it rules 
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its own members. Furthermore, it is important to remember that exercising political rule on 

behalf of others does not mean the political community does not take its own good into 

account any more. Rather, ruling others is the very good of the city, and the way in which it 

exercises virtue as a whole. Political rule in the international whole is nothing other than the 

political community exercising its own virtue, and thus being happy. Happiness, in the 

international whole for the political community, as it is for the citizen within the political 

community, is achieved through the exercise of the virtues, especially prudence and justice. 

The brief discussion of Walzer, however, shows the difficult task that faces 

statesmen, even those that possess the virtue of prudence. The dialectic above, highlighting 

the basic security needs of the political community and the nobility which is the aim of 

politics, is not meant to be relativistic, but rather a sign of the complexity of the questions 

that arise in the context of foreign relations. These questions are so complex, so dependent 

on circumstances, that no general answer can really be given. Thus, even though natural 

justice provides a kind of ground from which the virtues of political communities may 

operate toward other political communities, it does not give ready-made answers to all the 

questions that the statesman may ask. They are questions that can be truly answered only by 

prudence itself.
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CHAPTER NINE 
  

Political Philosophy and the Problems of International Order 
 

 
In 2013, President Obama declared the use of chemical weapons by the Syrian 

government against its own people to be a “red line” which, if crossed, would result in 

American military action to prevent the use of “inhumane” violence against innocent people. 

President Putin noted in response that any aggression against Syria would be a violation of 

state sovereignty, and thus would itself be a violation of international law. The role of 

President Obama as a protector of human rights and President Putin as a protector of 

international law and state sovereignty would be reversed less than a year later, when Russian 

troops played a large part in Crimea detaching itself from Ukraine in favor of Russia. Then 

the United States became the defender of Ukraine’s state sovereignty, while Russia took on 

the role of protecting the fundamental rights of Crimeans. At different times, each leader 

appealed to an opposing notion of justice to justify his country’s stance.  

While we could, with some fairness, accuse each leader of inconsistency based on the 

advantage of the moment, it is the case that they justified their actions or policy on the basis 

of one of two acknowledged principles of right, state sovereignty or human rights. If 

hypocrisy is the homage vice pays to virtue, then one can pay that homage by claiming to be 

either a defender of state sovereignty or a defender of human rights. The question I would 

like to consider is why these two goods are opposed to each other, and how we came to a 

situation where it seems we must affirm two contradictory goods at the same time. Hedley 

Bull answered this question by claiming that international politics can be considered in light 
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of two values, order and justice.1 Order, and the tranquility it produces, is valued in part 

because of a desire for peace. Justice, and the change it often demands, is desired in part 

because we wish to live in a good peace. Bull further claimed that the institution of state 

sovereignty is the root of contemporary international politics, and that as long as state 

sovereignty remains the principle of international politics, we will live in an international 

system that values order over justice.2 Human rights, as claims that make justice the 

preeminent value, then become an element of disorder in international politics, precisely 

because their supranational claims undermine state sovereignty and thus all subsequent 

institutions of international order.3 Bull was careful to remain agnostic on the question as to 

whether there should be a preference for one or the other, instead claiming that preference 

for order was the current state of affairs in the world. Although the examples of Presidents 

Obama and Putin do not illustrate a consistent preference for one value over the other, they 

reveal the tension Bull sees between these two concepts—that each is attractive as a way of 

justifying foreign policy, and that we are not sure how to rank them.4  

In this concluding chapter, I will discuss how modern political thought, especially 

that of Machiavelli and Kant, has influenced our understanding of the appeals to sovereignty 

and human rights that so dominate the discourse of contemporary international politics, and 

how Aristotle’s political thought as I have developed it in my dissertation offers a useful way 

to understand these questions. The influence of both Machiavelli and Kant have led us to 

understand these goods in a way that makes compromise or balancing difficult, whereas 

1 Bull, 78-96. 

2 Ibid, 70. 

3 Ibid, 152-153. 

4 Ibid, 98. 
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Aristotle understands—and validates—our aspirations to protect both sovereignty and 

rights, and our pursuit of both order and justice, in a way that moderates the absolutism of 

each claim. 

Machiavelli, in his attempt to free politics from the concern for virtue that 

characterized Aristotelian political thought, opened the door to a kind of political absolutism 

that underlay the foundation of state sovereignty at the 1555 Peace of Augsburg.  This peace 

severely curbed the authority of the Holy Roman Emperor and brought about a temporary 

cessation of religious violence by making the sovereign of each state the judge of what 

religion would be followed in his own territory. Kant, by attempting to reintroduce a 

concept of morality to politics after Machiavelli’s rejection of Aristotle, did so by making the 

individual himself a kind of moral sovereign. This prepared the way for a cosmopolitan 

liberalism that is best seen in the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which, while not a 

legally binding document, was an opportunity for the United Nations General Assembly to 

voice its affirmation of human rights, and in the 1991 Charter of Paris, which brought 

together Western and Eastern-bloc nations, signified the victory of liberal democracy over 

Communism, and included provision for the universal respect of human rights. This 

investigation will reveal that Machiavelli’s reaction against Aristotle, and Kant’s reaction 

against Machiavelli, share a rejection of the notion that human beings are ordered to a 

determinate good, which follows from their more general denial that nature acts for an end. 

In doing so, I hope to provide a theoretic and historical foundation to Bull’s claim about the 

current state of international politics by arguing that the twin values he identifies, sovereignty 

and human rights, are the logical extremes into which modern thought runs when it attempts 

to deal with political questions in the absence of a conception of nature which makes room 

for a substantive account of the human good. 
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Machiavelli 

Early modern political thought, rejecting as it did the Aristotelian notion that nature 

acts for an end, emphasized the physical needs of human beings rather than the goods of the 

soul.5 The physical scientists of the Renaissance began to understand natural beings simply in 

terms of their material elements and the forces that acted on them, with the goal of 

manipulating natural beings through a knowledge of those forces. Similarly modern political 

thought began to think of human beings as material driven by forces, likewise susceptible to 

manipulation by those who had knowledge of those forces.6 Thus, Ernst Cassirer aptly notes 

that Machiavelli’s political science shares much in common with Galileo’s natural science.7  

Galileo did not ask the question, “what is motion?” as did Aristotle. Rather, he measured it, 

and in doing so made natural beings subject to human control.8 One could argue, following 

Cassirer, that one purpose of natural science is to serve political science, in an effort to put 

political events under scientific control.9 This is certainly quite close to Machiavelli’s 

understanding of the purpose of rule and human reason as seeking after order so that nature 

and fortune play as little role in politics as possible. 

An apt illustration of Machiavelli’s modern scientific spirit is his description of the 

human soul and its relation to politics. He famously claims that there are “two ways to 

5 Nichols, 171. 

6  It is worth noting that Galileo’s new science, and with it the modern break from Aristotle, is first 
discovered and founded in the arsenal of the Venetian navy. Galileo Galilei, Two New Sciences (Dayton, OH: 
Wall & Emerson, 2000). 

7 Ernst Cassirer¸ The Myth of the State (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1961), 129-130. 

8 Ibid, 164-165. For a description of modern science as a means of social control, especially through 
technology, see George Parkin Grant, Technology and Empire (Toronto: House of Anansi Press, 1969), 66. For 
the connection between modern science, technology, and the use of human beings, see Martin Heidegger, “The 
Question Concerning Technology” in Martin Heidegger: Basic Writings ed. David Farrell Krell, (New York: 
Harper Collins, 1993). 

9 Cassirer, 130. 



260 
 

fight,” either by using “laws” or by using “force.” It is proper to human beings to fight 

through laws, but because laws are insufficient one must also be able to use force, which is 

proper “to the beasts.”10 The political expert must know how to use the nature of humanity 

and the nature of the beast, because “one without the other is not lasting.” There is more 

than one way in which one can be beast-like; either the strength of the lion or the cleverness 

of the fox. Thus the prince, because he “knows” how to use both the human part of the soul 

and the animal part, in a way transcends both. Being human, for Machiavelli, means using 

reason in the service of our animal nature. Reason, however, can control our animal desires 

because in its own “foxiness” reason can “use” the nature of the lion or the nature of the 

fox. When law and reason become terms of force, the implication is that the political 

community is bound together by the force of the state which can overcome the ill effects of 

some of those beastlike qualities. 

Machiavelli emphasizes the need for virtú in the prince, but his virtú is far from the 

ancient conception of virtue; indeed, it does not seem to be anything other than skillful use 

of the natures of the lion and the fox. The height of virtú is “a spirit disposed to change as 

the winds of fortune and variation of things command him.”11 If the prince is prudent 

enough to see what circumstances require, he will change his nature, or “temporize.”12 

Machiavelli suggests that doing so can cause his fortune to never change. The prince skilled 

at using various animal natures when necessary will also be the prince to hold down fortune 

                                                 
10 Niccolo Machiavelli, The Prince trans. Harvey Mansfield (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1998), 69. 

11 Machiavelli, 70. 

12 Ibid, 6. 
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and beat her.13 When fortune plays no part in the prince’s life, the implication is that he is in 

complete control. Through his knowledge of human nature, the prince can conquer the 

contingencies of nature and fortune to become a complete master of political life. Thus, 

Machiavelli does not blame Cesare Borgia for his evil character, but instead points out the 

negligence that caused Borgia to make a critical mistake.14 By dismissing the classical virtues, 

such as justice and prudence, Machiavelli turns politics more into a technical art, in 

Aristotle’s sense of techne.15  

Politics becomes a technical art by removing the questions of the natural human 

ends from political deliberation. Substituting technique for deliberation, Machiavelli turns 

the political leader into an artisan by teaching him how to use tools to achieve desirable 

outcomes, even if there is little or no moral justification for those outcomes. This also 

reveals Machiavelli’s comfort with manipulating citizens: Good politics means, in 

Machiavelli’s science, effectively producing whatever vision the prince may have. If one 

knows it is more acceptable to kill a man’s father than take his inheritance, then one has 

come far in learning Machiavelli’s technical art of politics. 

And there are few limits in Machiavelli’s notion of the political art. Whereas the 

classical thought to which Machiavelli objected held that our character is important in how 

we act, Machiavelli argues that by reason we can act first according to one extreme and then 

another as the situation calls for it. One can be a heroic lion or a cowardly fox from one 

moment to the next. This may be why Cassirer admires Machiavelli as the “liberator” of the 

human spirit—specifically a liberation from medieval religion, its “metaphysics,” and the 

13 Ibid, 101.  

14 Ibid, 32-33. 

15 McCoy, 170. 
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limitations of Aristotelian notions of human nature.16 For Cassirer, the liberation from the 

past and its concerns about the true human good does not make Machiavelli’s political 

science “immoral,” because it is simply a “technical” handbook on politics. From Aristotle’s 

perspective, by contrast, when one “liberates” politics from the human good, it necessarily 

becomes “immoral.” A book on politics is not like a book on geometry. As a part of 

practical philosophy, the end must always be kept in mind. It is also worth noting that when 

the end is not kept in mind, there are no real limits to the means of political art, other than 

what can be imagined by the prince. Because the imagination of the prince is the only real 

limitation on the political art, the political art becomes the supreme science, because it is not 

itself ordered to a good that is not set by the prince, and whatever science may study that 

good.17  

The liberation of the human spirit that Machiavelli represents in political theory is 

instantiated in the institution of sovereignty in political history, especially as determined in 

the Peace of Augsburg. The purpose of this treaty was to remove certain causes of war from 

the table, especially religion. The doctrine of cujus regio ejus religio, which cemented the 

absolute nature of sovereignty by giving each ruler the power to determine his country’s 

religion, was put in place to limit violence in Europe and impose some sense of order.18 As 

Adam Watson observes, when the prince is able to control the religion of his own territory, 

the corollary must be a principle of non-intervention from other princes on religious 

                                                 
16 Cassirer. 140-141. 

17 McCoy, 164-166. 

18 Phillip Bobbitt The Shield of Achilles: War, Peace, and the Course of History (New York: Anchor Books, 
2003), 487-488; Bull, 43. 
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grounds.19  Because the presupposition of Augsburg is that questions about the ultimate 

goods of human existence are subordinate to the will of the prince for the sake of mere 

survival and peace, its historical foundationis tied to the supremacy of the political art and 

the will of the prince—in other words, to political absolutism.20 The separation, or liberation, 

that Cassirer identifies in Machiavelli in a philosophic way is given its historical expression in 

the very foundation of the “society of states.”21 

My claim is that the political solution of Augsburg, even if it was a practical response 

for ending the violence consuming Europe at the time, bears an important similarity to 

Machiavelli’s political science. By untethering politics from the ultimate questions of the 

human good, one necessarily makes politics an unbounded art and, furthermore by its very 

lack of bounds, supreme in human affairs. Augsburg, then, was a Machiavellian answer to 

the political question of violence between states. 

The fact that Augsburg was an attempt to provide for peace and the preservation of 

life does not undermine this interpretation, since Machiavelli himself thought those 

worthwhile goods and because arguably his political science could be used to create stability 

and peace in his own war-torn Italy.22 A Machiavellian answer to the chaos of European 

politics in the seventeenth century precluded questions of human nature, or indeed the 

                                                 
19 Quoted in Phillip Bobbitt, The Shield of Achilles, 488. Although the discourse of IR identifies the 

1648 Treaty of Westphalia as the true beginning of modern international politics, the principle of sovereignty 
for which Westphalia is so important was in fact first enunciated at Augsburg. Westphalia, rather than 
instantiating sovereignty, stands as an example of how foreign the concept of sovereignty really was—it took 
the Thirty Years’ War to establish it once and for all. As Martin Wight put it, “At Westphalia, the states system 
does not come into existence: it comes of age.” Quoted in Jackson, 165. 

20 Bobbitt, 487; Max Beloff, The Age of Absolutism: 1660-1815 (London: Hutchinson’s University 
Library, 1954), 14-15. 

21 Bull, 13. See also Garrett Mattingly, Renaissance Diplomacy (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1955), 116-
117. 

22 Machiavelli, 88-91. 



264 
 

nature of the universe, from disputes between political communities in that the prince was to 

provide whatever answers to those questions he deemed politically salutary. The practical 

outcome of the Machiavellian turn in international politics was in fact a kind of peace, 

although one that had to be revised over time.23 If humans could simply forego the quest for 

excellence and accept the benign influence of political absolutism redirecting human beings 

from the quest for excellence to mere survival, overall the human condition could improve.24  

Inasmuch as sovereignty is legally protected in our international system, Machiavelli’s 

political theory is very much still with us. To the extent that we accept the primacy of order 

over justice, as Hedley Bull suggests that we do, we share Machiavelli’s perspective.25 

 
Kant 

 
If early modern political thought rejected Aristotle’s notion of the human good and 

virtue and emphasized instead the mastery of desires for the sake of peace and survival, later 

modern political thought is characterized by an attempt to free human beings from the limits 

                                                 
23 Bobbitt outlines this revision with great detail throughout The Shield of Achilles. See also Ludwig 

Dehio, The Precarious Balance trans. Charles Fullman (New York: Knopf, 1962), which provides a somewhat 
similar story about international society. 

24 I would be remiss to not mention that political absolutism did not necessarily mean that there was 
widespread persecution; on the contrary, there is evidence that many princes were quite tolerant. See Daniel 
Philpott, “The Religious Roots of Modern International Relations” World Politics, Vol. 52, No. 2 (Jan., 2000): 
212. 

25 It is worth pointing out that Robert Jackson argues that a new kind of ethics came into being after 
the establishment of sovereignty, a pluralist ethics that allowed for diverse ways of living. Of course, in 
Aristotle’s view part of the reason for separation of human beings into distinct political communities is the 
variety of human life, as I argued in chapter one. Jackson, however, denies human nature as Aristotle 
understands it, and thus cannot give an account of any real limits to state authority. This can be most clearly 
seen in his discussion of Machiavelli and Renaissance Italy, which for the most part is the same as mine. The 
chief difference is that Jackson asserts that Machiavelli “changed” virtue. Of course, for Aristotle this changing 
of virtue is in fact a denying of virtue, or, in other words, accepting vice as politically advantageous. Jackson’s 
enthusiasm for the institution of sovereignty perhaps accounts for his whitewashing of Machiavellian political 
thought in a set of “precepts” aimed at “patriotism and prudence.” In a sense, however, Jackson’s entire 
intellectual standpoint is that he is only concerned with what “human beings manage to be” rather than “what 
human beings are supposed to be.” One nevertheless wonders how we can adequately say what a human being 
is without reference, at least implicitly, to what he should be. See Jackson 15-16, 160-165, 171. 
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of their physical needs in favor of freedom itself. If nature had become an impersonal force 

which drove human beings through necessity, some new way of understanding human 

freedom had to be discovered if the notion of morality was not going to be discarded. And 

so, rather than understanding human beings as essentially beastlike, attention turned to the 

interior life of the mind, and a new realm of freedom was discovered, nearly divine in 

nature.26  

Kant realized that the new physical sciences of the Renaissance could give serious 

reason to doubt the possibility of human freedom, and thus the possibility of moral action. 

A return to nature could not uncover justice, for nature was the realm of determination and 

thus a realm that did not admit of praise or blame. From Kant’s perspective, Cassirer’s 

evaluation of Machiavelli’s political thought as neither good nor evil may be correct, since 

Machiavelli theorized about the realm of nature, rather than the interior realm of freedom. 

Insofar as Machiavellian politics is simply about controlling the natural forces at play in 

politics, it is a handbook of technique that is not blameworthy in itself. 

We can illustrate the Kantian dichotomy of nature and freedom, the exterior and the 

interior modes of living for human beings, by considering the conclusion of his Groundwork 

of the Metaphysics of Morals. As he moves from the “popular philosophic” mode of theorizing 

about morality to the “metaphysical” mode, Kant returns to one of the foundational 

principles of The Critique of Pure Reason: that we can know only the objects of experience. 

That is to say that, for Kant, true knowledge can really be had only of natural objects, 

specifically the objects that scientists such as Galileo and Newton had studied. Regarding the 

26 Immanuel Kant, Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals trans. James W. Ellington (Indianapolis: 
Hackett, 1993), 47.  Kant explicitly replaces God with reason. Schopenhauer noted that Kant’s categorical 
imperative did not apply only to human beings but to anything rational, which caused Schopenhauer to 
suppose that Kant implied his Groundwork applied to angels as well. Quoted in E.B.F. Midgley, The Natural Law 
and the Theory of International Relations (New York: Barnes and Noble, 1975), 283-284. 
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mind of human beings, our knowledge is limited to logic itself and whatever it can reveal 

about the a priori concepts of pure understanding.27 Because the notion of morality depends 

on human freedom, which cannot be demonstrably proven because it is not a natural object, 

there can be no philosophic knowledge of morality. Nonetheless, because we feel free, and 

because we must practically act as if we are free, Kant argues that this is a good enough 

reason to assume that freedom exists, and thus to theorize about morality. Kant makes it 

clear that if we are to retain ideas of right and wrong we need to distance practical, moral 

thinking from thinking about nature. His severance of human life from nature is an 

admission of Machiavelli’s victory in that realm. All we can do, he claims, is further explore 

the interior activity of the human mind.  

It should therefore come as no surprise that when Kant gives his account of 

morality, he declines to argue from human nature, arguing instead from human rational 

freedom. It turns out that for Kant, because we are essentially free with regard to our 

rationality, morality is nothing other than the submission of the will to laws that reason 

proposes to it.28 These laws must be universal in scope, in order to prove that we are not 

acting according to a “hypothetical imperative,” or a maxim of conduct that is essentially for 

the sake of attaining some end beyond the maxim itself. Because a hypothetical imperative is 

ordered to some end other than its own freedom, the will, insofar as it acts upon a 

hypothetical imperative, is servile. In order to safeguard freedom against the threat of 

servility, the will must follow laws that are universal and thus prove freedom from interest 

and advantage, which would further prove the free character of our will. The categorical 

                                                 
27 Kant, Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals; see also Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason trans. 

Werner S. Pluhar (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1996), 11, 15-16. 

28 Kant, Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals. 23-24. 
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imperative, or the maxim of our will which must be followed for its own sake and not for 

the sake of some good, neatly solves the problem of human freedom and moral obligation 

by reconciling the autonomy of the will and its free limitation through law. The practical 

outcome of this position is that morality is a set of rules that are the same for all human 

beings, irrespective of the regime in which they live, because the source of morality is reason 

divorced from the exigencies of nature.  

We can see the radical shift in conceptualizing morality by considering how Kant 

changes the notion of virtue. Virtue, for Kant, is the firm commitment to acting according to 

the moral law.29   Thus virtue is subordinated to the universal rules of moral conduct. Virtue 

is found not in the activities of political or social life as much as in the interior life of a 

human being According to Kant, the intellectual resources of the individual as such can 

determine what is virtue and what is not and therefore do not need to rely on an education 

from the laws of the political community. The classical virtue of prudence and participation 

in the political community play little to no part in Kant’s view of the formation of the moral 

life. 

The moral individualism of Kant has significant consequences that are reflected in 

his writing on international politics. If Kant’s moral theory liberates the individual from the 

political community—from its praise and blame—the political community no longer plays a 

central role in the moral life of individuals. So it is not surprising that for Kant the political 

community exists for the sake of securing property, very much as it does for Locke.30 The 

political common good becomes useful for the individual, rather than an end in itself. As it is 

                                                 
29Immanuel Kant, Metaphysics of Ethics trans. J.W. Semple (Edinburgh: T.T. Clark, 1886), 195. 

30 Immanuel Kant, Metaphysics of Morals in Kant Kant’s Political Writings trans. H. B. Nisbet, edit. H. S. 
Reiss (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 141, 148. 



268 
 

only a useful good, the political community must consistently justify its usefulness to the 

individual; and because it cannot justify itself in this regard, as Kant makes clear in 

Metaphysics of Morals, a more cosmopolitan approach is needed for the organization of human 

life.31 It follows then that Kant would advocate a single best regime, a republican regime that 

respects individual rights, and a group of republican governments to prepare the way toward 

world peace, so that politics may finally achieve its purpose of securing individual rights. 

Kant even intimates that the human race will some day be united under a single regime.32 

Kant’s moral theory leads to a political theory much like classical liberalism as the organizing 

idea under which international politics should be guided, presumably by the “enlightened.”33 

The liberation of the individual from the political community and the association of 

individual rights, peace, and cosmopolitanism find their historical expression in the 

development of international human rights in political history. The Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights, in particular, can be well understood as indicative of a Kantian turn in world 

politics. The purpose of this document, and of later treaties intended to give it the force of 

law, is to limit sovereignty, and arguably, return certain foreign policy goals related to the 

internal governance of the state to the conversation that had been removed at Augsburg. 

The notion of universal standards of justice was put forward as a means to condemn the 

worst aspects of totalitarian government.34 But if universal standards of right and wrong are 

                                                 
31 Ibid, 167-175. Kant points out that the state hazards the possessions of its citizens by preparation 

for war, but that the state can never stop preparing for war until a universal union of states is achieved. While 
Kant is unclear as to whether this union would be a world-state, he does insist that every nation must be 
republican in nature, and that a kind of republic of states is necessary. 

32 Immanuel Kant, “Idea for Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Purpose,” in Kant’s Political 
Writings, 51-53. 

33 Immanuel Kant, “An Answer to the Question: What is Enlightenment?” in Kant’s Political Writings, 
55, 59. 

34 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Crows Nest: Allen & Unwin, 2008). See Preamble especially. 
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put into international law, as indeed they have been, the issue of war raises its head once 

again. For even if the international system accepts universal claims of justice as parts of 

international law, sovereignty remains a pillar of the current international order itself. If a 

political community makes the protection or upholding of human rights a strategic goal, this 

goal will push against the principle of sovereignty, which means, as of now, it would still run 

contrary to international law as understood by most legal scholars.35 As Hedley Bull noted, 

the incorporation of securing human rights as legitimate foreign policy goal is a source of 

disorder in the international system.36 Kant and freedom can exist only uneasily with 

Machiavelli and security. 

If Machiavelli liberated princes from the tradition of classical political philosophy, 

Kant continued that liberation by extending the principle of sovereignty to the individual as 

a source of self-legislation that alone constitutes morality, whereby he can limit the claims 

made by the political community.37 This decoupling leads to a situation in which the political 

community becomes a useful means by which the individual can attain his own ends, and in 

which the political community must persistently justify its own existence to the individual. 

Kant indicates that it cannot give this justification, and must ultimately give way to the 

35 It should be noted that there was a concerted effort by Kofi Annan to change this situation, 
especially with the formulation of “Responsibility to Protect.” Despite Annan’s attempts, international lawyers 
have been reluctant to take up his ideal of full blown defense of human rights. See Jules Lobel, “The Benefit of 
Legal Restraint” Proceedings of the Annual Meeting (American Society of International Law), Vol. 94 (April 5-8, 2000): 
304-305; Oona Hathaway, “Two Cheers for International Law” The Wilson Quarterly, Vol. 27, No. 4 (Autumn, 
2003); 50-54. Nicholas J. Wheeler helpfully points out the difficulty in establishing a legitimate coalition of 
powers to enforce human rights international law. See Nicholas Wheeler, Saving Strangers (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2002), 15. 

36 Bull. 152. 

37 Jean Bethke Elshtain, Sovereignty: God, State, and Self (New York: Basic Books, 2008), 175 ff. My own 
argument has much in common with Elshtain’s connection between the sovereign state and the sovereign self. 
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universal civil union, which seems the paradoxical, yet reasonable, conclusion of the 

sovereignty of the individual. 

 
Aristotle: Between State Sovereignty and Universal Justice 

 
How might an Aristotelian respond to the doctrine of state sovereignty, as rooted in 

Machiavelli and affirmed at Augsburg? After considering an Aristotelian response to state 

sovereignty, I will turn to a possible Aristotelian response to the problem of international 

human rights, as rooted in Kant, and proclaimed in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.  

Like the advocates of state sovereignty, Aristotle emphasizes the importance of self-

sufficiency for political communities. Without military power and virtue, Aristotle says, a 

political community is little better than a band of slaves, waiting for their masters to conquer 

them. Thus, having power over a certain geographical area is a prerequisite to a community 

truly being political. The common good of a political community gives it a distinct identity 

and an independence from other political communities; nevertheless, for Aristotle, that good 

involves and facilitates the virtuous living of its members. Although politics is indeed 

architectonic, Aristotle makes it clear that certain speculative questions are simply beyond 

what politics can answer.38 It is worth remembering that Aristotle locates a sphere of human 

activity, contemplation, that is not clearly ordered to politics as such. If politics makes 

contemplation possible by providing its conditions, the truth contemplated is not 

determined by politics. Because human beings are not the apex of the universe, political 

science is not the highest science. In his terms, prudence serves wisdom and not the other 

way around. Divine beings are superior to human beings, and likewise the science of divine 

                                                 
38  Ethics 1141a21, 1141b2, 8-10. 
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beings is superior to political science.39 Aristotle thus defends a certain freedom for truth 

against the claims of political authority.40  

I am not arguing that one can find a defense of religious freedom in Aristotle’s work; 

however, Aristotle draws distinct limits around the scope of what politics, as the 

authoritative practical science, is adequate to determine. If one wishes to defend philosophy 

and wisdom against the encroachment of politics, as did Aristotle, one inevitably frees 

theological questions from politics as well.41 Of course, like the signatories at Augsburg, 

Aristotle also believes that peace and human preservation are worthwhile goods, and as far 

as Augsburg was only an attempt to preserve those goods it contains little that is at odds 

with his thought.  Rather, the question is whether the principle of state sovereignty 

encourages politics to legislate on matters beyond its competence. 

Like Kant, on the other hand, Aristotle affirms the necessity of freedom for virtuous 

action. As for Kant, for Aristotle servility is the greatest roadblock to humanity’s elevation 

above the level of the beasts.  Nonetheless, Aristotelian virtue, which is the perfection of the 

soul in freedom, is inculcated through a combination of the laws of the political community 

and moral education through family life. The education of the soul in virtue is then 

something like a journey that takes place over a period of time and with other people. It is a 

                                                 
39 Ibid, Metaphysics, 982b29-983a12. 

40 McCoy, 157. See also, Leo Strauss “The Liberalism of Classical Political Philosophy” in Liberalism 
Ancient and Modern (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995), 28-29, especially in connection to Metaphysics 

982a31. 

41 Metaphysics, 1026a10-25. Aristotle identifies the subject matter of Metaphysics as wisdom, or first 
philosophy, or theology. All of the speculative sciences, including natural philosophy and mathematics, are 
superior to the practical sciences, including politics. Of course, priesthood plays an integral role in Aristotle’s 
city, and thus he seems to subordinate theology to politics. His ambiguous—and unexplained—observation 
that the priesthood is “fifth and first” of the offices (1328b5-14), however, makes his understanding of the 
relation between religion and politics ambiguous, to say the least.  
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common work.  This means that true freedom is also something that is learned and acquired. 

Living within the political community is central to that education, especially if one can 

participate both in ruling and being ruled, that is, in learning how to be prudent. This 

accords with Aristotle’s claim that human beings are by nature political animals. Political 

activity, moral education, and being human are inextricable.  

 Kant is aware of his break with Aristotle on the question of virtue. In an 

unintentionally humorous and misleading note in the Metaphysics of Morals, he mocks 

Aristotle’s account of virtue as a mean, noting that there seems to be no way of determining 

what the means is except by saying it is not too much and it is not too little. In providing a 

standard from pure reason, Kant intends to give a superior characterization of virtue.42 But 

while Aristotle speaks early on of the mean as what avoids excess or deficiency, he goes on 

to describe the mean as what the prudent man would determine—the mean is an important 

aspect of discovering the nature of virtue, but it is not the final word on the matter. For the 

mean is actually what the prudent man would determine.43 So in fact, it is the virtue of 

prudence for Aristotle that determines the mean of virtue. And as prudence is the virtue of 

the ruler, it is again dependent on political participation. The life of the political community 

is central for an individual to become virtuous.  

It may be objected that Aristotle himself calls some regimes good and some bad, and 

that natural justice gives Aristotelian warrant for the introduction of human rights as a way 

of undermining the primacy of the political good affirmed at Augsburg.  Moreover, when 

Kant theorized the introduction of human rights into international politics, he did so partly 

                                                 
42 Immanuel Kant, Metaphysics of Ethics, 249-250. 

43Ethics. 1107a1-2. 
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to make room for the arts and sciences, or truth, against the claims of the political 

community.44 It seems, then, that human rights are in some way the correction Aristotle 

would look for after Augsburg. 

While it is certainly true that Aristotle affirms natural justice, that he strongly 

suggests that the mixed regime, “polity,” is the best regime for the majority of political 

communities, and that he gives examples of actions that are bad in themselves, this is not the 

same thing as affirming human rights. Human rights, as theorists like John Rawls and legal 

scholars like Phillip Bobbitt have pointed out, are universal moral claims that the individual 

can make against his own political community, a standard of justice that the individual can 

use to evaluate his own community. This standard is intelligible precisely through the 

individual’s own reason, irrespective of the regime in which he lives. The moral 

understanding of the individual is prior to politics, so that, in Kant’s language, politics must 

accommodate itself to morality. 

This formulation may seem to have much in common with Aristotle, but is seriously 

at odds with his thought in at least three ways. First, Aristotle argues that moral education is 

a part of political science, and as shown above moral education comes with a person’s 

engagement in the political life of his own community. For Aristotle, the ability to evaluate 

one’s own political community correctly is the product of a rigorous education that includes 

education toward the virtue of prudence. Second, the virtues themselves are understood in 

terms of the political common good. The private judgment of the individual is the standard 

of what is just for Kant, whereas an orientation toward the common good is the standard for 

Aristotle. This means that not only is moral virtue attained only in a particular political 

44 Kant, “What is Enlightenment?” 55. 
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community, but that it is also primarily exercised there. Finally, and most importantly, moral 

reasoning for Aristotle begins with what is good, whereas for Kant, and human rights, moral 

reasoning begins with a notion of rights that is logically and substantially independent of 

good. 

 
Concluding Thoughts on Aristotle and International Order  

 
This dissertation has investigated international order, its problems, and how 

Aristotle’s political thought may help shed light on those problems. If theorists such as 

Hedley Bull are correct, the international order in which we live is Augsburgian in character. 

At the same time, standards of justice are used to evaluate states, standards that have no 

place in an Augsburgian system as it was founded in 1555. Although according to the 

Augsburgian system human rights would indeed be a source of disorder, they are also the 

reasonable demands for limits on the power of the political community and the prince, 

demands first systematically articulated by Kant. 

The twin poles that divide today’s international system—respect for its ordering 

principle of sovereignty and respect for international human rights—are both, according to 

my argument, the result of modern philosophy’s abandonment of the Aristotelian notion of 

nature, and with it, any substantive account of the human good. In the case of Machiavelli it 

was “liberation of the human spirit” from the tradition of medieval thought and its classical 

elements. This development led to the understanding of the prince as the practitioner of an 

art, rather than as the prudent lawgiver who directs himself and the members of his political 

community to the human good, understood as virtuous activity. In the case of Kant it was 

the abandonment of grounding justice and moral action in human nature and activity, 

placing it instead in autonomous human reason. When ultimate law-giving authority is given 

to the individual, in his capacity to will universally valid laws that hold for all rational beings, 
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the individual becomes sovereign. And so the sovereignty of the prince and the sovereignty 

of the individual find their historical expressions in the treaty of Augsburg and the doctrine 

of human rights first publicly articulated in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and its 

legal establishment in the Charter of Paris. 

I believe it is clear that Hedley Bull’s diagnosis in The Anarchical Society was accurate 

and continues to be accurate. What is unclear are the philosophic resources left for 

statesmen to find a foreign policy which is genuinely aimed at the human good, as Aristotle 

understands it. If it is true that the extremes of state sovereignty and human rights are both 

outgrowths of a certain view of human beings and their relationship to nature more 

generally, then it is not the case that statesmen have been arbitrarily selecting political 

theories that emphasize parts of the human good, self-preservation and freedom. From the 

point of view of Aristotle’s thought, the extremes of sovereignty and cosmopolitan human 

rights are expressions of the logical extremes that lie within a modern view of nature. If one 

takes one’s starting points from self-preservation, nature, and necessity, one will tend toward 

an authoritarian rule of one sort or another, whereas if one takes one’s bearings from 

morality, rationality, and individual freedom one is inclined towards individual rights, along 

with its cosmopolitan tendencies. It is worth noting that these logical extremes bear some 

resemblance to Aristotle’s insistence on the self-sufficiency of political communities, and the 

requirements of natural justice. From his point of view, it would seem that these two logical 

extremes correspond to political realities, and so neither could be absolutely affirmed over 

the other without some serious deformation of human life. 

From Aristotle’s standpoint the modern system of international politics is apparently 

doomed to the “disorder” that Bull identifies. Indeed, the Charter of the United Nations 
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contains within it the opposite poles of sovereignty and human rights.45 Perhaps this kind of 

contradiction cannot last. It is possible, however, that this contradiction and disorder is not a 

bad thing. As a polity is made good through the moderation of democratic freedom, and 

oligarchic wealth, as Aristotle famously maintains, perhaps an international system that 

blends the elements of sovereign self-rule and individual claims of justice against the power 

of the political community might in itself provide a system which, in keeping together the 

extremes, may find a mean that moderates both the power of the prince and the claims of 

the individual against the prince. 

  

                                                 
45 “Charter of the United Nations” in Hans J. Morgenthau Politics Among Nations. See especially 

Chapter 1, Article 1.3 and Article 2.4.  
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