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ABSTRACT 

In the Politics, Aristotle claims that a distinctive 

feature of civic relations is that citizens are "free and 

equal". Also in the Politics, Aristotle claims that, as a 

matter of social justice, political power should be 

unequally distributed because citizens differ in axia 

("worth" or "merit"). The tensions that the conjunction of 

these two claims introduces for Aristotle's political 

thought, and the theoretical moves Aristotle makes to 

overcome these tensions, have (I believe) been 

insufficiently explored. The following study (1) examines 

Aristotle's explanation of each of the above claims, (2) 

considers the problem which their conjunction produces for 

Aristotle's general account of the nature of the political 

community, and (3) explains and evaluates Aristotle's 

efforts to accommodate an aristocratically-rooted principle 

of distributive justice to a basic equality of status among 

all citizens. In the end, I argue, these efforts are not 

completely successful; however, Aristotle's project of 

reconciliation is itself historically important, and is one 

of the keys to understanding Aristotle's departure from 

previous thinkers in political theory, most notably Plato. 
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I. POLITICAL RULE AND THE EQUALITY OF CITIZENS 
IN THE POLITICS 

1.1. Introduction: Aristotle's conception of the political 

In Politics I, Aristotle distinguishes the political 

association from other kinds of associations. Two 

distinguishing marks emerge: (1) the political aims for a 

comprehensive end--the good life; and (2) the political is 

7 

an association whose members are "free and equal". The goal 

of this chapter is to establish the importance Aristotle 

places upon the latter notion, and define the kind of 

equality at play. Throughout Bk. I, Aristotle is concerned 

not only with proper political ends, but also with equality 

of status. As we shall see in later chapters, this concern 

with equality of political status plays a significant, if 

not unambiguous, role in Aristotle's theory of social 

justice. 

In Politics 1.1, Aristotle begins his analysis of he 

koinonia he politike--"the political association"--by 

distinguIshing the political (politikon) from three other 

concepts: the royal (basilikon), the household 

(oikonomikon), and the despotic (despotikon). Some, 

Aristotle reports, think that all four are the same (ton 

auton): their view is that the political, royal, household, 

and despotic do not differ "in kind" (ouk eidei), but only 

in number. According to these thinkers, if the association 

comprises a few, it is despotic; if more, it is a household; 



8 

and if more still, a political or royal association. And 

they hold that the sole difference between the political and 

the royal is the number of rulers: if one rules, it is the 

latter; if the rule is shared by turns, it is the former. 

According to Aristotle, on the other hand, to classify all 

these associations as of the same kind is incorrect; such a 

view, therefore, must miss (among other things) what is 

truly distinctive about the political. How, then, does 

Aristotle think the distinctions should be drawn? 

Aristotle's discussion in Bk. I suggests two main 

identifying features of the political. 

The first is expressed in the opening lines of I.l: 

Since we observe that every polis is an association and 
that every association has been set up for the sake of 
some good (for everyone does all that they do for the 
sake of what seems good), it is clear that while every 
association aims at some good, the association that is 
(1) most sovereign of them all and (2) comprehends all 
the others (3) aims especially at the most sovereign of 
goods. And this is what is called the polis--the 
political association. (1252al-7)1 

Highlighted in this passage is the claim that the political 

association is comprehensive, a claim that is unpacked in 

three related ways: the polis is (1) most authoritative; 

(2) includes the others within it; and (3) aims at realizing 

the highest good. This claim is supported and further 

1AII translations from the Greek are taken from the Oxford 
Classical Text editions, except where noted otherwise. The 
translations are mine, though I have consulted (and 
occasionally borrowed from) the Jowett and Saunders 
translations of the Politics, and the Ross and Irwin 
translations of the Nicomachean Ethics. 
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elaborated by Aristotle I,S argument in I. 2 that the polis is 

the telos of those associations out of which it is composed 

and developed. According to this argument, the despotic and 

household associations are incomplete, insofar as they 

provide no more than the resources needed to sustain mere 

life; the polis, on the other hand, is that unique 

association that makes possible the good life, the highest 

good, an achievement not possible, however, without the 

subsidiary contributions of the slave and household; the 

polis, therefore, is "that for the sake of which" the others 

exist, completing them and being complete itself (1252b27-

1253al). Far from differing only in numbers from the 

master-slave and household associations, then, the polis 

supercedes them in aim and authority. To classify them all 

under one kind (such that a large household differs not at 

all from a small polis) is to confuse the goal and the 

means, and to miss the distinctive relations of inclusion 

and hierarchy between the political, on the one hand, and 

the despotic and household associations, on the other. The 

effect of such a mistake is to obscure, with respect to all 

these associations, "what each of them is and how they ought 

to be" (1253b8), and to misappraise their proper value. 

The second feature of the political that Aristotle 

highlights in Bk. I is a distinctive manner of exercising 

authority, what Aristotle calls "politike arche"--"political 
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rule". Consider, for example, Aristotle's concluding 

remarks to the account (in 1.4-6) of those who are slaves 

"by nature" (and hence justifiably enslaved) and those who 

are naturally free (and hence not to be enslaved, on pain of 

injustice). "On the basis of these things," Aristotle 

\\~rites in 1.7, 

it is clear that despotism (despoteia) and political 
(politike) [rule] are not the same, nor are all the 
other kinds of rule the same as one another, as some 
say. For one kind of rule is over naturally free 
persons, while another is over natural slaves; and 
while household rule is monarchical (for every 
household is ruled by one person), political rule is 
over free and equal persons. (1255b16-20) 

This passage distinguishes the political from the despotic 

and the household by attributing to the political a 

distinctive relationship between ruler and ruled: namely, 

that ruler and ruled are alike naturally free (unlike in 

despotism) and are equal to one another (unlike in household 

rule). The contrast with monarchical rule, moreover, 

suggests that political rule is shared among those over whom 

it is exercised (through, as is indicated elsewhere, taking 

turns ruling and being ruled). This contrast with the 

monarchical aspect of household rule is slightly odd, given 

Aristotle's rejection of quantitative criteria in 1.1. But 

Aristotle's point in 1.1 is not that there are no 

quantitative differences between the household and the 

political, but that such differences are not themselves 

explanatory of the more fundamental differences in kind. 
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Indeed, in light of the fact that it is precisely the 

freedom and equality of the ruled that is left out of the 

mistaken description of the political at 1252a14-15, 

Aristotle's view will be that it this shared status of ruler 

and ruled that is fundamental to political rule 

(distinguishing it from the monarchical royal rule as well), 

which in turn explains its derivative property of shared 

rule. It is this view, then, that informs the contrast 

between rule over free and equal citizens, on the one hand, 

and monarchical rule in the household, on the other. On 

this view, to classify the polis as a large household is to 

miss a distinctively shared status among members of the 

former that contrasts with the hierarchical relationship 

between ruler and ruled within the latter. 

In trying to capture what is distinctive about the 

political association, then, Aristotle emphasizes both its 

comprehensiveness and the shared status among its members. 

At first blush, however, a question arises concerning the 

compatibility of these two features. I do not mean logical 

compatibility: there is nothing logically inconsistent in 

the conception of an association that pursues the hightest 

good while also respecting its members' status as "free and 

equal". But there is a difference in emphasis here that, 

given certain assumptions, can yield differing accounts of 

issues central to any political theory, ancient or modern, 



such as the proper distribution of political authority and 

material resources, or the role and value of such familiar 

political phenomena as law and deliberative assemblies. 
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The basic problem is familiar. If the polis is 

comprehensive in the sense outlined above, then it would 

seem that a proper political organization would confer most 

and highest political authority on those few among the 

citizenry who have a better understanding than the others of 

the highest good and how best to achieve it. But this 

approach seems at odds with the other distinctive aspect of 

the political that Aristotle mentions, the fundamentally 

shared status of rulers and ruled, and appears instead to 

countenance a kind of household or royal, not political, 

rule. On the other hand, accommod~ting the equality of 

citizens by introducing, say, the rule of law and democratic 

deliberative assemblies, is likely to compromise the most 

effective pursuit of the highest good. 

Plato's Republic presents the sharpest opposition 

between these two aspects of the political. On the one side 

stands Socrates' ideal city: it aims at making citizens as 

good as possible, and therefore entrusts all political 

authority, unhampered by laws, to a few experts with a 

philosophical understanding of The Good. On the other side 

stands Athenian-style democracy: it aims at freedom and 

equality among the citizens, and therefore provides them all 
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with the opportunity, regulated by laws, both to exercise 

political power and "to live as he likes".:2 According to 

Plato in the Republic, political rule--the exercise of 

shared authority over free and equal citizens--is 

incompatible with the comprehensive conception of the polis. 

Does Aristotle have any success in reconciling the 

perfectionist aims of the political community with a 

recognition of some shared status among all citizens? To 

begin to answer this question, we first need an account of 

the way in which Aristotle's conception of citizens as "free 

and equal" influences his treatment of the nature and 

distribution of political authority. Indeed, given 

Aristotle's emphasis both on the comprehensive aims of the 

polis and on political rule as exercised over free and equal 

citizens, it would seem that tracing and evaluating the 

mutual influence of these aspects on Aristotle's account of 

social justice is central to an understanding of Aristotle's 

political theory as a whole. Yet, the significance and role 

of the concept of political rule in the Politics is 

typically underplayed in favor of emphasizing the concept of 

the polis as comprehensive. In recent literature, this 

under-emphasis of the former partly reflects the influence 

of recent communitarian political theorists, who find in 

2Rep. 557bj cf. Pol. VI.2, 1317b12-13. Note Aristotle's 
comment that the ideal of living as one likes is the basis 
for the wish "not to be ruled--if possible not by anyone, 
but if not, in turns" (1317b14-16). 
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Aristotle the intellectual ancestry of their alternatives to 

liberalism. Such alternatives emphasize close civic bonds 

fostered by a politics of shared values, an emphasis 

seemingly at home in Aristotle's comprehensive conception of 

the polis. 3 But apart from recent developments, Aristotle's 

political philosophy has not generally been thought of as 

informed by a concern with equality, and for good reasons. 

First, Aristotle's notorious claims about the justice of 

slavery and the exclusion of women and workers from 

citizenship suggest at best a narrow group within which any 

"equality" and "political" rule is supposed to hold. 

Second, even within the class of citizens, Aristotle seems 

to emphasize not shared ruled justified by the equality of 

3The two most influential such theorists are Alasdair 
MacIntyre and Charles Taylor. Both emphasize those aspects 
of Aristotle's account of justice that presuppose (or so 
they argue) a shared and substantive conception of the 
overall human good, and that therefore (or so they argue) 
contrast sharply with contemporary "liberal" accounts that 
aim for neutrality with respect to competing conceptions of 
the good. See especially MacIntyre, After Virtue (1981), 
chs. 12 and 17, and Whose Justice? Which Rationality? 
(1988), ch. 7; and Taylor, Philosophical Papers (1985), vol. 
2, chs. 7 and 11. In these writings, Aristotle's conception 
of citizens as equals is rarely mentioned, and never in 
connection with the details of Aristotle's theory of 
justice. This is not to dispute the contrasts (or their 
importance) that MacIntyre and Taylor draw between Aristotle 
and liberal theories, only to suggest that they leave out 
one of Aristotle's own central concerns: namely, to 
accommodate (as Plato had not) the idea that the political 
community, unlike the household, is an association of 
equals. MacIntyre's and Taylor's near-exclusive focus on 
the first identifying feature of the political (see above) 
marginalizes the second, and thus misses Aristotle's evident 
efforts (which I shall be exploring in this study) to 
accommodate both features. 



\ 

15 

citizens, but unequal distributions of authority justified 

by "proportionate equality" (which one writer calls "a 

brilliant piece of legerdemain, keeping the word 

["equality"] while denying its substance"4). Third, 

Aristotle sometimes seems to suggest that absolute kingship 

is the ideal,s and he certainly argues that such kingship is 

justified under certain conditions;6 at any rate, he is no 

wholehearted fan of democracy, the kind of polity in which 

the conception of "free and equal" citizens would seem to 

have its natural home. In light of all this, it is 

difficult to locate precisely the significance and use of 

the conception of political rule within Aristotle's 

political theory. On the other hand, all the features just 

enumerated are well-explained by the polis as comprehensive, 

as comprising an ordered hierarchy of individuals and 

associations structured so as to achieve a perfected state. 

Indeed, the idea that citizens are equal would seem to play 

either an empty role or no role at all.? 

I shall be arguing in this and later chapters that, the 

above impressions notwithstanding, the conception of 

citizens as free and equal plays a significant role in 

4Gregory Vlastos, "The Rights of Persons in Plato's 
Conception of the Foundations of Justice" (1983), p. 181. 
sE.g., Pol. IV.2 1289a38ff. 
6pol. III.13, 17; see chapter III.2.d. 
?For further scepticism about Aristotle's concern with 
equality, see David Charles, "Perfectionism in Aristotle's 
Political Theory: Reply to Martha Nussbaum," in Oxford 
Studies in Ancient Philosophy (1988), pp. 185-206. 



Aristotle's political theory, and in particular in his 

account of social justice and the proper distribution of 

political power. Before moving directly to the topic of 

justice, however, we must first examine more closely 

Aristotle's account of (a) what it is to be naturally free 

and (b) the relevant respects in which the constituents of 

political rule are equal. Pol. I is forthcoming on both 

issues. 

11.2. Citizens as "free and equal" 

a. The concept of a naturally free person 

16 

Aristotle's concept of a naturally free person is 

developed through two contrasts intended to capture the 

distinction between the natural slave and the naturally 

free. The first is that between property, on the one hand, 

and that which "exists for one's own sake",B on the other. 

In Pol. I.4 Aristotle defines the natural slave as a ktema 

ti empsuchon: "a living piece of property" (1253b32). To be 

a piece of property, whether living or not, is to be a tool, 

belonging to another, whose essential function is to help 

provide the necessities of life for the other and his 

family. As property, then, the natural slave exists for the 

sake of the master, not the other way around. By contrast, 

BMetaphysics A, 982b25. 
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it is the ergon of the naturally free person to realize his 

own good, not the good of another: he "exists for his own 

sake", and thus does not belong to anyone else in the manner 

of property. 

In this sense--the sense of existing for one's own sake 

and not for another's as a tool--a free person is, on 

Aristotle's view, his own end, an "end in himself". This is 

dangerous talk, for it will immediately call up Kant's 

conception of moral agents as ends in themselves, a 

conception which informs Kant's moral and political theory 

in quite nonAristotelian ways. Still, what is the pole of 

contrast with Aristotle's conception of a human being who is 

of a nature to be used for another's end, if not a 

conception of a human being who is of a nature to be treated 

in accordance with his or her own end? To this extent, if 

no more, Aristotle and Kant employ a similar distinction 

between mere tools and "ends in themselves". Besides, we 

need a convenient term of reference for that feature of 

naturally free persons that Aristotle contrasts with being a 

natural living tool and that he describes as "existing for 

one's own sake"; and "end in himself" seems as accurate and 

convenient as any other. So I shall refer to this feature 

of free persons in this way, but by dOing so I make no 

claims about the extent of overlap, other than that noted 



above, between this feature of free persons and Kant's 

concept of moral agents as ends in themelves. 
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In virtue of what feature is one human being an end in 

himself and another a living piece of natural property? 

This question is answered by the second contrast, namely, 

between those who have reason and those who do not. 

Specifically, a slave "lacks completely the deliberative 

part" of the soul (holos ouk exei to bouleutikon, I.13 

1260a12): the part, as described in the Nicomachean Ethics, 

that is capable of reasoning out what best promotes a sought 

after and achievable goal so as to issue in a choice 

(prohairesis)--a "deliberated desire" (bouleutike orexis)-

for some action in the agent's power. 9 (Hence Aristotle's 

remark in III.9 that slaves "cannot live according to 

choice" (1280a4).) By contrast, then, the naturally free 

person is his own end in virtue of having the capacity for 

deliberative reason. 

Elsewhere in his discussion Aristotle complicates both 

sides of this relatively straightforward contrast between 

having and not having a deliberative capacity. On the one 

side, for example, Aristotle describes the natural slave as 

one who "shares in reason (koinonon logou) to the extent 

that he perceives it, but does not possess (me echein) it", 

while the "other animals do not perceive reason, but follow 

9See EN III.2-3, VI.2. 
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their pathemata" (1254b23-24). The property of perceiving, 

but not having, reason is partly illuminated by Aristotle's 

distinction in EN 1.13 between the senses in which two parts 

of the soul in human beings can be said "have reason". The 

first part has reason "properly speaking and in itself": it 

is that whose activity is thinking (dianoeein), and which 

comprises the domain of the intellectual virtues. The 

second part has reason insofar as it is capable of listening 

to and obeying the first part "as to a father": this is the 

seat of the pathemata, and comprises the domain of the 

virtues of character. This distinction from EN 1.13, when 

applied to the distinction drawn between perceiving and 

possessing reason in Politics 1.5, suggests that the slave 

both shares in and lacks reason in the same manner as does 

the patne-part of the soul: he lacks reason insofar as he 

lacks the ability to engage in dianoetike activity himself; 

he shares in reason insofar as he is able to obey rational 

directions originating in someone else (e.g., the master). 

Because the slave is at least rational in a secondary sense, 

he is to be distinguished from the "other animals" (1254b24) 

who lack the ability even to follow reason. 10 However, 

10Por a discussion of significant problems--both exegetical 
and philosophical--arising from this application of the 
emotion-reason relation to the slave-master relation, see 
Nicholas D. Smith, "Aristotle's Theory of Natural Slavery," 
Phoenix 37 (1983), pp. 109-122. See also W.W. Portenbaugh, 
"Aristotle on Slaves and Women," in Articles on Aristotle 
(1977) vol. 2, ed., J. Barnes, M. Schofield, and R. Sorabji, 
pp. 135-139; and Malcolm Schofield, "Ideology and Philosophy 
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though slave and animal differ in their manner of obedience, 

it is the slave's lack of reason in the "proper and strict" 

sense that is the more fundamental line of demarcation, the 

line that distinguishes between slave and free and that 

places the slave in the same functional category as the 

other animals. "The use" of slave and animal, Aristotle 

writes, "is not very different: for both provide assistance 

with their bodies for purposes of supplying the necessities" 

(1254b25-26). Indeed, "when there is such a differen~e as 

that between soul and body and human and beast (and this is 

the condition of those whose use of their bodies is their 

ergon and the best that can come from them)--these are 

slaves by nature" (1254bI6-19). 

Aristotle recognizes differences within the other side 

of the contrast as well: thus while both women and children 

are said to have (echei) the deliberative part, in the 

former it is ineffective" (akuron--"without authority" or 

"without force", 1260aI3),11 and in the latter it is 

"incomplete" (ateles, 1260a14). Yet, these differences are 

irrelevent so far as the status of natural freedom goes: if 

one has but the potential for practical deliberation--even 

if such potential is yet unrealized or realized but 

in Aristotle's Theory of Slavery," with commentary by C.H. 
Kahn, in G. Patzig, ed., XI. Symposium Aristotelicum: 
Studien zur Politik des Aristoteles (1989), pp. 1-30. 
11See n.13 for further discussion of this psychological 
profile of women. 



ineffective--one "has" reason in the relevant way, and so 

one is a naturally free person and his or her own end. 

b. Citizens as equals 

21 

In what Sdnse are the constituents of political rule 

equal, according to Aristotle? One way of answering this 

question is to follow up on Aristotle's contrast, noted 

above, between monarchical rule in the household, on the one 

hand, and rule over free and equals, on the other. 

Specifically, what justifies the monopoly on rule accorded 

to the ruler--the man--of the household? What are the 

relevant inequalities within household relationships that 

explain the appropriateness of such rule? 

In I.13, Aristotle is prompted to raise these questions 

in the context of addressing an apparent dilemma concerning 

whether or not the subjects of the household are capable of 

virtue (arete). On the one hand, the puzzle runs, subjects

-no less than their rulers--would seem to require virtue if 

they are to perform their respective functions (erga) well. 

On the other hand, if both rulers and subjects must be alike 

virtuous--each, for instance, having a share of 

kalokagathia, the virtue of a good man--then "why is it that 

one must always rule and the other always obey?" (1259b34-

36). It seems that either natural subjects do not have what 



it takes to be good subjects, or monarchical rule in the 

household is unjustified. 
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Aristotle's main interest in this dilemma is to present 

it as symptomatic, and hence as a reductio, of Socrates' 

view that there is a single illuminating definition for the 

virtue of both man and woman, father and child, master and 

slave. 12 In all these relationships, Aristotle argues, the 

virtue of the one party irreducibly differs in kind from 

that of the other; and thus ruler and subject can both be 

virtuous yet still be relevantly different so as to justify 

the absolute hierarchy between them. This is not the only 

logically possible solution, however. Why not claim, for 

example, that the ruler is capable of a greater degree of 

the same kind of virtue than the subjects are, and that it 

is this quantitative difference that justifies monarchical 

rule? Aristotle's rejection of this approach is 

instructive: 

for they [ruler and ruled] cannot differ by more and 
less; for to be ruled and and to rule differ in kind 
(eidei), but the more and the less do not. (1259b36-37) 

To be a subject is to perform a job different in kind from 

that of a ruler; therefore, the virtues that render one fit 

to be a good subject, on the one hand, and a good ruler, on 

the other, must differ in kind. Monarchical rule, then, 

cannot be justified between parties who share the same kind 

12Cf. the reference to Gorgias, 1260a28, in conjunction with 
Plato's Meno, 70-73. 
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of virtue, even if one party is more virtuous than the 

other. But further, the required differences in virtue--not 

only between ruler and ruled but also among the different 

subjects themselves--are a product of the different 

distributions of rational capacities we noted previously: 

For the manner of rule of free over slave, male over 
female, and man over child are different: the parts of 
the soul are present in all of them, but differently 
present. For the slave is completely without the 
deliberative part; the female has it, but it is 
ineffective; and the child has it, but it is 
undeve~oped. It must be taken to be similar, then, 
concerning the virtues of character: all must have a 
share, but not in the same manner, but to the extent to 
which it suffices for the function of each. Hence the 
ruler must have complete virtue of character (for his 
function, taken without qualification, is that of a 
master-craftsman, and reason is a master-craftsman), 
while each of the others must have that extent of 
virtue which falls to them. So it is clear that virtue 
of character belongs to all of them, and that the 
moderation of a woman and a man is not the same, nor is 
their courage and justice the same, as Socrates 
thought; the courage of the one has the capacity to 
rule; that of the other to follow, and similarly with 
the other virtues. (1260a9-24) 

Household rule is over subjects whose rational capacities 

are inferior in kind to those of the ruler, a difference 

that yields correspondingly inferior virtues. These, then, 

are the relevant inequalities explaining and justifying the 

monarchical aspect of household rule. 13 

13The validity of Aristotle's argument requires not only 
(the transparently false premise) that each household 
member, qua the type of member he or she is (i.e., qua wife, 
child, or slave), fits the psychological profile Aristotle 
attributes to him or her; it also requires that the profiles 
themselves map out differences from the psychology of the 
male ruler that are truly differences in kind. But 
Aristotle's description of the woman's deliberative capacity 
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By contrast, then, the constituents of political rule 

are equal insofar as each has some share of a mature and 

effective deliberative capacity. Note that such equality is 

not incompatible with inequality by degrees: what is 

relevant here is that each has a deliberative capacity the 

as "present but akuron" leaves some doubt about whether his 
argument meets even this latter requirement. Most 
commentators agree, and I with them, that by this 
description Aristotle means that women are congenitally 
incapable of dispositionally abiding by their deliberated 
choices: she is, as it were, a permanent akratic. Aristotle 
then runs into two problems, however. First, this 
incapacity does not seem to constitute a difference in kind 
in deliberative faculty, only in ability to carry out what 
are in principle well-reasoned choices. Aristotle would 
probably reply that the woman's inferiority in kind arises 
not from a deficient deliberative function per se, but from 
a congenital incapacity for full phronesis, and full 
phronesis excludes akrasia (see EN VI, esp. chs. 12-13). 
But this reply only highlights the second problem. 
Aristotle wishes (and needs) to argue that, unlike the 
akrasia experienced by free adult males, the akrasia of 
women is by nature, is part of their natural endowment. Now 
it would be a severe anomaly within Aristotle's own 
teleological account of nature to posit a class of natural 
organisms (as opposed to that odd individual here or there) 
for whom nature has simultaneously granted a faculty but 
blocked its effective use without outside help. But such an 
anomaly is presented by the notion of a class of 
individuals--women--who are akratic by nature. So either 
Aristotle must grant women a mature deliberative capacity, 
in which case they do not differ in kind from men, or he 
must send them the way of children, in which case they 
should have no responsibilities within the household. As 
with Aristotle's description of the natural slave as capable 
of perceiving but not of having reason, the description of 
women as having an "ineffective deliberative capacity" is 
either anomalous by Aristotle's own lights or manifestly 
unable to play the role Aristotle needs for his argument. 
And such a situation invites the suspicion that in both 
cases Aristotle's arguments are "ideologically", rather than 
"philosophically", driven. For further discussion of this 
suspicion, see Schofield, "Ideology and Philosophy in 
Aristotle's Theory of Natural Slavery". 
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same in kind as that possessed by all the others, and 

different in kind from the rational capacity displayed by 

wife, child, and slave. 

There is one other relevant passage in Bk. I, however, 

that might seem to be inconsistent with the account of 

political rule given above. After a lengthy excursus in 

I.S-ll on the proper use of household property, 1.12 resumes 

the inquiry, first broached in I.3, into the true nature of 

the elementary relationships of the household: master-

slave, husband-wife, and father-child (1253b4-S). The whole 

of 1.12 is relevant: 

There are three parts of the household association: 
one is despotic, about which we spoke before; one is 
paternal; and a third marital. For a man rules over a 
wife and children--over both as free, but not in the 
same manner of rule. Rather, he rules over a wife 
politically (politikos), but over children royally 
(basilikos). For the male is by nature fitter for 
command than the female (unless conditions are contrary 
to nature), and the elder and full-grown fitter than 
than the younger and immature. In most cases of 
political rule the ruler and ruled change places, for 
it tends to be based on equality in nature, there being 
no differences at all. Nevertheless, when one rules 
and another is ruled, the ruler seeks to be different 
in outward form and titles and honors, as Amasis said 
about his foot-pan; the male always stands in this 
relation to the female. And rule over children is 
royal: for the begettor is ruler by virtue both of 
love and age, the very mark of the royal kind of rule. 
Hence Homer was right in calling Zeus "father of gods 
and men", because he is king of them all. For the king 
must be superior by nature, yet be the same in kind: 
the very relation in which the elder stands to the 
younger and the begettor to his child (1259a37-
l259bI7). 
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The identification in this passage of the rule of a husband 

over his wife as political appears to be inconsistent with 

the conception of political rule referred to in 1.5 in three 

related ways. First, in the earlier passage household rule 

is contrasted with political rule; here, it is said to 

include a version of it. Second, in the earlier passage 

political rule is identified as exercised over equals; here, 

it is allowed that it may also be exercised over unequals. 

And third, in 1.5 political rule is contrasted with 

monarchical rule; here (as we would expect from the first 

two inconsistencies) it is said to have a monarchical 

version. 

One simple way of dispelling these apparent 

inconsistencies is to attribute to Aristotle two distinct 

senses of politike arche, represented by its respective uses 

in 1.12 and 1.7. This manuever, however, is blocked by 

Aristotle's remark at 1259b4-6 that most political rule is 

of the shared, equality-based sort. This remark implies 

that there is something in common between rule over equals 

and a husband's rule over his wife that gives point to 

calling them both political, despite the substantive 

differences. On the other hand, if marital rule is no less 

"political" in kind than rule over equals, it is not clear 

(pace the suggestion of 1.7) that equal status between ruler 

and ruled identifies an essential aspect of the political 
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association after all. If inequality between ruler and 

ruled is compatible with distinctively political rule in the 

case of husband and wife, what is to exclude inequality (and 

the consequent absence of shared authority) from some cases 

of political rule among citizens? 

Some clarity is gained by inquiring into the feature of 

marital rule in virtue of which Aristotle classifies it as 

political. The clue lies in the contrast between such rule, 

on the one hand, and the rule of father over child, on the 

other. The feature most impressive to Aristotle about the 

father-child relationship is the natural superiority of the 

father: it is this superiority (grounded, in the case of 

the father, in superior age and maturity), that, when 

combined with a bond of kinship, qualifies the father's rule 

as royal. There is not this same kind of superiority of 

husband over wife, however: after all, the wife has 

responsibilities within the household that the child 

completely lacks;14 and underwriting these responsibilites, 

the woman has, as we have seen, a developed (if still 

ineffective) deliberative capacity that the child has only 

as a potential. Given these social and psychological powers 

of the wife, it is a relative lack of--or at any rate, a 

significantly diminished--superiority that distinguishes the 

14See. e.g., Pol. III.4 1277b24-25. 
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wife's from the child's relationship to the male head of the 

household. 

In this light, the use of "political rule" to refer to 

authority exercised over equals turns out to explain its 

application to marital rule. Relative to the child, the 

wife approaches (even in Aristotle's scheme) a certain 

equality to the husband. If, then, "political rule" 

designates a ruler-ruled relationship in which the parties 

are free and equal (as the passage from I.7 suggests), it is 

not surprising that Aristotle thinks it illuminating to 

capture the difference between paternal and marital rule by 

calling the one royal and the other political. The wife, 

though regarded by Aristotle as inferior to the husband 

relative to his standing with his civic peers, can be called 

equal relative to the severe inequality between father and 

child. 

If this interpretation is correct, then, I.12 further 

suggests, rather than casting doubt upon, Aristotle's view 

that a distinctive feature of the political is an equality 

of status between ruler and ruled. The new complication, 

however, is that we now have two types of relevant equality 

to work with: (1) equality in the possession of an 

effective deliberative capacity outlined above; and (2) 

equality in the possession of a merely developed 

deliberative capacity. That these types of equality are 
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importantly different is seen by Aristotle's discussion in 

1.13: (1) is a stricter equality in kind and excludes 

monarchical rule; (2) is a looser equality for which 

monarchy is (sometimes) appropriate. Does Aristotle want to 

maintain that it is (1) alone that grounds political rule as 

exercised within the political association? Or does 

Aristotle include the looser kind of equality within his 

conception of distinctively political relationships between 

ruler and ruled? 

To answer this question, and for further illumination 

on the nature of political rule, we must now turn to two 

further passages from the Politics outside of Bk. I in which 

Aristotle refers to political rule. 

The first passage is from 111.4. The main topic of 

this famous chapter is the question, "is the virtue of the 

good man the same as that of the good citizen?" (1276b16-

17). In the course of the discussion, Aristotle writes that 

"the good citizen must have the knowledge and ability both 

to be ruled and to rule, this indeed being the good 

citizen's virtue--understanding the rule over free men from 

both sides" (1277b13-16). Aristotle's explanation exploits 

the contrast between despotic-~nd political rule. In the 

former, the master needn't trouble himself with learning the 

slave's tasks, but only with using the slave well. On the 

other hand, 
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there is a kind of rule which is exercised over those 
who are free and similar in birth. For we call this 
political rule, which the ruler must learn by being 
ruled, just as one learns to command cavalry by serving 
under a calvary-commander and to be a general by 
serving under a general, and by commanding a battalion 
and a company. Hence this indeed is well said, that it 
is not possible to rule well having not been ruled. 
(1277b7-13) 

In keeping with the argument of 1.13 that ruling and being 

ruled differ in kind, and therefore require virtues 

different in kind, Aristotle attributes to ruler and ruled 

different kinds of justice, moderation, and all the other 

virtues except for practical wisdom, which (also in line 

with 1.13) is "alone peculiar to the ruler" (the ruled 

exercising "true opinion,,).15 The conclusion of this 

argument in 111.4, however, is not the introduction of a 

permanent absolute hierarchy of certain persons over others, 

but the claim that all citizens must be capable of 

participating in both kinds of virtue, indeed must be good 

subjects if they are to be good rulers. But then all 

citizens, if they are to be capable of the virtues of good 

ruling, must have at least some share of an effective 

deliberative capacity, that is, must be natural equals in 

the stricter sense explained above. This, I take it, gives 

the sense of "similar in birth" at 1277b8, each citizen 

possessing the same kind (though not necessarily the same 

degree) of deliberative power. 

151277b25-29; for further discussion of this passage, see 
chapter III.2.a. 
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The second passage is from VII.3. Given the nature and 

value of engaging in proper rule over free men, Aristotle 

suggests, the life of the politikos--the "statesman"--is 

plausibly the life of eudaimonia. But, Aristotle wonders, 

couldn't someone conclude from this that absolute rule is 

best, supposing that such rule best positions one to perform 

all the greatest and finest actions which ruling has to 

offer? This supposition is false, Aristotle reasons, for 

there cannot be fine actions for an absolute ruler who 

is not superior to the extent as a man is to his wife 
or a father to child or a master to slave; so that he 
who errs could at no later time correct himself to the 
extent that he has already deviated from virtue. For 
among similars the fine and just thing is to rule in 
turns, for this is equal and similar; but among equals 
and similars the unequal and the unlike are contrary to 
nature, and nothing that is contrary to nature is fine. 
(13253-10) 

We shall return to the ideas expressed in this passage later 

when we examine Aristotle's account of justice as 

proportionate equality, but our present interest is in the 

opposition Aristotle sets up between the superiority 

exhibited by the male head of the household, on the one 

hand, and the similarity and equality among citizens, on the 

other. This is the same opposition suggested by the passage 

examined from I.13, indicating again the equality in kind so 

far discussed; and as in I.13, Aristotle suggests that only 

inequalities in kind can justify absolute rule. 
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Two further passages are relevant, though neither 

explicitly refers to political rule. In VII.8, Aristotle 

argues that those whose livelihood is the supply of the 

necessities for the life of the citizenry are not parts 

proper of the polis. The political association, Aristotle 

reasons, constitutes "something one in kind" (hen ti to 

genos, 1328a25), and accordingly "its associates must have 

some one and the same thing in common, though they might 

partake both equally and unequally" (1328a25-28). But there 

is nothing in common between those who take and those who 

make, between "that for the sake of which" and "that which 

is for the sake of this" (!328a29-30). In particular, the 

producers are property for the polis; but the polis is "an 

association of similars, for the sake of living the best 

life possible" (1328a25-37). Here are noted both marks of 

the political--a shared status among all citizens and the 

comprehensive goal of the good life--neither of which, 

Aristotle is pointing out, pertains to the relationship 

between the producers of necessities and their rulers. 

Again, consider IV.!!. Aristotle here claims that 

among those politeiai realistically achievable for most 

cities and men, the best is one in which a majority of the 

population are "middle people"--those who are moderately

well-off in external goods such as fortune, power, looks, 

and so on. One of Aristotle's several reasons in support of 
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this claim is that the alternative extremes produce a 

populace incapable of properly ruling and being ruled. The 

rich, straight from childhood having never been accustomed 

to being ruled, neither "wish nor know how to be ruled" 

(1295bI5-16); while the poor, for converse reasons, are 

excessively abject. The result is that 

the one group does not know how to rule, but is ruled 
despotically, while the other group does not know how 
to be ruled in any way at all, but rules despotically. 
So what comes about is a polis not of freemen but of 
slaves and masters, the former envious and the latter 
haughty, a result farthest removed from friendship and 
a political association, for one wishes to share not 
even the road with one's enemies. But the polis, after 
all, tends as much as possible towards comprising 
equals and similars, and this especially resides with 
the middle people. So that this polis will necessarily 
be best constituted in respect of those elements of 
which we say that the polis is by nature composed. 
(1295b19-28) 

As in other passages we have examined, Aristotle contrasts 

the despotic with the political according to a manner of 

exercising authority, again associating political rule, and 

more broadly the nature of the polis, with its free and 

equal constituents. And again, it is in the context of this 

contrast between political rule and other types of rule that 

we should understand the kind of equality and similarity 

that Aristotle here emphasizes. 

These passages, taken together, define a distinctive 

form of relationship among citizens. First, because 

citizens are naturally free, they are not each other's 

property: they are their own ends, and are to be treated 
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accordingly. Second, each citizen possesses an effective 

deliberative capacity, and in this sense are "equals and 

similars". Together, these two features yield a distinctive 

manner of political authority. One distinctive feature of 

political rule is that it is shared: because they are 

equal, citizens take turns at ruling and being ruled. But 

also, because the activities of ruling and being ruled are 

different in kind, such sharing requires a distinctive kind 

of virtue, one which enables the citizen to play both roles 

well. The virtue of a good household member is either of 

the ruling or obedient type, but not both; the virtue of a 

good citizen is "understanding the rule over free men from 

both sides". 

It is worth dwelling briefly on how distinctive this 

conception of the citizen's virtue is. Aristotle's 

discussion in III.4 perhaps encourages the impression that 

such virtue simply comprises two irreducibly distinct kinds 

of virtue, one enabling ruling, the other obedience. 

Indeed, Aristotle explicitly notes that the justice and 

moderation of the ruler differs in kind from that of the 

ruled no less among citizens than among household members. 

At the same time, however, it would be a mistake to assume 

from this emphasized difference that these two kinds of 

virtue are not also integrated so as to together constitute 

a unified and altogether distinct type of ethical character. 
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For notice that neither kind of virtue is likely to be 

nurtured and sustained without the presence of the other. 

Unlike a good household ruler, the good political ruler must 

be disposed to share his rule; if he is not so disposed, he 

is excessively domineering. But an excessively dominant 

personality is likely to be avoided only by having some 

experience with being a good subject (thus one can rule well 

only by first having been ruled, as Aristotle explicitly 

notes in 111.4 and as his diagnosis in IV.II of the 

despotism of the rich implies). And unlike a good household 

subject, the good political subject must be disposed to take 

up ruling at the appropriate time; if not, he is excessively 

abject. But again, avoiding an excessively obedient 

personality is likely to be avoided only by having the 

characteristic disposition of the good ruler. So though the 

virtues of ruling and being ruled are different in kind, 

they in fact converge to yield an integrated character-type 

that is a mean between excessive dominance and excessive 

obedience. 

This, of course, is just the character trait that 

recommends the "middle people" to Aristotle in IV.Il, but 

the larger point here is that this conception of citizen's 

virtue is already implicit in Aristotle's account of 

political rule. By contrast, household rule requires no 

such virtue. Household subjects are limited to the 
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obedience but the wrong kind of obedience (e.g., slavish 

instead of wifish). Similarly, the household ruler is 
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limited to the ruling-virtues, the vice being the display of 

the wrong kind of dominance over the wrong people (e.g., 

masterly dominance over the children). Part of what is 

distinctive about political rule, then, is that it involves 

a distinctively non-hierachical relationship sustained by a 

distinctively non-hierachical kind of virtue. In this way, 

Aristotle conceives the political association as respecting 

parity of status among its members despite the necessary 

functional differentiation in kind into ruler and ruled. 

1.3. Free birth, equality, and political authority: 

Aristotle's criticism of Plato's Republic 

The significance of Aristotle's approach becomes clear 

against the background of Plato's analysis of political 

authority in the Republic. Though the theory is elaborated 

and modified in important ways as the Republic proceeds, the 

immediately relevant part of Plato's account can be found in 

Socrates' response to Thrasymachus in Bk. 1. 16 

Thrasymachus, claiming "to speak with precision", asserts 

that "the ruler, in so far as he is a ruler, unerringly 

decrees what is best for himself and this the subject must 

16We shall be considering other aspects of Plato's account 
of political authority in chapter 11.3, and in chapter IV. 
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do" (341a). Socrates argues that this assertion rests on a 

mistake about the true nature of ruling. His argument is as 

follows: (1) Ruling, in its precise sense, is a techne 

("craft" or "skill").1.7 (2) Therefore, the ruler stands to 

the ruled as any techne stands to the object whose treatment 

it directs and controls. (3) The origin of any techne, that 

which explains its generation and continued existence, is 

that it can satisfy needs which its object cannot self

sufficiently satisfy. (4) Therefore, a techne controls its 

object in order to secure a benefit not for the techne but 

for the object. (5) Therefore, rule is exercised in order 

to secure the benefit of the ruled. (6) Therefore, 

Thrasymachus is wrong: the ruler, in so far as he is ruling 

in the precise sense of the word, properly seeks the 

advantage of the ruled, not himself. In typical Socratic 

fashion, Socrates adduces examples in support of his 

argument: "The techne of medicine does not seek its own 

advantage but that of the body ... nor does horse-breeding 

seek its own advantage but that of horses ... surely no 

physician either, in so far as he is a physician, seeks or 

orders what is advantageous to himself, but to his patient?" 

(342c-d) . 

1.7For this premise and the argument that follows, cf. 
Plato's Statesman, esp. 292a-303d. For further remarks on 
the Statesman, see chapter IV. 
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As this argument indicates, Socrates reaches his 

conclusions about the nature of political rule by putting 

forth a general principle about all instances of rule: 

namely, that whether within a political context or not, all 

hierarchy between (a genuine) ruler and ruled originates in 

the fact that the ruler administers a techne that satisfies 

a need that the ruled cannot satisfy alone. Socrates 

tenaciously hangs on to this uniform analysis of rule, even 

in the face of suggestive counter-examples offered by 

Thrasymachus. "You think that shepherds and cowherds seek 

the good of their sheep or cattle," Thrasymachus replies to 

Socrates, "whereas their sole purpose in fattening them and 

looking after them is their own good" (343b). While 

Thrasymachus is not generally an effective opponent for 

Socrates, his examples of shepherding and cowherding are 

plausible candidates for cases in which rule--even in the 

precise sense--is exercised for the sake of the ruler. 

Rather than modifying his general principle about rule, 

however, Socrates relies on it to reject Thrasymachus' 

characterization of the shepherd: 

You see now, Thrasymachus--let us examine again what 
went before--that, while you first defined the true 
physician, you did not think it necessary later to 
observe the precise definition of the true shepherd, 
but you think that he fattens sheep, in so far as he is 
a shepherd, not with what is best for the sheep in 
mind, but like a guest about to be entertained at a 
feast, with a banquet in view, or again a sale, like a 
moneymaker, not a shepherd. The shepherd's craft is 
concerned only to provide what is best for the object 
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of its care; as for the craft itself, it is 
sufficiently provided with all it needs to be at its 
best, as long as it does not fall short of being the 
craft of the shepherd. That is why I thought it 
necessary for us to agree just now that every kind of 
rule, as far as it truly rules, does not seek what is 
best for anything else than the subject of its rule and 
care, and this is true both of public and private kinds 
of rule (345c-e). 

We needn't take Socrates here as denying that there are 

significant differences between instances of rule, "public", 

"private", or otherwise. Indeed, as the later developments 

of the Republic show, the kind of expertise involved in 

proper rule varies with the context. In particular, 

political rule turns out to be radically unlike any of the 

everyday technai exhibited by shepherds, shoemakers, 

physicians and the like. Such ordinary technai aim at some 

particular and limited benefit; political rule, by contrast, 

is the exercise of philosophical knowledge (episteme) aiming 

at instantiating likenesses of The Good in the souls of 

citizens. However, notwithstanding the differences in kinds 

of expertise exhibited by rulers and in the corresponding 

kinds of benefit administered, the basics of Socrates' 

account of the origin and nature of rule are not modified: 

all instances of rule originate in a lack of self-

sufficiency with respect to some need of the ruled, a lack 

which it is therefore the purpose of the rule--as a techne 

or episteme--to help fill. 

This acc~unt of political rule has its theoretical 

advantages. In particular, it provides a clear and simple 
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solution to two central questions concerning the justice of 

political authority: (1) how should political rule be 

distributed?; and (2) for whose benefit should such rule be 

exercised? Given the account of rule just described, Plato 

has a ready and direct response to both questions: absolute 

political control should be assigned to the relevant expert 

to be exercised over the ignorant for the sake of the 

latter. Moreover, should an anarchist question why anyone 

ought to be subject to another's rule in the first place, 

Plato again has an easy response: an individual by nature 

aims to satisfy his or her needs, and this aim is realized 

only by being subject to the absolute authority of an 

expert. 

Unfortunately, this direct and simple theory of just 

political authority has serious problems. One frequently 

raised objection is that the theory fails to appreciate the 

corrupting influence of absolute power: anyone, it is 

argued, invested with the absolute political authority that 

Plato's theory requires will invariably look to his own 

good, not the good of his subjects. In effect, the argument 

here is that Plato is unrealistic about the ability of human 

nature to withstand the temptations, created by having 

unconstrained power, of self-aggrandizement at the expense 

of others. 
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But apart from the charge of excessive idealism, there 

are problems with the ideal itself--problems stemming from 

the fact that most of the citizenry is under the absolute 

political control of a few. The most fundamental charge is 

that such an arrangement fails to capture the kind of status 

citizens have in relation to one another and in relation to 

the politeia. Insofar as the experts have absolute control 

over the other citizens, the ruled stand to their rulers as 

slaves to masters; and though such control is exercised for 

the ruled's own good, this at best improves their status to 

that of children relative to parents. Indeed, as we have 

seen, Socrates in Republic I makes no distinctions between 

rule over citizens and rule over sheep; and in a famous 

passage from Republic IX, Socrates does not hesitate to 

refer to the citizens of his city as slaves. 18 But, we want 

to say, citizens are neither sheep, slaves, nor children; 

and political rulers are neither shepherds, masters, nor 

parents. Something here has been left out of Plato's 

analysis. 

Indeed, Socrates' response to Thrasymachus' case of the 

shepherd and the sheep valiantly bites the bullet, but does 

nothing to explain or otherwise dispel the intuition that 

gave rise to the counter-example in the first place. That 

intuition suggests that while it is true that shepherding in 

18Rep. 590c; and see chapter II.3.b. 
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fact benefits sheep--by "fattening" them and so on--it does 

not follow that the purpose of shepherding is to benefit 

sheep. Why, then, does Socrates answer Thrasymachus as he 

does? The problem Socrates faces is that the general 

principle of the origin and nature of rule that he has 

offered does not distinguish between kinds of rule, and thus 

cannot explain (among other things) why certain instances of 

ruling are for the sake of the rulers, though many (perhaps 

most) others are for the sake of the ruled. It is that 

general principle, however, that is the linchpin of 

Socrates' argument for the claim that proper political rule 

is for the sake of the ruled (the issue, after all, that 

generated the discussion about rule in general). And thus, 

rathe~ than modify that principle in the face of 

Thrasymachus' counter-example, Socrates revises our ordinary 

notions of the purpose of the craft of tending farm animals. 

The alternative strategy--one which would better preserve 

intuitions--would require specifying the relevant 

differences between sheep, on the one hand, and persons 

subject to political rule, on the other, and this Socrates 

is evidently not prepared to do. After all, both sheep and 

citizens lack self-sufficiency, and it is this lack that, 

for the Socrates of Republic I, confers on one the status 

both of subject to another's rule and of primary beneficiary 

of such rule. 
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In chapters II-IV, we shall examine Aristotle's 

attempt, pace Plato in the Republic, to develop a theory of 

just distributions of political power that is compatible 

with a conception of citizens as equals. In the remainder 

of this chapter, we shall consider Aristotle's criticism of 

Plato's argument for the contention that all rule aims at 

the good of the ruled, benefiting the ruler only by 

coincidence. 

Aristotle's paradigm counter-example to this contention 

(one entirely in the spirit of Thrasymachus' objection) is 

the rule of a master over his slave. The clearest 

expression of Aristotle's objection in this regard is a 

passage from Politics III.6, in which he sharply separates 

despotic rule from other instances of rule within the 

household and the polis. In full, the passage reads as 

follows: 

It is easy to distinguish the mentioned kinds of rule; 
for we often define them in the external writings. For 
mastership, although in truth what is advantageous for 
the natural slave and natural master is the same, 
nevertheless rules primarily for the advantage of the 
master, and for that of the slave per accidens: for if 
the slave deteriorates, the mastership cannot be 
preserved. On the other hand, rule over children, 
wife, and the whole household--what we call household 
management--is either for the sake of the ruled or for 
the sake of some benefit common to both: in itself, it 
is for the sake of the ruled, just as we observe with 
the other technai, for example, medicine and 
gymnastics; whereas if it benefits both, it would do so 
per accidens. For nothing prevents a trainer from 
sometimes himself being one of those in training, in 
the same way that a pilot is always one of the group of 
sailors. The trainer or pilot watches out for the good 
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of the ruled, but whenever he himself becomes one of 
them, he partakes of the benefit per accidens: for the 
one--the pilot--is a sailor; and the other--despite 
being their trainer--has become a member of the team 
being trained (1278b30-1279a8). 

On the basis of these remarks, Aristotle makes two claims 

about the nature of political rule. First (1279a8-16), the 

ancient citizenry--when "equal and alike" to one another--

gladly took turns at ruling, for they rightly saw that 

ruling is a service requiring looking out for the interests 

of others. Nowadays, on the other hand, everyone fights to 

rule "continuously", seeking the profits that have since 

been attached (improperly so, Aristotle implies) to office-

holding. Second (1279a17-21), politeiai that look to the 

common advantage are correct and "in accordance with 

absolute justice", while those that look only to the 

advantage of the rulers are incorrect and deviations. The 

latter are incorrect, deviant, and unjust because (gar), 

Aristotle writes, they "are despotikai, but the polis is an 

association of free men" (1279a21). 

There are important similarities between this passage 

and that from Bk. I of the Republic. The goal of each 

discussion is to argue that proper political rule aims 

primarily at the good of the ruled, with the ruler 

benefiting per accidens. To motivate that conclusion, each 

appeals to other instances of rule, and in particular to the 

nature of techne-rule. And each draws the corrolary that if 

properly understood, rulership would cease being coveted as 
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a source of profit but would rather be distributed as a 

public service. 

The salient difference, of course, is Aristotle's 

distinction between mastership and rule over free persons, 

according to which the direction of benefit in the former is 

the reverse of that assigned to all kinds of rule by Plato. 

On the one hand, because the slave exists for the sake of 

another, his good is subsumed under the good of his master; 

and therefore the master is the proper primary beneficiary, 

while the slave at best benefits kata sumbebekos. By 

contrast, free persons are "ends in themselves"; and insofar 

as their tele are thus independent and separate from that of 

their rulers, so is their good. It is therefore, in turn, a 

requirement of justice that political rulers exercise their 

power for the good of the ruled. 

In thus arguing for the relevance of the distinction 

between free and slave, Pol. 111.6 represents an important 

departure from Plato's analysis of political authority and 

the justice of ruling for the common good. 19 Indeed, this 

19The role played by Aristotle's conception of citizens as 
essentially free persons in his account of justice as the 
common advantage is under-emphasized, or even missed, by 
many commentators, who instead ground this account in 
Aristotle's thesis that the polis is essential for 
perfecting those definitively human faculties that would 
otherwise go undeveloped. Thus, for example, Martha 
Nussbaum suggests that unactualized potentials for living 
the good life "give rise to a claim because they are there 
and in a state of incomplete realization. They are 
conditions that reach towards, demand fulfillment in, a 
certain mode of activity" ("Nature, Function, and 
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distinction plays no role in Socrates' argument with 

Capability: Aristotle on Political Distribution," Oxford 
Studies in Ancient Philosophy (1988), p. 169). In a 
different but related vein, A.C. Bradley appeals to 
Aristotle's suggestion in 1.2 that the dependency of human 
ergon on polis is analogous to that of hand to body (the so
called "priority thesis"). He refers to Aristotle's mention 
in 111.6 of to koine"i sumpheron ("the common advantage"), 
and explains: "in any whole that is "prior" to its parts, 
in any organism, there is an identity between the general 
welfare and the particular welfare of each part. It is in 
the healthy and harmonious development of its organs or 
functions that the health of the whole body lies, and the 
interest of the State is nothing but that of its citizens" 
("Aristotle's Conception of the State," in Keyt and Miller, 
eds., A Companion to Aristotle's Politics (1991), p. 32 
[repro from Hellenica, ed. Evelyn Abbot (1880)]. The 
problem with these explanations is that (1) slaves are (a) 
beings whose definitive capacities are realized only within, 
and thus are dependent on, the master-slave relation, and 
(b) described as "parts" of their masters, yet (2) are ruled 
for the sake of their rulers. So while these explantions 
might fit Plato's account of authority, lack of self
sufficiency (to which both Nussbaum and Bradley appeal) is 
insufficient for reaching the moral status that Aristotle 
assigns to free birth and in which he grounds justice as the 
common advantage. 

Stephen Everson, in "Aristotle on the Foundations of 
the State," Political Studies 36 (1988), pp. 89-101, argues 
that Aristotle's conception of citizens as naturally free 
persons plays an essential role in his account of the proper 
use of political authority. His main concern, however, is 
to reconcile the status of citizens as free persons with 
Aristotle's (seeming) "authoritarianism", rather than to 
explan the basis for Aristotle's argument that political 
power (however authoritarian) must aim for the good of the 
ruled. Insofar as he does touch on the latter issue, his 
remarks are similar to Nussbaum's and Bradley's. He writes, 
for example, that "given Aristotle's strong notion that 
there is a uniquely natural development for any natural 
substance--be it acorn or a human child--he is well placed 
to provide what we would call an account of children's 
rights. Adults will not be allowed to act in ways which 
would 'suppress or interfere with' the child's natural 
development into a rational and virtuous agent" (p.99). But 
then why, exactly, does Aristotle not attribute such 
protections to acorns? The answer, surely, is that free 
persons "exist for their own sakes", whereas acorns do not. 



47 

Thrasymachus; rather, both share the assumption that, as far 

as the ruler's aim is concerned, there is no relevant 

difference in status between sheep and citizen. For 

Socrates, this assumption is reason to treat sheep like 

citizens--for their own good; for Thrasymachus it is reason 

to treat citizens like sheep--for the good of the ruler. 

The theoretical merit of Aristotle's distinction is that it 

promises to avoid either result by yielding a different 

account of why proper political rule is for the sake of the 

governed. For Socrates in Republic I, as we saw, the reason 

is that, as with all technai, political rule originates as a 

cure for a lack of self-sufficiency among its objects of 

concern. According to Aristotle in Politics III.6, on the 

other hand, the reason is that the objects of concern for 

political rule--the citizens--constitute a body of freemen, 

not slaves, and thus are to be treated as ends in 

themselves. But if it is one's status as a free person that 

explains why one's rulers ought to look to one's own good 

first and foremost, then sheep (and slaves) no longer pose a 

problem. Pol. III.6 thus opens up a new line of 

argumentation against a Thrasymachan-like analysis of 

political authority, one that enables Aristotle to 

accommodate certain plausible counter-examples to Plato's 

analysis without yielding on the main point on which both 
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Plato and Aristotle agree: that political authority is just 

only when it is exercised for the good of the ruled. 

At the same time, however, Aristotle does not find in 

the status of free birth itself the implications that he 

reports democrats as drawing, viz., (a) that the ideal for a 

free person is to "live as one likes" unhampered by rulers; 

and (b) if this ideal isn't fully realizable, to come as 

close as possible through sharing in rule by turns. 20 

Against (a), Aristotle asserts that living according to the 

demands of a constitutional order is proper to a free person 

and not akin to slavery; and against (b), he argues that 

one's proper share of political power is determined not 

simply and without further ado by one's free status, but 

rather by a principle of distributive justice that aims to 

confer power in proportion to "worth" or "merit".21. Thus 

Aristotle steers a middle course between Plato and the 

democrats: on the one hand, he extends status to free birth 

in a way Plato had not, while on the other hand, he 

restricts the political significance of such status in such 

a way that falls short of the claims of the democrats. This 

will not be the only time we witness Aristotle steering such 

2opol. VI.2 1317b12-17. For some interesting comments on 
Aristotle's analysis in VI.2 of the relationship between the 
democratic conception of eleutheria, on the one hand, and 
ruling by turns, on the other, see Jonathan Barnes, 
"Aristotle and Political Liberty," in XI. Symposium 
Aristotelicum: Studien zur Politik des Aristoteles, ed. G. 
Patzig (1989), pp. 254-256. 
21.pol. V.9 1310a28-36. 



a course. Indeed, as we shall presently see, it is 

characteristic of his approach to equality and the 

distribution of political authority as well. 
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II. DISTRIBUTIVE JUSTICE AS PROPORTIONATE EQUALITY 

11.1. Introduction 

In EN V, Aristotle distinguishes between two senses of 

to dikaion--"the just". The first, or "general justice", is 

to nomimon--"the lawful". The laws in general aim at the 

common advantage, 1 so in its general sense the just 

comprises what is "productive of and able to preserve 

happiness and its parts for the political association" 

(1129b17-19). Accordingly, the corresponding sense of 

dikaiosune, or "justice" considered as a virtue, is (as the 

saying goes) "every virtue summed up in one": it is 

"complete" or "whole" virtue, and as such comprises every 

particular virtue such as courage, moderation, and the like. 

The second, or "particular justice", is to ison--"the 

equal". As a mean between the more and the less, justice as 

the equal aims at specifying proper shares of "not all good 

things, but those which have to do with good and bad 

fortune" (1129b2-3). The person of justice in this sense is 

isos, "fair"; while the unjust person is pleonektes, 

"greedy" or "grasping", one who desires and pursues more 

than one's proper share of good things "on account of the 

pleasure from gain" (1130b4). 

Though distinct, general and particular justice are 

closely linked (cf. 1129a26-31). First, because it is a 

1For discussion of justice as the common advantage in the 
Politics, see chapter 1.3. 
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comprehensive virtue, general justice includes particular 

justice; as Aristotle puts it, the unequal is different from 

the unlawful as "a part stands to its whole", for 

"everything unequal is unlawful" but not the converse 

(1130b10-13). And second, both belong to the same genus 

inasmuch as the domain of each comprises one's relations to 

another. This genus distinguishes both senses of justice 

from the other particular virtues, which many are able to 

exercise "in their own affairs" (en tois oikeiois, 1129b33; 

cf. "kath' hauton", 1129b33) but not "in their relations 

with another" (en tois pros heteron, 1129b34). Indeed, this 

explains the commonplace view that justice, alone of the 

virtues, is another's good. Though perhaps not exclusively 

another's good, justice--in both its senses--is certainly 

that at least. 

Aristotle identifies two kinds (eide) of particular 

justice, "distributive" and "corrective". The latter aims 

to rectify unjust gains and losses arising from voluntary 

and involuntary "transactions" (sunallagmasi). As a 

corrective principle, its application requires a prior 

principle to fix the proper baseline distribution. This is 

partly achieved by the distributive part of particular 

justice, which specifies the proper distributions of "honor 

(time) or money or any of the other things that are 

divisible among those who share in a constitution 



52 

(politeia)" (ll30b31-32). Such goods are part of the set of 

the goods of fortune referred to above, and include 

political office (to which, among other things, tim~ 

refers) . 

The next three chapters will examine Aristotle's 

account of this principle, the distributive kind of 

particular justice, with an eye towards investigating 

Aristotle's understanding of distributive justice as a 

political phenomenon. That Aristotle does conceive such 

justice as political is indicated by his identifying 

citizens ("those who share in a constitution") as 

constituting the domain for just distributions. It thus 

seems appropriate that we consider to what extent, if at 

all, Aristotle's explanation of distributive justice coheres 

with his conception of civic relations and the nature of the 

political association. 

In the present chapter, we shall first present the 

basic outlines of Aristotle's account of distributive 

justice, and second examine the most basic feature of this 

account: that political power is to be distributed in 

proportion to the axia--or worth--of citizens. The result 

will be a prima facie problem in reconciling this account 

with the kind of civic equality examined in chapter I. The 

following chapter will examine Aristotle's further 

elaboration of this account in the Politics, and assess 



Aristotle's evident efforts to bring a traditionally 

aristocratic principle of justice more in line with his 

conception of political rule and of citizens as "free and 

equal". 

11.2. The Basic Analysis 
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Aristotle's account of distributive justice can be 

usefully divided into three stages. The first stage (EN 

1131a13-20) is a purely formal analysis of the the numbers 

of relata distributive justice necessarily entails. As 

"everybody thinks without argument", the just is the equal; 

morever, as we have learned from V.2, justice (in both 

universal and particular versions) describes one's relations 

to another. Thus, given that the equal is necessarily a 

relation between at least two things, and justice is 

necessarily a relation between at least two persons, 

distributive justice is necessarily a relation among at 

least four elements--the two subjects and the two objects of 

the distribution. 

The second stage is a further analysis of the relevant 

equality-relation. One possible analysis is that the 

separate shares of the two distributed things be themselves 

equal in value to one another. The relation thereby 

established would be "arithmetical" equality. Aristotle 

rejects this analysis, however, in favor of "geometrical" or 



"proportionate" equality. In general, proportionate 

equality defines a relation among four items such that the 

proportion of the first to the second is equal to the 
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proportion of the third to the fourth. In the specific case 

of distributive justice, where the first and second items 

are the distributed goods and the third and the fourth are 

the persons, proportionate equality is achieved just in case 

the proportion in which the values of the persons' 

respective shares stand to one another is equal to the 

proportion in which the values of the persons themselves 

stand to one another. As Aristotle puts it in his 

characteristically elliptical manner, 

there will be the same equality between those for whom 
and between the things among which; for as the things 
among which are related, so also are related those for 
whom; for if they are not equal, they will not have 
equal things, or else fights and accusations break out 
whenever either equals have and are distributed things 
not equal, or those who are not equal things that are 
equal. (l131a20-24) 

Note that this second stage of the analysis implies that the 

application of distributive justice requires valuations not 

only of the distributed goods but of the persons themselves. 

In particular, it must be determined (1) whether the 

relevent persons are equal to one another (as holding 

between two items, this relation cannot, of course, be 

itself proportionate equality); and (2) if they are not 

equal, to what extent they are unequal (for otherwise it 
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will be impossible accurately to ascertain the appropriate 

proportions). 

The third stage, then, of Aristotle's analysis is an 

account of the proper standard for determining these 

comparisons of persons. Aristotle suggests that it is at 

this stage that serious political disagreement arises. 

Everyone agrees, Aristotle claims, that just distributions 

must be in accordance with some standard ofaxia (variously 

translated as "worth", "merit", or "desert") but not 

everyone appeals to the same such standard (ten mentoi axian 

ou ten auten legousi pantes): "democrats say it is freedom 

(eleutheria), oligarchs wealth, others good-birth, and 

aristocrats virtue" (1131a27-29). A similar passage from 

the Politics (containing what is probably a reference to EN 

V.3) describes essentially the same disagreement as a 

dispute over equality: 

Everyone thinks that the just is something equal, and 
they agree up to a point with our philosophical 
discussions about ethical matters, for they say that 
the just is something for persons, and must be equal 
for equals. But equality of what sort and inequality 
of what sort? This question must not escape our 
notice. For this is a puzzle, and is a matter for 
political philosophy (Pol. 1282b18-23). 

Aristotle finds general consensus, then, up to the second 

stage of the analysis, that is, on the view that 

distributive justice is proportionate equality. Application 

of this principle, however, requires determining in what 

respects persons are to be evaluated as (non-
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proportionately) equal or unequal to one another. This is 

the third and hardest stage, and calls for a philosophical 

understanding of politic~. 

Aristotle believes that the debate between democrats 

and oligarchs on distributive justice illustrates a 

fundamental philosophical error.2 Both sides agree, 

correctly, that the relevant issue is determining who is 

equal, and who unequal, to whom. But both sides are guilty 

of the same confusion, each taking equality or inequality in 

a certain respect (ti ison or ti anison) to be equality or 

inequality simpliciter (holos ison or holos anison). 

Democrats truly claim that all citizens are equally free, 

and on this basis claim that each citizen is equal without 

qualification to every other; oligarchs truly claim that a 

few citizens are more wealthy than the others, and thus are 

unequal without qualification to them. To one armed with 

the distinction between equality (or inequality) ti and 

equality (or inequality) holos, the fallacy in the argument 

on each side is clear, for an attribute that pertains in 

only one of possibly several respects does not necessarily 

pertain simpliciter. All that the debate has established, 

in fact, is that in some respects citizens are equal, while 

in others unequal, but this leaves precisely unsolved the 

2The following paragraph refers to these three passages: 
Pol. 111.9, 1280a22-25; V.l, 1301a28-33 and 1301b35-39. 
These passages, and their proper interpretation, will be 
discussed in greater detail in chapter 111.3. 
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crucial aporia: namely, what are the relevant respects of 

equality and inequality that the application of the 

principle of proportionate equality requires? Poion isotes 

kai poion anisotes: "what sort of equality and what sort of 

inequality?" (l282b2l-23). 

Aristotle's initial and basic answer to this question 

is outlined in 111.9. If the comprehensive goal of the 

polis were to acquire wealth, Aristotle writes, then the 

oligarchical account would appear "strong", for "it is not 

just that the person who has brought in one mina have an 

equal share of a hundred minae, whether of the principal or 

of the profits, to the person who has given all the rest" 

(l280a28-3l; cf. EN V.4 ll3lb27-3l). As it is, however, the 

true overall goal of the polis is "living well", "a complete 

and self-sufficient life", "fine actions", and the like. 

And "for this reason" (dioper) it follows that 

everyone who contributes (sumballontai) most to this 
kind of association has a greater share in the city 
than those who are equal or greater in freedom and 
birth but unequal in political virtue (politiken 
areten), or those who are superior in wealth but 
inferior in virtue (1280b40-l28la8). 

Evaluations of persons in the application of the principle 

of proportionate equality are thus determined by one's 

relative contribution to the overall end of the polis. And 

for this reason, political virtue turns out to have the most 

weight in assessing the kind of civic equality and 
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political power. 

The initial and basic elements of Aristotle's theory, 

then, are the following three claims: 

58 

( 1) Distributive justice consists in citizens' having 
shares of goods in proportion to the measure of their 
respective axia. 

(2 ) 

(3 ) 

Axia is measured by contribution to the end of the 
polis. 
Those of superior political virtue make superior 
contributions to the end of the polis. 

In the remainder of this chapter, we shall examine claim 

(1). Chapter III will take up claims (2) and (3). 

II.3. Distributive justice and the axia of persons 

a. The concept ofaxia 

Aristotle regards claim (1) as a point of general 

agreement about the proper shape of distributive justice. 

Such agreement suggests that (1) has some content 

independent of (2) and (3). As it is sometimes put, the 

principle of proportionate equality outlined in EN 5.3 

identifies the concept of distributive justice; while its 

democratic, oligarchic, and aristocratic specifications are 

its various conceptions. 3 But what is this concept? To 

what, precisely, are all these parties agreeing when they 

converge on (1)? 

3See , for example, David Keyt, "Aristotle's Theory of 
Distributive Justice," in Keyt and Miller, pp. 242-243. 
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Examining the general meaning of the term "axia" does 

not in itself shed much light on this question. The term 

refers to a value-imparting property of. some sort, but 

precisely what sort varies with the context. It can refer 

to the kind of value that is determined by commercial 

exchange, a thing's price or money-value; or it can refer to 

the kind of value that is reflected in (though not 

necessarily determined by) a person's reputation, rank, or 

status. 4 For the axia that appears in Aristotle's account 

of distributive justice, the three main terms used by 

translators are "worth", "merit", and "desert". Without 

further clarification, however, each of these terms can be 

taken to signify a variety of different grounds for making 

claims. Aristotle's use of the word "axia", then, does not 

by itself clarify the kind of standard invoked by (1). 

Given that Aristotle takes (1) to be compatible with 

such otherwise differing accounts of distributive justice as 

that proposed by democrat and aristocrat, perhaps we should 

construe (1) as invoking a purely- formal principle, viz., 

that "relevantly like cases be treated alike and relevantly 

different cases differently in direct proportion to the 

relevant difference between them. ,,5 The term "axia", as it 

4See the entry for "axia" in Liddell and Scott, A Greek
English Lexicon (188gy:-
5This interpretation of of EN V.3 is most familiarly found 
in general introductions to the topic of justice. See, for 
example, Stanley Benn, "Justice," in The Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy (1967), pp. 298-299; John Arthur and William H. 
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is used in (1), would then best be translated by "merit" in 

the weak sense according to which somebody merits certain 

goods just in case they have a legitimately grounded claim 

to them--or in more traditional language, just in case the 

person has such goods as his due. Such a principle is of 

course non-committal about which differences and 

similarities among persons are relevant, stipulating merely 

that whatever these attributes should turn out to be, just 

distributions should be consistently administered in 

proportion to them. 

This formal characterization of proportionate equality, 

however, fails to capture the way Aristotle distinguishes 

between proportionate equality and numerical equality. In 

explaining and endorsing the former, Aristotle does not say 

simply that distributions should reflect relevantly 

different properties, but rather that distributions should 

reflect the degree to which citizens are in fact egual or 

unegual to one another. 6 Thus, in the dispute (as we have 

seen Aristotle describe it in EN V.3 and in the Politics) 

Shaw, "On the Problem of Economic Justice," in Arthur and 
Shaw, eds., Justice and Economic Distribution (1978), pp. 3-
4; and James Sterba in Sterba, ed,. Justice: Alternative 
Political Perspectives (1980), pp. 3-5. Hans Kelson 
interprets the principle of EN V.3 as expressing "equality 
before the law, which means merely legality, lawfulness" 
(which he then renders positivisitically). See his 
"Aristotle's Doctrine of Justice," in What is Justice? 
(1957), p. 128. 
6Cf. F.D. Harvey, "Two Kinds of Equality," Classica et 
Mediaevalia 26 (1965), p. 114. 
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between democrat, oligarch, and aristocrat about the proper 

criterion ofaxia, what is at issue is whether or not all 

citizens are equal, and if not on what grounds they are not. 

And indeed, in accord with Aristotle's own view about the 

proper criterion ofaxia, Aristotle caps a description of 

this dispute in Pol. V.l by remarking about those who exceed 

in virtue that "it is especially reasonable (malista 

eulogon) that these alone be deemd unequal unqualifiedly 

(anisous haplos)" (130la40-l30lbl). This suggests that axia 

is not simply a measure of the relative degree to which a 

person instantiates a relevant property (though it is that 

besides), but more fundamentally is a measure of, as we 

might initially put it, the worth or value of the person 

himself. 

This suggestion is further indicated by the way in 

which Aristotle explains the defining difference between 

distributive justice and corrective justice [to diorthotikon 

dikaion] in EN V.4. Corrective justice, Aristotle writes, 

is equality not according to that proportion [in 
distributive justice] but according to arithmetic 
proportion. For it makes no difference whether a good 
man defrauded a bad man or a bad man a good man, nor 
whether a good or bad man committed adultery; but the 
law looks to the distinctive character of the injury 
alone, and treats the parties as equals, if one wrongs 
and the other is wronged, and if the one has injured 
and the other been injured. (EN l132a2-6) 

There is no suggestion that arithmetic equality, here 

embodied in corrective justice, treats individuals 
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arbitrarily or partially. It is therefore unlikely that 

consistency and impartiality are the values distinctively 

informing its contrary, proportionate equality. The crucial 

point, rather, is that in corrections people's just claims 

have nothing to do with the kind of persons they are, only 

with the kind of action they have either done or suffered. 

It is because corrective justice "treats people as equals" 

(where the phrase implies that they possibly are not) that 

the goal of such justice is arithmetic, not proportionate, 

equality. By contrast, the proportionate equality sought by 

distributive justice treats those who are unequal as the 

unequals they are. To judge from the above passage, this 

inequality consists not in such persons' having merely 

different claims based on relevant differences (inequality 

in claims is relevant for corrective decisions as well), but 

in some relevant difference in their worth as persons. It 

thus seems proper to construe axia as a measure of a 

person's worth (however this might be ultimately construed), 

not simply the measure of some relevant difference or other. 

We have already had occasion to speak of the status of 

citizens relative to one another in connection with 

Aristotle's analysis of political rule. According to this 

analysis, as we saw in chapter I, citizens for whom 

political rule is appropriate are "free and equal". Now we 

see that distributions of such rule are to be determined by 
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a standard of personal value or worth according to which--if 

inequalities in political power are justified--citizens are 

uneguals. But by all accounts Aristotle does wish to argue 

that inequalities in political power are sometimes 

justified. So it looks as though Aristotle employs two 

different standards for determining the status of citizens 

relative to one another, such that according to one 

standard, but not the other, all citizens are equal. The 

presence of these two standards does not in itself make 

Aristotle's theory inconsistent: as Aristotle himself notes 

in his argument against the claims of democrats and 

oligarchs, equality is a relative concept, depending for its 

application on a specification of the relative respect in 

which evaluations are to be made. But we need to examine 

more closely the relationship between these two standards, 

and in particular to investigate whether or not the equality 

of political status by which citizens are "free and equal" 

is compromised by that ineguality in status by which 

disparities in political power are justified. 

Such an examination is motivated, in part, by various 

passages in the Politics that suggest that Aristotle 

considers the inequalities among citizens that justify 

(according to distributive justice) unequal shares of 

political power to be compatible with a conception of such 

citizens as "free and equal". 
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For example, in VII.8 Aristotle says that the polis is 

"an association of similars" (1328a36) and that its citizens 

"must have some one and the same thing in common" (1328a25-

26); but compatibly with this he also allows that citizens 

"might partake both equally and unequally" (1328q25-27). 

And though Bk. VII is devoted to an account of the ideal 

city, these descriptions of the polis would appear quite 

generally applicable to lesser cities as well, especially 

given that Aristotle immediately follows his remark about 

"similars" with the point that the many forms of cities and 

constitutions result from different populations pursuing 

happiness in different ways (1328a37-b2). 

Again, in III.17 Aristotle describes a "political 

populace" (politikon plethos) as one in which "there 

naturally arises a military breed able to rule and be ruled 

in accordance with a law that distributes rule to those with 

means in accordance with axia" (1288aI2-15). Recall that 

according to Aristotle's analysis of political virtue in 

III.4, the capacity to rule and be ruled is uniquely 

appropriate to one who is free and equal. Indeed, as we 

have noted,? it is such capacity, and accordingly such 

parity of status, that is a prominent attribute of the 

"middle people"--the likely reference of the politikon 

plethos named here. So though this populace is not 

?Chapter I.II.b. 
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explicitly described as free and equal in the present 

passage, we are safe, I think, in assuming that it 

exemplifies this attribute, and that it is not far from 

Aristotle's mind when he describes it as "able to rule and 

be ruled." At the same time, however, this ability includes 

as well an effective willingness to abide by distributions 

according to axia, that is, according to propc=tionate 

equality. A reference to proportionate equality does not 

necessarily indicate unequal distributions, for it is 

possible (so far as this passage goes) that Aristotle thinks 

that the members of the politikon plethos display equal 

degrees of political virtue. But there is no positive 

reason why we should interpret Aristotle in this way; and on 

the other side, Aristotle typically couples equal 

distributions with either a principle of arithmetic equality 

or a democratic interpretation of proportionate equality-

neither of which a non-deviant constitution, such as a 

polity, would follow. So again, this passage suggests a 

conception of free and equal citizens who nevertheless 

acknowledge the inequalities among them that justify unequal 

shares of rule. 

It is not only in the less-than-ideal polis of a 

"political populace" and polity, however, that we find "free 

and equal" citizens distributing rule according to axia. It 

is sometimes thought that in the ideal polis of Bks. VII-
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VIII citizens are equal in the sense of being equally 

virtuous: at most Aristotle takes superiority in age as 

constitutive of differences in axia, and on this basis alone 

distributes political power unequally. However, the chapter 

on which this interpretation is primarily based, VII.l4, 

does not support this intepretation, for inferior age 

results not in inferior political power but rather in 

exclusion from rule altogether. It is when, and only when, 

one reaches a suitable age that one is fit to be a ruler: 

this is the pOint Aristotle is making in VII.l4, and so 

unequal distributions are not really an issue here. On the 

other hand, Aristotle writes in VII.l4 that, in the ideal 

city, military training should equip citizens (inter alia) 

to "seek out (zetasi) leadership for the sake of benefiting 

the ruled" (l33b4l-l334al, my emphasis); and in VII.4 

Aristotle recommends limiting the size of the ideal city in 

part because 

in order to judge about matters of justice and to 
distribute offices in accordance with axia, it is 
necessary for the citizens to know one another with 
respect to what sorts of persons they are (poioi tines 
eisi), because wherever this does not happen judgments 
and matters pertaining to offices necessarily turn out 
badly. For concerning both these matters it is not 
just to be haphazard, the very thing that clearly 
occurs in an excessively large population (l326bl4-20). 

This passage suggests that even the ideal city will conduct 

assessments of citizens' virtue for purposes of distributing 

offices. Such assessments would be unnecessary, of course, 
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if everyone eligible for rule were equally virtuous, and 

shares of rule were equal all around. As we have seen in 

other contexts, the main use of the principle of 

proportionate equality is to justify inequalities; the 

above passage makes clear that this is no less the case in 

the ideal city. But surely here, if anywhere, citizens are 

also "free and equal".B 

BOf Aristotle's remarks that citizens are "free and equal", 
Cynthia Farrar writes: 

What appears to be a formulation of the contemporary 
view of citizenship at Athens--citizens rule and are 
ruled--is in fact a rejection of Athenian practice. In 
all but the ideal state, there is a division of 
function between rulers and subjects. Citizens of the 
ideal state are able to rule and be ruled because they 
are not merely relatively equal but identical, and 
equally capable, qua men, of practical wisdom (The 
Origins of Democratic Thinking [1988], p. 272). 

This seems to me inaccurate on two counts. First, as we 
have just seen, Aristotle gives indication that even in the 
ideal city citizens will differ enough to make proportionate 
equality an important distributive principle. Second, just 
as proportionate equality applies to the ideal city, so too 
does Aristotle's account of political rule apply to less
than-ideal cities (as, for example, Aristotle's remarks 
about polity show). So it is inaccurate to describe the 
latter as cities in which "there is a division of function 
between rulers and subjects", if this means that there is no 
shared rule. (I cannot see that 1288a39-b2, to which Farrar 
refers without comment, supports this interpretation.) 

In "Nature, Function, and Capability," Nussbaum writes 
the following of the "meritocratic" flavor of Aristotle's 
various remarks to the effect that just distributions of 
political power are in proportion to axia: 

More closely examined, however, such remarks do not 
really take a meritocratic direction. For he states 
that all adult males are to be regarded as "free and 
equal", and thus should "rule and be ruled by turns." 
A permanent distinction between ruling and being ruled 
would be justified, he says, only by a difference of 
nature amounting to a difference of species--and not by 
any difference of "more and less" ... Such a difference 
divides males (allegedly) both from females and from 
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natural slaves; but differences among free males, 
except in very exceptional circumstances, will be 
differences of degree only, and thus will not justify 
exclusion from an equal share in political flourishing 
(p. ,ftn. 24). 

I agree with all of this except for the first sentence and 
the last part of the last sentence. The first sentence 
suggests that, in the last, we are to take "equal share in 
political flourishing" to mean equal shares of political 
power. But in light of the enormous prominence that 
proportionate equality assumes in EN V and in the Politics 
(especially in Bk. III, whose main topic is distribution of 
rule), one cannot simply dismiss, without further study, an 
appearance of "meritocratic direction" by citing Aristotle's 
conception of citizens as equals in kind. Indeed, it is 
noteworthy that in a lengthy article on what Nussbuam calls 
Aristotle's "distributive conception", mention of either 
proportionate equality or Aristotle's conception of citizens 
as equals is confined to this one footnote. (Thus, of 
course, the problem of reconciling the two, a problem I have 
tried to motivate above, does not arise.) Nussbaum's 
approach to Aristotle on distributive justice, while 
suggestive, is symptomatic of a general tendency to over
emphasize, at the expense of other important strands in 
Aristotle's theory, the (still important) conception of the 
political community as aiming at a comprehensive human good. 
See ch. I, ftns. 2 and 10. 

Ernest Barker approaches our issue, but at the crucial 
moment fails to take it up. In his The Political Thought of 
Plato and Aristotle (1918, repro 1959), Barker emphasizes 
(1) that for Aristotle the political community is (except in 
the case of a "god among men") "an association [that] 
involves the equality of its members" (p. 336) and "an 
association in which justice is done to the practical 
equality of its members by rotation of office" (p. 333). He 
also emphasizes (2) the importance of proportionate equality 
for Aristotle (p. 356): "Equality does not mean the 
levelling of distinctions ... lt recognizes the higher as 
higher: it preserves distinctions"; and remarks ("in a 
paradox") that one of Aristotle's "guiding conceptions" is 
"an equality which consists in inequality" (the other 
guiding conception is "a liberty which is subjection"). 
What, then, is the relationship between such an association 
and such a principle of justice?: 

The conception of the State on which particular justice 
rests is that association of equals, which, because its 
members are equal, is preserved by a principle of 
equality. Considered in the light of this latter 
conception, justice means that each individual has his 
due, and that he is so treated, and so treats others, 
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In order to make headway on this issue, we must examine 

more closely (a) the kind of personal worth or value that 

underlies Aristotle's understanding of proportionate 

equality, and (b) the further claims (2) and (3) of his 

theory outlined above in II.I.a. We shall return to these 

tasks in chapter III. We shall not be in a position fully 

to appreciate Aristotle's discussion, however, without first 

briefly examining the writings of those before Aristotle who 

also put forth a distributive principle akin to claim (1). 

Aristotle is hardly the first figure in Greek political 

thought to argue that some citizens are "superior to" or 

"better than" others, and that therefore the former ought to 

have greater political privileges than the latter; indeed, 

it is the stock-and-trade of the various opponents of 

Athenian-style participatory democracy. Prior to Aristotle, 

however, the representative exponents of this argument 

understand and apply it in such a way that is deeply 

antithetical to Aristotle's account of political rule. To 

illustrate the conflict, we shall consider three such 

(otherwise different) representatives: the writer of The 

Constitution of the Athenians (the so-called "Old 

Oligarch"), Callicles in the Gorgias, and Socrates in the 

Republic. From these representatives will emerge a 

as to preserve the proper proportion between the 
members of the association. (p. 338) 

Needless to say, this analysis does little to clarify 
matters. 
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particular way of understanding claim (1) that can provide a 

benchmark for understanding Aristotle's own developed 

interpretation. 

b. Previous interpretations: The Old Oligarch, Callicles, 

Plato's Republic and Laws 

The writer of The Constitution of the Athenians 9 

attempts to explain how (what he regards as) a fundamentally 

mistaken form of constitution--the Athenian democracy--

nevertheless manages to achieve a certain amount of 

stability and success. The "mistake" of the Athenians is 

announced in the first line: "I disapprove on account of 

this, because in choosing this [the Athenians' constitution] 

they have chosen the bad [tous ponerous] to do better than 

the good [tous chrestous]." In an extended passage, the 

writer elaborates the distinction between "good" and "bad" 

with explicit reference to the distribution of political 

authority. It will be useful to quote the passage in full: 

Some marvel that everywhere they distribute more 
to the bad [tois ponerois], the poor, and the vulgar 
[demotikois] than to the good [tois chrestois]. In 
this they manifestly and thoroughly preserve the 
democracy. For by doing well and becoming numerous the 
poor, the vulgar, and the worse [hoi cheirous] augment 
the democracy. But if the wealthy and the good do 
well, the vulgar set up something strongly opposed to 
them. And in every place the best (to beltiston) is 
opposed to democracy. For among the best there is 
least ill-behavior and injustice, and most solicitude 

9Quotations and translations (which I have occasionally 
modified) are from the Loeb edition. 
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for the best things. Among the people (demos), on the 
other hand, there is the most ignorance and disorder 
and vice (poneria): for poverty rather leads them in 
shameful ways, and on account of need for money some of 
them are uneducated and ignorant. 

And someone might say that they ought not to allow 
everyone to speak on equal terms and serve on the 
Council, but rather [only] the cleverest and best. But 
even in this they are best-advised in allowing even the 
bad to speak. For if the good were to speak and give 
counsel, it would be good for those like themselves but 
not for the people. As it is, any bad man who wishes 
can stand up and secure something good for himself and 
those like him. 

Someone might ask, "How could such a man know what 
is good for himself or the people?" But they know that 
such a man's ignorance, vice, and good-will benefits 
them more than the good man's virtue, wisdom, and ill
will. Such practices would not give rise to the best 
polis, but it is the best way to secure democracy. For 
the people don't wish to be enslaved in a well-governed 
city, but rather to be free and to rule; that they live 
in a poorly-governed city is of little care to them. 
For the people gain strength and freedom from what you 
don't think is good government. If it is good 
government you seek, you will first see to it that the 
cleverest among them lay down the laws; next that the 
good discipline the bad, that they provide the counsel 
for the city, and that they prohibit madmen from giving 
counsel, from speaking, and from participating in the 
assembly. And you know that the swift result of these 
good things would be that the people would fall into 
slavery. 

Three points should be noted about the manner of evaluating 

persons expressed in this passage: (1) The relation of 

superior to inferior is resolved into a relation between two 

mutually exclusive classes of persons--"the good" and "the 

bad". Accordingly, (2) the personal traits respectively 

associated with the superior and inferior are treated as 

simple polar opposites: rich and poor, educated and 

ignorant, high-born and vulgar. (3) Though such traits are 

distinguishing marks of the two classes, the writer 
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typically designates the superior class as simply "good" 

without qualification, and likewise the inferior class as 

simply "bad". This absence of qualifiers suggests that the 

superiority of the good over the bad is thought to consist 

not simply in the former's exceeding the latter in specific 

and limited respects (i.e., wealth, education, and ancestral 

social status), but more fundamentally in the former's 

being, as we shall put it, the unqualified or simpliciter 

superiors of the latter. To be sure, to describe without 

qualification a person as "the best" or "the good" is not 

necessarily to mean that the person is unqualifiedly best or 

good, for of course a relevant limited respect may be 

implied by the context. But in the present context, as well 

as in other texts expressing traditional aristocratic 

viewpoints, there is implied a superiority of the better 

class over the worse that means more than, though it is 

distinguished by, superiority of wealth, education, and 

ancestral status. 

Taken together, these three features of the Old 

Oligarch's manner of evaluating persons define what we can 

regard as the "traditional aristocratic view". However, 

feature (3) requires some elaboration. What is the sense in 

which person x can be evaluated as the "superior simplicter" 

of person y? I think we should distinguish two closely 

related meanings. 
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The first is that person x has a way of life that is 

closer to the human ideal than y's, a life that displays 

more of that good which Aristotle identifies as 

"unqualifiedly complete and self-sufficient" and which 

(Aristotle says) everyone calls by the name of eudaimonia 

(EN 1.7). To have this good, to live this life, is to be a 

good man simpliciter, a man with complete arete; and it is 

with reference to such a man as the evaluative standard that 

person x can be understood to be the superior simpliciter of 

person y. 

The second sense of superiority simpliciter can be 

illustrated by Socrates' well-known statement in Plato's 

Apology: "wronging and disobeying a better [toi beltioni], 

whether god or human, I know to be bad and shameful" (29b6-

7). In this context, Socrates' "betters" are his superiors 

in that they properly rule him, that they stand to him as 

ruler to subject. This relation of superior-as-ruler to 

inferior-as-subject, however, needs to he distinguished from 

the more general relation between rightful ruler and 

rightful subject. The concept of rightful rule is 

compatible with many different accounts of what makes such 

rule rightful, including accounts that make no essential 

reference to differences in personal traits between rulers 

and subjects. An essential feature of the ruler-ruled 

relation as unqualified superior to unqualified inferior, 
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however, is that prior to any conventions, agreements, or 

other institutional arrangements for distributing rule, 

certain personal traits in and of themselves demarcate those 

who possess them as as rulers, while contrariwise certain 

other personal traits demarcate others as subjects. To be 

sure, there is a sense in which any rightful ruler is "the 

superior" of those over whom she rules: for example, the 

boss at the office can sensibly be described as her 

employees' superior, or the captain as the superior of his 

sailors, without implying anything more than that boss and 

captain exercise legitimate authority (whatever its source) 

over employee and sailor. In these contexts, however, we 

would not ordinarily identify the ruler as the subjects' 

"better" (unqualified), or the subjects as the ruler's 

"inferiors". Such descriptions suggest that some 

individuals are intrinsically or inherently rightfully 

subordinate to others, in the sense that it is some personal 

characteristic (or set of personal characteristics) that in 

itself establishes an individual's station as either ruler 

(and so superior) or subject (and so inferior). 

It is not conceptually necessary, of course, that these 

two kinds of superiority be joined. One might hold, for 

example, that there are certain traits that uniquely 

demarcate a person as a ruler (call them "ruling-traits"), 

but deny that these (or any) traits are definitive of the 
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exemplary human life. Similarly, it is not necessary to 

hold that traits definitive of human arete (assuming there 

are such) are ruling-traits. Moreover, corresponding to 

these two logically distinct senses of superiority are two 

distinct interpretations of the propriety which, according 

to the traditional aristocratic view, is displayed by 

distributing more power to the superior than the inferior. 

On the first sense, the putative propriety consists, to put 

it somewhat crudely, in the better person receiving better 

treatment than the worse--or in more directly relevant 

terms, in according greater time, or honor, to the person of 

greater arete. From this principle it would follow that the 

superior simpliciter (in the first sense) should have 

greater power, given that political office is an important, 

indeed the primary, register of honor within the polis. On 

the second sense, the propriety consists in an individual's 

political status matching that station for which his 

personal attributes fit and mark him. And here again, given 

the premise that individuals come packaged, as it were, with 

either ruling-traits or subject-traits, it would follow from 

this second propriety that the superior simpliciter (in the 

second sense) should have greater power. 

These two interpretations provide, then, two different 

versions of the traditional aristocratic view, as given by 

features (1)-(3) outlined above. Typically, of course, a 
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writer asserting the justice of political inequality will 

implicitly employ both versions simultaneously, assuming 

without argument that the traits of the good man and of the 

proper ruler cOincide, and implicitly appealing to both 

kinds of propriety described above. This is clearly the 

case with the Old Oligarch. On the one hand, it is the 

first sense of unqualified superiority and inferiority that 

captures most of the force of the various contrasts drawn: 

chrestos vs. poneros, aristos vs demotikos, sophos vs. 

amathes. On the other hand, the Old Oligarch's view that 

superiors in the first sense are also superiors in the 

second is revealed by his remarks that "good government" 

(eunomia) is incompatible with giving any power to the 

demos, that in their rightful powerlessness the poneroi are 

like slaves, and that "in every place the best (to 

beltiston) is opposed to democracy". 

Both interpretations are present as well in the more 

philosophically refined versions that Plato presents via 

Callicles in the Gorgias and via Socrates in the Republic. 

However, in each of these latter two cases it seems that one 

or the other of the two interpretations plays a more 

fundamental justificatory role. 

Like the Old Oligarch, Callicles criticizes equality as 

practiced in a democracy on the grounds that justice 

requires that the superior rule, and have a greater share 
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than, the inferior (Gorgias, 483bff.) What kind of 

superiority does Callicles have in mind? Callicles uses 

three main terms to indicate superiority, all of them 

comparatives of agathos, or "good": (1) "kreitton", (2) 

"beltion", and (3) "ameinon". Now in his initial 

presentation of his position (483c-488b) Callicles uses all 

three terms indiscriminately and unqualifiedly. One reason 

for this, no doubt, is that Plato intends Callicles to come 

off has having not carefully thought through his position, 

and indeed Socrates presses him to define the particular 

respect in which the rightful ruler is the superior of his 

subjects. Yet, as the ensuing discussion illustrates, 

Callicles has in mind our first sense of superiority 

simpliciter, for here Callicles' reponses are clearly guided 

by his views about what it is to be (as he puts it at one 

point) "the better by nature" (492a7). He rejects mere 

physical force as the relevant trait on the grounds that in 

that case "a rubbish heap of slaves and motley men, 

worthless except perhaps in physical strength," would be 

rightful rulers. And his settled view--that the superior 

man is he who possesses the greater intelligent 

resourcefulness and courage to maximize appetite

satisfaction free from hindrance by others--is endorsed on 

the grounds that such is the life of "excellence and 

happiness" (arete te kai eudaimonia, 492cS-6). Callicles is 
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after the picture of the superior specimen of a human being, 

one who fully displays the features of the excellent 

anthropos as such; and it is on account of such superiority 

that, according to Callicles, a man is a rightful ruler. 

We should notice both the similarities and differences 

between the respective positions of Callicles and the Old 

Oligarch. First, the similarities: Callicles (1) assumes 

that individuals can be divided into two mutually exclusive 

groups, the superior and inferior, (2) does so on the 

grounds that certain people have, while others lack, the 

traits that make for superiority, and (3) takes these traits 

to indicate superiority simpliciter. In these respects, 

Callicles' position, like the Old Oligarch's, exemplifies 

the traditional aristocratic view. 

The differences to note are three: (1) Callicles has 

an argument for the aristocratic view, viz., that it is in 

accordance with nature (phusis) that the superior rule the 

inferior. (Look to the other animals, Callicles says 

(483d), and you will find the the superior (in this case, 

the physically strong) always getting more than, and ruling 

over, the inferior.) (2) As one would expect given his 

appeal to nature, Callicles' picture of the superior man is 

different from (and indeed, thanks to Socrates, ultimately 

more precise than) the Old Oligarch's: the latter rather 

vaguely makes reference to various conventionally "upper 
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class" traits such as good birth, wealth, and wisdom, 

whereas Callicles more specifically and less conventionally 

emphasizes the trait of resourceful and intelligent power to 

get whatever one desires. (3) The primary justificatory 

principle for Callicles is that the man of greater aret~ 

deserves the greater goods. No doubt Callicles thinks that 

the superior exemplify "ruling-traits" (and the inferior 

"subject-traits"), but such traits are simply given by 

whatever turns out to constitute the arete of human beings 

as such. There is no indication of an independent account 

of what it is to be a "natural ruler" (or "natural 

subject"), and nothing in Callicles' speech matches the Old 

Oligarch's discussion of "good government". 

Plato's account of political authority in the Republic 

would seem to constitute another version of the aristocratic 

position, here with the second sense of superiority more 

prominent than the first. Plato argues (1) there are ruling 

traits (a matured faculty of reason that achieves 

philosophical wisdom) and subject traits (the lack of such a 

faculty); (2) these traits individuate two mutually 

exclusive classes of persons--those by nature suited to 

rule, and those by nature suited to be subjects; and 

therefore (3) the former class (the philosophers) are 

rightful absolute rulers, the latter (the rest of the 

citizenry), their rightful subjects. Moreover, Plato is 
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explicit that the philosopher-rulers are superior 

simpliciter to their subjects. A straightforward expression 

of such superiority is the Bk. IV account of moderation 

(sophrosune) as a property of the polis. Plato begins with 

a summary account of personal moderation, here construed as 

"self-control": within the soul of the person himself, 

Plato writes, there is a "better part" (to beltion) and a 

"worse part" (to cheiron); and self-control (and thus 

personal moderation) arises "whenever that which is better 

by nature (to beltion phusei) controls that which is worse" 

(43la5-6). Similarly, Plato claims (43lb-c), one can find 

in the ideal city two kinds of people, the inferior many and 

the few who are "best by nature"; and social moderation is 

"an agreement among the worse and better by nature 

(ameinonos kata phusin) about who should rule in the city" 

(432a8-l0). 

What kind of unqualified superiority, of the two 

distinguished above, do the philosopher-rulers exhibit? 

Clearly both, as is evident from a well-known passage near 

the end of Bk. IX. A manual worker is disgraced, according 

to Plato, because within his soul the "naturally best part" 

(reason) is weak and thus, absent any external direction, he 

is ruled by the worst part (appetite). It follows, Plato 

continues, that 

in order that such a person be ruled by something 
similar to that which the best person is ruled by, we 
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say he ought to be the slave of the best person, of the 
one who has a divine ruler within himself. It isn't to 
harm the slave that we say he must be ruled, which is 
what Thrasymachus thought to be true of all subjects, 
but because it is better for everyone to be ruled by 
divine reason, preferably within himself and his own, 
otherwise imposed from without, so that as far as 
possible all will be alike and friends, governed by the 
same thing ... This is clearly the aim of the law, which 
is the ally of everyone. But it's also our aim in 
ruling our children: we don't allow them to be free 
until we establish a constitution in them, just as in a 
city, and--by fostering their best part with our own-
equip them with a guardian and ruler similar to our own 
to take our place. Then, and only then, we set them 
free. (590c-591a) 

The source of the philosophers' superiority is the same 

feature that makes them rightful rulers: their unique 

faculty of reason. Possession of this faculty makes the 

philosopher a superior in two senses. First, he or she is 

the superior specimen of a human being, perfect in arete and 

happiness; correspondingly, the philosophers' subjects are 

deficient as human beings: they must depend on a principle 

of reason externally administered, a dependence that makes 

their arete and happiness at best second-rate. Second, the 

philosopher is the natural ruler of the others, whose 

inferiority--grounded as it is in their natural lack of 

reason--makes them inherent subordinates: in this respect, 

the philosopher stands to the other citizens as master to 

slaves, or as parent to permanently immature children. 

For Plato, then, justice requires that the superior 

have more power than the inferior, where the superior and 

inferior are resolved into two mutually exclusive classes of 
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persons, each class distinguished by mutually exclusive 

traits and each considered unqualifiedly superior and 

inferior respectively. In this regard, Plato's account of 

proper political authority in the Republic shares the same 

basic aristocratic framework as that expressed by the Old 

Oligarch and Callicles. There are, of course, important 

differences between Plato and the other two. Most 

obviously, Plato's account of the particular personal traits 

that ground evalutions of superiority and inferiority is 

different (though all make some reference to wisdom). 

Unlike Callicles, moreover, Plato is overwhelmingly 

concerned with good government, arguing at length for the 

philosophers' unique fittingness to rule. Like Callicles, 

however, Plato thinks that some are "best by nature". And 

like both, Plato argues that there are unqualified superiors 

and unqualified inferiors, and that the former should have 

more power--indeed exclusive power--over the latter. 

Prior to Aristotle, then, the thesis that political 

power should be distributed in proportion to personal worth 

shows up as part of an overall aristocratic view whose 

manner of evaluating persons is to employ standards of 

unqualified superiority and inferiority of the sort found in 

the Old Oligarch, Callicles, and Plato's Republic. Thus it 

is with reference to these standards that we should 

interpret Plato's suggestions, in language that directly 
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foreshadows Aristotle, that such distributions in fact 

realize the correct kind of equality (as opposed to that 

equality which consists in everyone's having the same share 

of political power). Two passages are relevant. 

The first, from the Republic, indirectly alludes to an 

alternative interpretation of equality by describing a 

democratic politeia as 

pleasant, without a ruler (anarchos), and varied, 
distributing a kind of equality (isoteta tina) to 
equals and unequals alike. (558c4-6) 

The sense in which Plato judges citizens as equals or 

unequals is given not only by the Republic's general account 

of political authority and in the passages discussed above, 

but also by the way in which Plato describes the psychic 

state analogous to the isoteta tina of democracy: a person 

in such a condition satisfies all desires "ex isou"--on a 

basis of equality--and 

if someone says that some pleasures belong to fine and 
good appetites (ton kalon te kai agathon epithumion), 
while others to the bad ones (ton poneron), and that 
one must pursue and honor the former, and discipline 
and enslave the latter, he denies all this and declares 
that all are alike (homoias) and ought to be honored 
equally (timeteas ex isou). (561b8-c4) 

Here we have an unambiguous statement of the aristocratic 

position as applied to the soul, an application which we can 

read back into the strictly political context by 

substituting "citizen" for "appetite". Note as well the 

suggestion of 558c4-6 that equal political distributions in 



84 

effect leave the constitution anarchos, "without a ruler". 

By this Plato surely does not mean that no one in fact rules 

(indeed, his complaint is that everyone is allowed to hold 

office via the lot), but that no one who is by nature a 

ruler--that is, a natural superior--in fact rules (except by 

chance, should the lot turn out that way). 

The second passage is Laws 757a-758a, in which Plato 

explicitly distinguishes between proportionate and 

arithmetic equality. The latter is the equality of 

"measure, weight, and number"; it is mistaken because "equal 

things for unequals would be unequal". On the other hand, 

"justice itself" (auto to dikaion) lies in the "truest and 

best" equality, which in turn consists in 

distributing more to the greater and less to the 
lesser, giving shares to each in relation to their 
nature, and in particular always proportionately 
rendering (aponemei kata logon) greater honors to those 
greater in virtue (pros areten), while to their 
opposites in virtue and education (aretes kai paideias) 
what is proper to each. (757cl-6) 

Such, Plato writes, is "the equality naturally given for 

unequals" (757d4-5). Here the references to nature, as well 

as the unqualified references to arete, suggest that 

individuals are "greater and lesser" than one another 

insofar as they are better or worse persons simpliciter. 

Another passage displays as well the superior as natural 

ruler. At 69Icl-3, Plato comments that "if someone goes 

against due measure (to metrion) and gives greater power to 
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the lesser--whether sails to ships, food to bodies, or rule 

to souls--he will, I suppose, overturn everything". The 

deficiency of the lesser soul is ignorance (691c-d); wisdom, 

on the other hand, is "the greatest title" (to megiston 

axioma) to rule, for it is natural (cf. 689b-e) that "the 

ignorant follow, and the wise lead and rule" (690b8-cl). 

The traditional application of proportionate equality, 

then, presupposes that the members of its constituency can 

be divided into superiors and inferiors in at least one of 

the two unqualified senses discussed above. 10 This 

presupposition well characterizes Aristotle's account of the 

differences among family members (see chapter I), but is it 

consistent with his account of the relationship among 

citizens? 

As we have seen, Aristotle distinguishes civic 

relationships from familial relationship precisely in that 

(inter alia) within the former there is an absence of 

natural hierarchy--that is, there is no grouping by natural 

kinds into ruler and ruled. Thus, Aristotle cannot 

consistently allow that one citizen is superior2 to another. 

SuperioritY1' however, is not strictly inconsistent with the 

absence of natural hierarchy: for though all might have the 

traits that qualify one for ruling, nevertheless differences 

1°It will be convenient to refer to the first sense of 
unqualified superiority as superioritY1 and to the second as 
superioritY2. 
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in displayed degrees of such traits can support evaluations 

of some as better persons than others. Perhaps, then, 

Aristotle means to endorse a version of the Calliclean 

account of social justice, according to which inequalities 

are justified on the grounds that to the superior human 

being go the greater goods. After all, shared rule--as 

required by natural parity of status--is compatible with 

unequal shares of rule--as required by proportionate 

equality. Moreover, proportionate equality itself requires 

that each citizen have some share of political power, if 

each citizen has some degree of virtue. And so 

proportionate equality is not inconsistent--either in its 

manner of evaluating persons or in its distributive 

consequences--with a conception of citizens as equal: this 

conception establishes a baseline privilege to participate, 

proportionate equality establishes the proper division of 

this privilege into proportionate shares. 

This interpretation has two problems, however. First, 

it is not clear that, as Aristotle develops his account of 

proportionate equality in Politics III, axia is best 

construed as a measure of superioritY1. According to that 

account, political power is to be distributed in proportion 

to contribution to the goal of the polis, the dominant 

measure of which is political virtue. And it is far from 

clear that superiority of such contribution and such virtue, 
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on the one hand, and superioritY1, on the other, are the 

same. So absent further discussion, it cannot be assumed 

that the Calliclean-type standard for evaluating persons is 

in fact that kind of standard Aristotle invokes to justify 

political inequality among citizens. 

Neither can it be assumed, secondly, that the 

distributive consequences of the Calliclean-type standard 

are compatible with Aristotle's account of the equality of 

citizens. The sense in which citizens are "free and equal" 

is not simply that all citizens have a share in rule, but 

includes the idea that the proper disposition of each 

citizen towards the others is a mean between submission and 

dominance. Nurturing and maintaining this disposition among 

the citizenry, however, is undermined not only by lack of a 

proper early education, but by pervasive and continued 

inequalities in external goods. Aristotle himself notes 

that a division among the citizenry into rich and poor has 

the effect of producing excessively dominant and submissive 

dispositions. But by the same token a breakdown in proper 

civic disposition is the likely result of political 

institutions that, while according some measure of 

participation to all, nevertheless allow for significant 

disparities in political power. But then even if 

Aristotle's principle of proportionate equality falls short 

of dividing citizens into rulers and subjects "once and for 
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all", it is not immediately clear that it does sufficient 

justice after all to his conception of citizens as peers and 

of civic virtue as a mean between dominance and submission. 

Ifaxia as a measure of persons allows some citizens to be 

significantly superior to others, then one is tempted to 

charge that, when it comes to determining just distributions 

of political power, Aristotle either gives up or so dilutes 

the conception of citizens as equal that it ceases to play 

any explanatory or justificatory role in his account of 

proper civic relationships. 

So it looks as though any straightforward application 

of some version of the traditional aristocratic view is 

likely to introduce problems for Aristotle's overall 

account. In order to make further headway on our general 

issue, then, we must next turn to claims (2) and (3) of 

Aristotle's analysis of distributive justice--that is, to 

Aristotle's analysis ofaxia as a function of contribution 

to the polis, and of political virtue as the dominant such 

contributor. I shall argue that Aristotle makes moves best 

interpreted as attempts to reconcile proportionate equality 

with his conception of citizens as equals. As we shall see, 

these moves are not wholly successful. But they constitute 

an interesting and historically important attempt to 

integrate an essentially aristocratic account of 

distributive justice--one traditionally taken to have 



sUbstantive anti-democratic implications--with a view of 

civic parity hitherto most at home in the rhetoric of 

democracy. 
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III. DISTRIBUTIVE JUSTICE, PROPORTIONATE EQUALITY, AND THE 
EQUALITY OF CITIZENS 

111.1. Introduction 

As we have seen, Aristotle would measure axia by a 

citizen's contribution to the end of the polis, and 

contribution, in turn, largely on the basis of "political 
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virtue". To develop this account further, then, and better 

to illuminate the questions raised at the end of the last 

chapter, we need now to examine more closely the relevant 

sort of contribution and virtue, and the distributive 

consequences that follow. 

Let us begin by returning to Aristotle's "puzzle for 

political philosophy" of 111.12: "what sort of equality and 

what sort of inequality" are to be considered when applying 

the principle of proportionate equality? Aristotle 

addresses this question by taking as his foil the following 

view: 

One must distribute offices unequally in accordance 
with superiority in any good, if in all other respects 
they [the claimants] are no different and happen to be 
alike. For to those who are different there must be 
something different with respect to that justice that 
is in accordance with axia. (1282b23-27) 

This view fails. For when distributing goods, Aristotle 

claims, similarities and differences in only certain 

respects are relevant for justice, while in others they are 

irrelevant. In III.12 Aristotle offers two arguments for 

this claim; each argument, however, would seem to have 
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respectively different implications for the proper measure 

ofaxia. 

The first argument, 1282b30-1283a2, argues by analogy 

from "the case of the other sciences and faculties" (epi ton 

allon epistemon kai dunameon). Aristotle thinks the analogy 

appropriate because he takes political rule to be a science 

or faculty: this is evident from the beginning of the 

chapter (which the mention of "other" epistemai and dunamai 

refers back to), in which Aristotle groups "the political 

faculty" (politike dunamis) with "all sciences and technai" 

(distinguishing it from these others on the grounds that it 

seeks "the most sovereign good"). He considers in 

particular an analogous case of distributing musical 

instruments: 

Among flute-players similar in skill, one must not give 
an advantage [pleonexia] in flutes to the better-born, 
for they will not play the flutes any better, but one 
ought to give the superiority in instruments to the one 
who is superior with respect to the job [t~i kata to 
ergon huperechonti]. And if the point is not yet 
clear, it will be yet clearer by developing it further. 
For if someone were superior in the skill of flute
playing but exceedingly inferior in noble birth and 
beauty, even if each of these (I mean noble birth and 
beauty) is a greater good than the skill of flute
playing and even if the others' superiority in these 
goods is proportionately greater than the one's 
superiority in flute-playing skill, nevertheless it is 
to this one that the better flutes must be given. For 
superiority in wealth and good birth ought to 
contribute to the job (eis ergon sumballesthai), but 
they contribute (sumballontai) not at all. (1282b31-
1283a2) 
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Aristotle's basic point is that when distributing a job (or 

the goods necessary for performing a job), the relevant 

mesure of merit is skill at that job. 1 It follows from 

this, of course, that the foil view is mistaken. More 

positively, however, it also follows that, if political rule 

1Keyt finds two "distinct" criteria suggested by the passage 
just quoted: (1) the "'fitness-for-the-job' criterion"; and 
(2) "contribution to the task" ("Aristotle's Theory of 
Distributive Justice," p. 248). How these are distinct 
becomes clear when Keyt elaborates, on Aristotle's behalf, 
the flute analogy: 

Suppose, for example, that the enterprise whose 
benefits and functions are being apportioned is a 
performance of flute music. Skill in flute-making and 
skill in flute-playing, but not height or good birth, 
contribute to such a performance. So by the 
contribution criterion both attributes are relevant 
when the roles, the proceeds, and the honors connected 
with the performance are being distributed. However, 
skill in flute-playing fits its possessor to playa 
flute. Therefore, by the fitness criterion the flute 
maker should be assigned the role of manufacturing 
flutes; and the flute player, the role of playing the 
flute. Both should share, though perhaps not equally, 
in the profits and honors of the performance (p. 250). 

According to this account, one can "contribute to the job" 
without engaging in, or exercising, the job itself; it 
suffices, rather, to in some way or other make the 
performance possible. Keyt thinks this second criterion is 
suggested by the phrase "eis ergon sumballesthai" at 1283a1. 
But the context provides no support whatsoever for this 
reading. In the line previous to this phrase, 1282b36-
1283a1 (in which Keyt finds evidence of a new "segment to 
the argument" [po 247]), Aristotle is clearly still 
referring to flute-playing skill as the relevant criterion 
(cf. the references to he hauletike at 1282b36, 37, and 38). 
So the "contribution" Aristotle has in mind here is of the 
kind that an attribute makes to the performance of the job 
itself, much as a food ingredient "contributes" to the final 
dish (and not as the various kitchen accessories do). 
Aristotle does indeed seem to adhere to different standards 
(see the present and following sections); and Aristotle 
might adhere in places to criterion (2) as Keyt construes 
it. But the present passage in itself is not evidence for 
this variety. 



is a science or skill, the proper measure ofaxia for just 

distributions of political office is fitness for political 

rule. 

The second argument, 1283a3-a15, argues against a 

premise presupposed by the foil view: namely, that 
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superiority (or inferiority) in any respect whatsoever is a 

relevant basis for claims to rule. The problem with this 

premise, Aristotle writes, is that it has the "impossible" 

consequence that "all things are comparable (sumbleta)". 

The term "sumbleton" is elsewhere in Aristotle used to 

signify a relation in virtue of which things can be smaller 

then, equal to, or greater than one another; and this 

relation is present if and only if the attibute in respect 

of which the things are to be so compared can be measured in 

each case by the same standard. 2 So the crucial premise in 

Aristotle's argument is that there is no single standard in 

terms of which the value of all goods can be quantified, and 

thus one cannot evaluate proportionate worth according to 

the level of any and every attribute. So far the argument 

is purely negative. Its conclusion, however, implies that 

identifying the particular determining attributes ofaxia 

2De Generatione et Corruptione 11.6 333a20-27; EN V.S 
l133a19-26. For this account of "sumbleton" in Aristotle, I 
follow Keyt, "Aristotle's Theory of Distributive Justice," 
p. 275; and R.G. Mulgan, "A Note on on Aristotle's Absolute 
Ruler," Phronesis 19 (1974), pp. 66-69. 
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requires first identifying some standard of evaluation, and 

this Aristotle immediately proceeds to do: 

It is clear also in the political case that it is 
reasonable (eulogas) not on the basis of any inequality 
to claim political offices (for if some are slow and 
others fast, it is not on account of this fact that 
some must have more and others less [of political 
offices], but excelling in such matters takes the honor 
in gymnastic contests); rather, claims must be made on 
the basis of those elements out of which the polis is 
composed (ex han polis sunesteken). (1283alO-lS) 

This passage suggests that the relevant standard for 

measuring citizen worth is contribution to the "composition" 

of the polis: the determining attributes ofaxia are 

limited to those that make such a contribution, and it is 

(presumably) by making "more or less" of such contribution 

that one's political power is properly "more or less". 

The relationship between the conclusions of these two 

arguments is far from clear. On its face, each suggests a 

respectively different account ofaxia: according to the 

first, the basic measure is fitness for rule; according to 

the second, it is contribution to composition of the polis. 

Also unclear, moreover, is the relationship between both of 

these proposals, on the one hand, and the claim of 111.9 

that worth is a function of contribution to the end of the 

polis, on the other. Just what the relationship is between 

these various proposals, and whether they imply different 

distributive consequences, awaits further examination of 
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turn. 

111.2. Fitness for rule as a measure ofaxia 

a. Fitness for rule, politike arete, and practical wisdom 
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What trait or traits determine fitness for political 

rule? At the end of 111.12, Aristotle says that that which 

enables a polis to be well managed (i.e., well ruled) is 

"political virtue", a trait we have already seen Aristotle 

identify in 111.9 as the dominant determinant of 

contribution to the polis, and thus ofaxia. What, then, 

constitutes political virtue? Aristotle's most developed 

discussion of politike arete is in 111.4, where he 

explicitly defines it as "the ability both to rule and to be 

ruled well".3 As I argued in chapter I, this virtue, so 

defined, identifies for Aristotle a disposition combining 

the traits of good ruling and the traits of good obedience-

traits which, though different in kind, nevertheless 

mutually sustain one another so as to yield an integrated 

character-type that is a mean betwe~n excessive dominance 

and excessive obedience. But though the ruling traits and 

subject traits of a good citizen are mutually supporting, 

fitness for ruling is constituted by the former, not the 

31277b13-15. See chapter 1.2.b. 
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latter. And thus it is likely that the politike arete held 

up as the measure of contribution in 111.12, insofar as it 

follows the argument by analogy with other skills discussed 

above, is to be identified with the peculiarly ruling 

virtues of a citizen, and in particular with practical 

wisdom. This construal of politike aret~ in 1I1.12, though 

admittedly different from the sense of politike arete found 

in 111.4, is corroborated by some of Aristotle's remarks in 

111.4 itself. There Aristotle comments that "the sound 

ruler must be practically wise, whereas the citizen [sc: 

insofar as he is ruled] needn't be" (1277a14-16); and most 

strikingly, given the flute-playing analogy of 111.12, is 

Aristotle's comment that 

Practical wisdom is the only virtue peculiar to a 
ruler. For it seems the others must be common to both 
ruled and rulers, but the virtue of the ruled is not 
practical wisdom but true opinion. For the ruled is 
like the flute-maker, while the ruler is like the one 
who plays them. (1277b25-30) 

Here the trait analogous to flute-playing skill is practical 

wisdom; whereas the virtues of good obedience are analogous 

to skills that contribute not at all to the use, only the 

production, of flutes. 4 These lines suggest that practical 

wisdom is the proper measure of fitness to rule; and that it 

is therefore practical wisdom that, according to Aristotle's 

flute-playing analogy in 111.12, is the measure ofaxia for 

purposes of distributing political power. 
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b. Fitness to rule and proportionate equality 

Now, the flute-playing passage and its argument 

supporting the fitness-to-rule criterion bears some 

important resemblances to Plato's approach to political 

authority in the Republic. Like Plato, Aristotle appeals to 

the proper way skills in general ought to be distributed in 

order to get clear on just distributions of the particular 

skill of political rule; and like Plato, Aristotle infers 

from this appeal the point that fitnass for the job, 

grounded in the wisdom relevant for politics, is the 

rightful basis on which to lay claim to political rule. 

However, because Plato claims that only a few among the 

citizenry are fit for the job, he further infers from this 

argument that (ideally, at any rate) political power should 

be restricted to those few. In Plato's hands, therefore, 

the consequence of the analogy between political rule and 

skills in general is an argument for absolute rule of some 

over the other citizens. Aristotle, on the other hand, 

apparently wishes to keep the analogy but resist the 

consequence. Thus in our passage he argues that the one 

superior at the job should get the superior instruments, 

that the outstanding flute-player should get the outstanding 

flutes. The underlined comparatives suggest that the 

instruments are to be divied up among those of varying 
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skill, the greater instruments going to the greater skilled, 

the lesser to the lesser. Plato would have argued, rather, 

that the superior player should control the relevant 

instruments in toto. 

This difference from Plato in applying the analogy with 

skills is what we would expect, of course, given Aristotle's 

claim that citizens are equals in the sense that each has at 

least some practical wisdom. Aristotle thus rejects the 

interpretation and application of proportionate equality via 

the identification of some as superior2s to others. 

Interestingly, moreover, the flute-playing analogy presses 

Aristotle to reject the relevance of superioritY1 as well. 

Consider again the following lines from the flute-playing 

passage: 

For if someone were superior in the skill of flute
playing but exceedingly inferior in noble birth and 
beauty, even if each of these (I mean noble birth and 
beauty) is a greater good than the skill of flute
playing ... nevertheless it is to this one that the 
better flutes must be given. (1282b36-1283al, my 
emphasis) 

The emphasized lines suggest both that, independent of any 

particular distributive context, noble birth and beauty are 

more valuable traits than flute-playing and that such 

context-independent value is irrelevant when distributing 

jobs. Applied to the case of ruling, the lesson would seem 

to be that there is an important distinction between 

SPor the sense of "superioritY1" and "superioritY2'" see 
chapter II.3.b. 
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somebody's worth simpliciter and his worth relative to a 

given job, and that it is the latter that is alone relevant 

for just distributions (at least when it is jobs that are at 

issue). Aristotle rejects, that is, the view that 

superioritY1 is of the right kind to apply--and to 

understand the propriety behind--the principle that "the 

superior should have more power". 

Together, these modifications of the aristocratic 

account would seem to put Aristotle in a promising position 

to preserve the conception of ruling as a skill while 

avoiding the extreme political inequalities hitherto 

associated with that conception. On further examination, 

however, Aristotle's appeal to "the other sciences and 

faculties" in 111.12 is either confused or unlikely to avoid 

justifying political inequities incompatible with 

Aristotle's account of civic equality. To see why, let us 

return to the flute analogy. What, exactly, is it about 

superior flute-players that makes it proper (insofar as it 

is proper) that they get the superior flutes? The answer is 

that the superior players are more likely to turn in a 

better performance with such flutes than their inferiors. 

This, at any rate, is a familiar and intuitive rationale for 

the claim that jobs should go to the most qualified, and it 

is the rationale suggested by Aristotle when he excludes 

noble birth as a claim-basis for superior flutes on the 
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grounds that "they [the nobly born] will not play any 

better" (1282b33). But now superior players will turn in a 

better performance than their inferiors no matter what the 

quality of the instruments; so by the same rationale it 

follows that any given set of flutes--superior or inferior-

rightfully goes to the superior flute-players. So insofar 

as it is proper that the superior flute-players get the 

superior flutes, it is also proper that they get the 

inferior flutes as well; indeed, distributing the lesser 

flutes to the inferior players can only result in a lesser 

performance than could be pulled off by their superiors. 

The underlying point of these remarks is this: 

Aristotle's argument exploits our intuition that insofar as 

we are distributing jobs (and the "goods"--or tools--through 

which jobs are performed), we should distribute them to 

those who can best use them. This intuition warrants giving 

a job to the most qualified, but in no case will the less 

skilled be the most qualified. To suggest, as Aristotle 

apparently does, that those of lesser wisdom should have any 

political power that could otherwise be in the hands of 

their superiors, even if such superiors already have greater 

power to start, is to flout the very intuition suggested by 

the appeal to "other sciences and faculties" in the first 

place. So the principle truly supported by Aristotle's 

analogy is in fact that all political power should go to the 
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most superior in practical wisdom; or, if these are too few 

to fill all the offices necessary in the polis, then as much 

political power as possible should be in their hands, with 

as much as possible of the remaining power going to the next 

best qualified, and so on. 6 And for two reasons this 

principle is not one Aristotle should endorse. 

First, the likely result of this principle is power 

inequities incompatible with his conception of citizens as 

free and equal. If the result is to deprive some citizens 

of any opportunities for political rule, then Aristotle is 

not respecting the absence of natural hierarchy among such 

equals. And even if all get some power, the persisting 

hierarchies of power are likely to be severe enough so as to 

incapable of sustaining the mean disposition between 

dominance and submission that distinguishes the virtue of 

citizens from that of family members. 

Second, this principle is sure to deprive some (if not 

most) who display some degree of practical wisdom of the 

power they deserve on grounds of proportionate equality 

itself. Note that the distributive consequences of this 

principle aren't incompatible with proportionate equality, 

if Plato's view about the natural distribution of practical 

wisdom among the citizenry is correct. Ironically, however, 

6If Keyt's interpretation of the flute-playing analogy (cf. 
n.1) were correct, then Aristotle would not (or at least not 
obviously) be subject to the difficulties I am raising. But 
that interpretation, I argued, is incorrect. 
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proportionate equality itself will be preserved. 
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What has gone wrong? The proper diagnosis, I suggest, 

is the following. Aristotle thinks (1) that some are, by 

personal traits, better at ruling than others, and (2) that 

those who are superior should have more power. As we have 

seen, versions of both (1) and (2) are components of 

previous "aristocratic" accounts of distributive justice. 

Aristotle aims to avoid the distributive consequences of 

these previous accounts while maintaining a recognizable 

principle of proportionate equality. He partly meets this 

goal, insofar as he (a) rejects the view that the relevant 

kind of superiority for interpreting (2) is superioritY1; 

and (b) denies the premise that some are superior2 to 

others, thereby weakening (1) so as to allow that all have 

some ruling-traits. However, given the underlying rationale 

for (2) suggested by his appeal to the case of other skills, 

(1) is still strong enough to warrant, in combination with 

(2), a hierarchy of rulers and ruled that is not only 

unlikely to sustain among the citizenry a mean disposition 

between dominance and submission, but is incompatible with 

proportionate equality itself. 

These problems with the argument of 1282b31-1283a1 

suggest that if he is successfully to reconcile 

proportionate equality with his conception of citizens as 
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equals, Aristotle needs either (a) to give up trying to draw 

distributive consequences from a view about hmo/ "sciences 

and faculties" in general are to be distributed, and instead 

find a different explanatory rationale--with different 

consequences--for distributing in proportion to some measure 

ofaxiai or (b) supplement the appeal to other skills so as 

to lessen its otherwise severely inegalitarian implications. 

And indeed, we find Aristotle taking both approaches. 

Strategy (a) is employed (I suggest) by the other proposal 

of III.12 that contribution to the composition of the polis 

is the correct measure ofaxia. This will be the topic of 

section 3. Strategy (b), considered in the rest of this 

section, is employed through Aristotle's proposals for 

"summing" individual levels of virtue and wisdom. 

c. The summation principle 

Aristotle frequently characterizes the dispute over 

political power as taking place not so much among individual 

citizens as between certain classes or groups of citizens: 

viz., the many, the wealthy, those who belong to the 

traditional nobility, and the "best but few"--those superior 

in political virtue. And Aristotle evaluates the strength 

of each group's claim to power on two levels. 

First, he evaluates the philosophical merits of that 

criterion ofaxia favored by the members of that group, 
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which not surprisingly coincides with the criterion that 

would maximize their political power. On this level, the 

dispute is over the correct account ofaxia, where the 

relevant candidates (as we have seen) are freedom, wealth, 

traditional nobility, and political virtue. It is the 

resolution of this dispute that, at Pol. 1282b22-23, 

Aristotle calls a matter for philosophy and which results in 

a substantive theory of distributive justice (a version of 

which we are currently examining). 

Second, Aristotle analyzes how the correct standard of 

worth is to be correctly applied, taking these same groups 

as the relevant disputants over political power. A central 

feature of this analysis is that Aristotle determines the 

axia of a group as a function of its members' individual 

worth taken collectively. And here Arisototle achieves some 

measure of success in reconciling proportionate equality 

with his conception of citizens as free and equal. Thus, 

consider Aristotle's primary and most well-known application 

of this "summation principle" in the analysis in Pol. III.ll 

of the claims of "the many" to political sovereignty: 

It would seem that one view put forward--namely that 
the mass of the people (to plethos) ought to be 
sovereign rather than the best but few--is somewhat 
puzzling but perhaps true. For it is possible that the 
many, no one of whom taken singly is a sound man, may 
yet, taken all together, be better than the few, not 
individually but collectively, in the same way that a 
feast to which all contribute is better than one 
supplied at one man's expense. For even where there 
are many people, each has some share of virtue and 
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practical wisdom; and when they are brought together, 
just as in the mass they become as it were one man with 
many pairs of feet and hands and many senses, so also 
do they become one in regard to character and 
intelligence. That is why the many are better judges 
of works and music and poetry: some judge some parts, 
some others, but their collective pronouncement is a 
verdict upon all the parts. (128la40-128lblO) 

As this passage makes clear, the function going from 

individual worth to group worth is not simple addition 

(though it would be were wealth the criterion ofaxia); the 

function must take into account not only numbers of 

individuals but the extent to which individuals' 

"contributions" are distinct and mutually complementary, and 

thus, as Keyt points out, "summation" is somwhat of a 

misnomer.? still, given enough numbers and a sufficient 

"mix" of virtue within the many, each of whom has a low 

level of virtue, Aristotle's manner of "summing" group worth 

allows numerical superiority to compensate for individual 

inferiority, and thus makes possible greater political 

privileges for those who otherwise would be due a small 

fraction of the political power accorded to the "few but 

best". 

As can be seen from Aristotle's further discussion in 

111.11, the "summation principle" is a counter-vailing force 

to the otherwise potentially extreme inegalitarian tendency 

of proportionate equality. If the many constitute a 

collective body whose virtue is greater than that of their 

7Keyt, "Aristotle's Theory of Distributive Justice," p. 271. 
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elite fellows, Aristotle argues, then they should be granted 

the powers of electing and scrutinizing individual office-

holders via their membership in an assembly, council, and 

popularly constituted juries. s Now such powers calIon 

citizens to exercise their faculties of "deliberation and 

judgment", and hence their practical reason. Moreover, the 

object of their deliberations is of no small moment to the 

city: they are, as Aristotle himself describes it, among 

"the most important matters".9 By thus distributing such 

powers to all citizens, summation serves as a bulwark 

against the bifurcation into the dominant few and the 

submissive many which could readily arise from the political 

inequalities that proportionate equality would otherwise 

mandate on the basis of differences in individual worth 

alone. Indeed, via proportionate equality as mediated by 

the summation principle, Aristotle reaches the same result 

that we would have expected him to reach anyway given his 

definition of citizenship in III.l: 10 that all citizens are 

to be granted powers of political deliberation and judgment. 

At the same time, however, because the many attain this 

level of virtue only as a group and through collective 

deliberation, summation cannot justify granting to 

8l28lb3l-34, 1282a38-39. 
9l282a25, l282a38. 
1.°1275b16-18: A citizen is one "for whom there is the power 
to share in rule deliberative and judicial" (hoi gar exousia 
koinonein arches bouletikes kai kritikes). 
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individual members of the many the powers of holding any of 

the more important individually-held offices. Thus, while 

summation enables every citizen to take part in political 

decisions about "the greatest matters", nevertheless what 

Aristotle calls "the greatest offices"l.l. (such as treasurer 

and general) are to be restricted to the "best but few". 

Hence, with respect to these offices at any rate, 

proportionate equality continues to mandate inegalitarian 

distributions of political power. Moreover, insofar as 

eligibility for these highest offices is restricted to those 

of individual superiority, any one member of "the best but 

few" remains much more powerful than any one member of "the 

many". It follows, then, that despite the summation 

principle and its admittedly egailitarian implications, the 

elite can still find in the institutional results of 

proportionate equality a reflection of, and reward for, 

their individual superiority. 

Proportionate equality, as modified by summation, thus 

yields distributions that (a) in part reflect individual 

differences in worth (part of the aristocratic demand that 

historically motivates the interpretation of equality as 

proportionate in the first place); and (b) in part reflect-

through every citizen's participating in nontrivial rule-

the equality of all citizens (the starting point of 

1l.1282a32, 1282a41. 
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democrats). The result is an interesting hybrid account of 

distributive justice: a principle of proportionate equality 

that is recognizably aristocratic yet stays within the 

limits required by a conception of citizens as having a 

natural parity of status with one another. 

Moreover, and independently of any concern with 

proportionate equality per se, the summation principle 

better positions Aristotle to reconcile this parity of 

status with the intuition behind the flute-playing analogy 

of III.12 that political rule should go to the most 

qualified for the job. 12 That intuition poses a problem 

primarily because it raises the specter of the most wise 

having a monopoly (or near monopoly) on power, a specter no 

less raised by allowing that all have at least some tincture 

of practical wisdom. Given summation, Aristotle can argue 

that, with respect to certain significant political powers 

noted above, the "many" are indeed the most qualified--or at 

least as qualified--as the "few but best". Thus the 

summation principle gives Aristotle the theoretical 

resources to preserve Plato's view that the greater 

expertise should rule while respecting his own conception of 

citizens as equals. 

This last point perhaps helps to make sense of the fact 

that in 111.11 Aristotle appears more concerned to establish 

12See III.2.b above. 
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that the collective worth of the many is (or can be) 

numerically equal or superior to the worth of the few than 

he is to establish that the former reaches (or can reach) a 

substantive proportion of the latter. On grounds of 

proportionate equality, the latter claim would suffice to 

show that the many ought (at least when the numbers come out 

right) to have some political power, indeed enough to foster 

the mean of political virtue as defined in 111.4. But 

throughout Aristotle instead makes the former, stronger 

claim. Indeed, in the five cases in 111.11 in which 

Aristotle compares (whether directly or by analogy) the 

worth of the many to that of the few,13 in all but one he 

describes the former as better than or equal to the former. 

And in the one exception (1281b18-20), where superiority of 

the many fails, Aristotle's comparison of the masses with 

wild animals suggests that he is thinking of a case in which 

they do not deserve any political power at all. Given his 

otherwise general concern with proportionate equality, we 

should wonder why Aristotle emphasizes the (potentially) 

numerically equalizing effects of summation. I suggest that 

Aristotle's primary target here continues to be the commonly 

perceived aristocratic implications of the claim that 

expertise should rule. As his use of the flute-playing 

analogy shows, 14 Aristotle himself does not effectively 

131281bl-2, 1281b8, 1281b18-20, 1282a17, 1282a20-23. 
14See III.2.b above. 
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distinguish (as he should) this claim from the principle of 

proportionate equality; moreover, Aristotle would likely 

consider the claim persuasive in its own right. So it is 

important for him in any case to argue that the many should 

have political power even on the principle that rule should 

go exclusively to those of greater wisdom. 

The summation principle affords Aristotle some success 

in reconciling his account of distributive justice with his 

conception of citizens as equals. In the end, however, this 

strategy suffers from great obscurity as to how the 

summation principle is to be applied. To take two obvious 

points, any such application requires (a) distinguishing 

from among a given populace the relevant groups within which 

the summation function is to be run; and (b) having a 

reliable procedure for summing individual levels of 

practical wisdom. Aristotle's discussion provides almost no 

guidance on how these requirements are to be met, and indeed 

it is quite unclear just what guidance could be offered. 

Perhaps to raise these questions is to misconstrue the use 

Aristotle makes of summation. Perhaps rather than offering 

summation as a mediating, practical priciple for applying 

the principle of proportionate equality, Aristotle instead 

appeals to summation in order to argue that the many of 

mediocre wisdom can, as a general rule, be expected 

nevertheless to reach a level of wisdom deserving of 
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political power. But Aristotle also raises the possibility 

that the many can fall short of this level,15 and under 

what circumstances and exactly for what "many" this occurs 

are questions it would seem necessary to settle (on 

Aristotle's own view) as a matter of justice. They are 

questions, however, which Aristotle's discussion leaves 

obscurely hanging. 

d. "A god among men" and political rule 

Moreover, even if these difficulties in applying the 

summation principle could be resolved, another problem is 

raised by Aristotle's famous contention that under certain 

conditions distributive justice requires that absolute rule 

be granted to one or a few over the other citizens: 

Whenever either a whole family or some one among the 
rest turns out to be so outstanding in virtue that 
their virtue is superior to that of all the others, 
then it is just that this family be royal and sovereign 
over all, or that this one man be king ... This accords 
with the standard of justice to which those who 
establish a constitution are accustomed to refer, 
whether they are establishing an aristocracy, 
oligarchy, or again a democracy. For everyone makes 
claims on the grounds of superiority, but not the same 
kind of superiority. (1288a15-24) 

This passage indicates that even the considerable equalizing 

potential of summation is limited, and thereby suggests an 

intractable conflict of principle between the conception of 

citizens as equals, on the one hand, and the principle of 

151281b18-20. 
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proportionate equality, with virtue and practical wisdom as 

a measure ofaxia, on the other. For from the above passage 

and others similar to it, it is clear that Aristotle 

believes that there are circumstances in which one or a few 

are so superior in virtue and political capacity that 

proportionate equality itself requires that they have 

absolute political power, even over those who display the 

basic and effective deliberative capacity that otherwise 

grounds the privilege of political participation. In such 

circumstances, summation is insufficient to block, or 

otherwise lessen, the anti-democratic implications of 

proportionate equality. And thus such circumstances seem to 

present a conflict between two of Aristotle's fundamental 

tenets: on the one hand, that superiority in virtue be 

awarded superior political power (as required by justice as 

proportionate equality); and on the other, that a basic 

equality with one's fellows in the possession of a basic 

minimum of virtue entitle one to a share of political 

sovereignty (as argued by his account of political rule). 

Furthermore, when faced with such conflict, Aristotle is 

evidently prepared to let the "preservation of 

distinctions" 16 outweigh in importance the preservation of 

the polis as an association of equals. 

16E. Barker's phrase: see chapter II, n. 7. 
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Is there a genuine conflict here? One promising manner 

of dispelling a conflict is to construe the superiority of 

the absolute ruler in such a way that he cannot be said to 

share with the others even the basic equality described 

above. Here it is relevant to recall Aristotle's account in 

Bk. r'of absolute rule in the household and the way he 

distinguishes between such rule and properly political rule 

in the polis. According to this account, the propriety of 

absolute rule is grounded in certain natural differences in 

kind in rational capacity, in virtue of which free adult 

males are naturally suited to be rulers, while women, 

children, and slaves are naturally suited to be subjects. 

As we saw, Aristotle contrasts this natural difference in 

kind with differences in degrees. Because each citizen 

possesses some degree of a mature and effective rational 

capacity, each is deemed equal to one another even though 

some display a greater such capacity than others; and this 

equality, in turn, warrants political, i.e. shared, rule. 

Among such a group there are no distinctions between natural 

ruler or natural subject, and thus of course no such 

distinctions to justify absolute rule. Perhaps, however, 

the presence of Aristotle's justified absolute ruler 

reintroduces such distinctions on the grounds that his 

virtue and rational capacity is superior in kind even to 

that of the other free adult males. The presence of such a 
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person, the argument would go, renders the association of 

which he is a member no longer political, properly speaking, 

but rather of the same kind as the household. The 

circumstances in which Aristotle claims absolute rule is 

justified, then, are those in which the basis of properly 

political relations, and thus political rule, is absent. 

And Aristotle's account of absolute rule in Bk. III, 

therefore, is compatible with his account of political rule. 

The basic components of this interpretation are 

strongly suggested by that passage in which Aristotle most 

explicitly describes the superiority of the absolute ruler: 

If there is some one individual so exceedingly superior 
in virtue, or more than one but not so many as to be 
able to supply the full numbers for a city, so that 
neither the virtue of all the others nor their 
political capacity is comparable (me sumbleten) to his 
or theirs, he or they must no longer be regarded as a 
part of the city. For they will be treated unjustly if 
they are valued as equals to the others, so unequal are 
they in virtue and political capacity. For someone 
such as this is like a god among men. From which it is 
clear that legislation also necessarily pertains to 
equals in race and capacity, while for such outstanding 
individuals there is no law; for they are themselves 
law. (1284a3-15) 

There are several ways in which this passage sheds light on 

Aristotle's conception of justified absolute rule. The 

first is Aristotle's description of the superlative virtue 

of the absolute ruler as asumbletos to all the rest. 17 As 

17Cf. Mulgan, "A Note on Aristotle's Absolute Ruler," and 
Keyt, "Aristotle's Theory of Distributive Justice," pp. 274-
276. 
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we noted above,18 Aristotle uses the term "sumbleton" to 

signify a relation in virtue of which things can be smaller 

than, equal to, or greater than one another, such that the 

relation is present if and only if the attribute in respect 

of which the things are to be so compared can be measured in 

each case by the same standard. With respect to virtue, 

then, one individual is asumbl~tos with respect to another 

only if the virtue they respectively display cannot be 

measured by the same standard, and so are not numerically 

comparable to one another. Aristotle's terminology, then, 

suggests that the absolute ruler displays a virtue superior 

in kind, not in degree, to that of the others, thus breaking 

the bonds of equality in kind that ground properly political 

relations. This suggestion is reinforced by a second 

illuminating aspect of the passage: Aristotle's comparison 

of the absolute ruler to a "god among men". Inasmuch as the 

gods are considered a different species from human beings, 

the point of this comparison is likely to be, not that the 

absolute ruler himself is of a different species from the 

rest ("hosper" suggests that Aristotle does not want to 

claim this), but that his virtue is of a different kind from 

that of the others. And it is this point that explains why 

(gar, 1284a9, 10), in a further suggestive remark, the 

person of superlative virtue is not to be reckoned a "part 

18III.l and n.2. 
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of the city" (meros poleos). Finally, that the boundaries 

of the political are broken by such virtue is clearly 

indicated by Aristotle's conclusion (hothen, 1284a11) that 

the rule of law uniquely pertains to those equal "in race 

and capacity" (to genei kai te dunamei). That Aristotle is 

referring here to equality in kind, not in degree, is 

suggested both by the qualifications "race" and "capacity" 

and by the appearance of a similar claim about law and 

equality in EN V.6, the best interpretation of which is (as 

I shall argue in chapter IV) that the uniquely proper 

constituency for law comprises those whose relations are 

properly political. All of this suggests that the virtue 

and political capacity of the justified absolute ruler 

differs not by "more and less" but in kind from that of all 

the others--a difference that ipso facto disqualifies the 

community from being a political association and thus 

renders political rule inappropriate consistently with 

Aristotle's basic account of the political examined in 

chapter I. In this case, absolute rule would be justified 

by appeal after all to one (or both) of the two kinds of 

superiority invoked by such figures as the Old Oligarch, 

Callicles, and Socrates in the Republic 19 --an appeal in this 

19See chapter II.3.b. 
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special circumstance consistent with his conception of 

citizens as equals. 20 

There is strong indication, then, that Aristotle 

construes the relationship between the person of superlative 

virtue and the others as not, properly speaking, political, 

on the grounds that the one's virtue differs in kind from, 

or is incommensurable with, that of the others. 

Nevertheless, some commentators find in Aristotle a 

different argument for absolute rule from the one described 

above. They construe Aristotle's support for the occasional 

justice of absolute kingship to derive from a version of the 

summation argument, according to which some one or a few are 

entitled to absolute rule if their virtue numerically 

surpasses the collective virtue of the others. This 

argument is inconsistent with the previously described 

argument inasmuch as an individual's virtue can so exceed, 

2°In the introductory note to 111.13 in the Penguin edition 
of the Politics, the commentator writes: "When a man excels 
to a superlative degree of ~virtue', he must be reckoned as 
a ~god among men' and given supreme power above the law. It 
is not clear, however, here at least; why superlative 
ability in ruling and being ruled ought to exempt one from 
the latter. But Aristotle follows whither he thinks the 
argument leads him •.. " (The Politics, tr., T.A. Sinclair, 
rev. and repr., T.J. Saunders [1981], p. 210). Virtue that 
is superlative in the way described above, however, would 
not be political virtue in the sense of 111.4. In this 
connection, note that Aristotle describes the king as 
superlative in "arete" and "politike dunamis" (1284al0), 
rather than in "politike arete" (a distinction missed by n. 
7 in the Penguin, p. 213); and further note Aristotle's 
reference to Antisthenes' fable at 1284aI5-17. In any case, 
as I have argued, the worth-conferring ingredient of 
politike arete in Bk. III is the ruler's virtue. 
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without being incomparable to, the collective virtue of the 

others. And given that the collective virtue of a group is 

at least sometimes (if not always) comparable to the virtue 

of its individual members,21 this argument would allow 

absolute rule among those whose relations are properly 

political. Indeed, given small enough numbers of those with 

but a small degree of virtue, the extent as well as the kind 

of virtue necessary for abolute rule would turn out to be 

significantly more ordinary than the "god among men" simile 

suggests. And thus, if this second interpretation is 

correct, absolute rule would turn out to be justified in 

many more circumstances than the argument from incomparable 

virtue would allow. 

There are two main putative sources of support for this 

interpretation. The first is Aristotle's description of the 

absolute ruler's virtue as surpassing that of "all the 

others". Here the term "all" ("pantes") could be construed 

in a collective sense, such that the worth surpassed by the 

absolute ruler is the collective worth of the others as 

determined by the summation principle. But as Aristotle 

himself notes elsewhere,22 "pantes" can signify either 

everyone taken together or everyone taken individually. If 

we construe "pantes" in the latter sense, Aristotle's 

21Cf. Keyt, "Aristotle's Theory of Distributive Justice," p. 
275. 
22II.3 1261b20-30. 
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language here provides no evidence for reference to the 

summation principle. But even if Aristotle means "pantes" 

in the collective sense, it would still have to be shown 

that the kind of superiority the absolute ruler displays 

over such a collective is itself mere numerical superiority. 

And that the relevent superiority is not of this kind is 

suggested by the complete description in which "pantes" 

appears in the passage f~om 111.13: the absolute ruler is 

so superior that his virtue is "me sumblete ('incomparable', 

according to the analysis of the above analysis) to that of 

all the others". This, together with the other evidence 

from this passage surveyed above, counts strongly against 

finding reference to the summation principle in either of 

the two passages considered so far. 

The second, and stronger, support for the summation 

interpretation comes from 1283a42-1284a3, a passage from 

III.13 that immediately precedes Aristotle's description of 

the absolute ruler as incomparably virtuous. The passage 

begins with the following question: suppose that in one 

city there exists the good, the wealthy and well-born, and a 

certain "political mass" (politikon plethos)--how is the 

dispute over who shall rule to be settled? As the passage 

proceeds, it becomes clear that Aristotle's main interest 

here is not to offer his own positive answer, but to argue 

that of the grounds (horoi) typically cited in support of 
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exclusive power--e.g., superior wealth or virtue--none in 

itself necessarily grants such power to one particular 

segment of the population rather than another: for by any 

such criteria, it is always possible that the collective 

worth of anyone part of the population (be it a group or 

individual) is surpassed by that of another (be it a group 

of individual). The point to note here is that in making 

this (negative) argument, Aristotle apparently implies that 

should, after the appropriate summation functions have been 

run according to the correct criterion ofaxia, some 

individual or group surpass the others in worth, that 

individual or group ought to be sovereign and rulers over 

the others. Thus Aristotle remarks the following: 

Therefore if [1] the many also really ought to be 
supreme because they are superior to the few, then too 
[2] if one person, or more than one but fewer than the 
many, were superior to the rest, they ought to be 
supreme rather than the many. (1283b23-27) 

[1] is stated conditionally, and so the question for us is 

whether or not Aristotle himself accepts it. If he does,23 

then he here expresses the view that numerical superiority 

(after summation) is sufficient for having exclusive power, 

for the context makes it clear that it is this type of 

superiority that Aristotle has in mind. If he does not, 

2350 Keyt, "Aristotle's Theory of Distributive Justice," pp. 
272-273, though it is unclear how Keyt integrates this 
position with his further claim (pp. 274-276) that the 
virtue of the "god among men" of 1284a3ff. is incomparably 
superior to ordinary virtue. 
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then the evidence weighs decisively for the interpretation 

according to which the absolute ruler stands in (a strictly 

speaking) non-political relationship with his subjects. 

The primary reason for thinking Aristotle endorses [1] 

in our passage derives from the fact that the rationale 

Aristotle here offers against someone's (or some group's) 

claim to exclusive rule is that, on their own favored 

criterion of worth, their worth is equaled or numerically 

surpassed by some other group or individual. After all, 

from the assertion that it is my lack of numerical 

superiority over others that defeats my claim to absolute 

rule, it is natural to infer that were I to have such 

superiority my claim would stand true. Against this, it 

could be argued that Aristotle offers this rationale not in 

propria persona, but ad hominem against others who 

themselves accept it, and does not until 1284a3ff offer his 

own view of what sufficiently warrants a monopoly on power. 

It is difficult to decide here, particularly given that, as 

we have seen, Aristotle also emphasizes the importance of 

numerical equality or superiority in III.11. But even if 

Aristotle toys with accepting conditional [1] and thereby 

expresses the view that unshared rule is justified on 

grounds of numerical superiority, this view seems at best 

limited to this particular passage. As the previous 

considerations show; in those passages in which Aristotle 



122 

explicitly and unambiguously endorses absolute kingship, he 

does so on grounds that the king is incomparably superior in 

a way that breaks the natural parity of status distinctive 

among citizens, and I therefore think we should take this as 

his considered view. 

However, even if the summation principle does not play 

a role in Aristotle's justication of absolute kingship, the 

account we have suggested is not without further problems. 

One problem lies in understanding how awarding absolute rule 

to the person of incommensurably greater virtue preserves 

proportionate equality. A possible difficulty in this 

regard is that, strictly speaking, there are no proportions 

here to preserve, for the worth of such superlative virtue 

does not stand in any proportionate relation to that of the 

others. Thus, it might seem that proportionate equality 

really has nothing to say about our case. If we wish to 

keep within the strict letter of Aristotle's formulation of 

proportionate equality, this would perhaps pose a genuine 

problem. However, it is a plausible suggestion that the 

incommensurably greater value of superlative virtue over 

ordinary virtue "matches" the incommensurably greater value 

of complete rule over complete deprivation of rule, and that 

this "match" suffices to meet the spirit, if not the precise 

numerical letter, of Aristotle's principle of proportionate 

equality. 



123 

Yet, there is a related difficulty that is not so easy 

to dispell. On the present suggestion, Aristotle's "god 

among men" is not simply more fit to rule than the other 

citizens, but incomparably more fit. This suggestion 

requires that the justified absolute ruler make incomparably 

better use of political power--that (to recall the flute

playing analogy) he turn in an incomparably superior 

performance. But if the absolute ruler's performance is to 

be incomparable in the required sense to that which the 

ordinary citizens are capable of displaying, his performance 

must differ from theirs in kind, not degree. Otherwise, on 

grounds of justice as proportionate equality at any rate, 

his monopoly on rule would be unjustified. But if, as seems 

to be the case, what is at issue is the proper distribution 

of some one kind of ergon--viz., political rule--we must 

then suppose that this ergon, though itself of one kind, can 

be exercised in (at least) two ways themselves different in 

kind. And it is not clear that this supposition is 

coherent. If there is one basic way of properly playing the 

flute, then there is one basic kind of flute-performance 

which can nevertheless be performed more or less well. 

Similarly, if there is one basic way of properly using 

political power (say, by helping citizens achieve 

eudaimonia), then there is one basic kind of political rule 

which can nevertheless be exercised more or less well. But 



with the justified absolute ruler we are to entertain 

someone who (say) helps citizens achieve happiness in a 

fashion incomparably better than his fellows. And it is 

difficult to understand how this is possible. 
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The difficulty can perhaps be further clarified by 

considering why it does not arise in that other association 

in which the ruler is incomparably superior to the ruled and 

thus justly monopolizes rule--the household. Here the adult 

free male, like the god among men, turns in an incomparably 

superior performance than the others, but this is not 

because the others are simply less able to govern the 

household, but because they lack the ability altogether. 

Thus in this context there is no question of the ruling 

ergon being exercised in two different ways--one superior to 

the other. (Indeed, Aristotle emphasizes in 111.13 that the 

erga distributed among family members are different in 

kind.) It is a central (and anti-Platonic) feature of 

Aristotle's analysis of the political, however, that 

ordinary citizens all share a similar capability--the 

capability to rule. But then even granting an incomparably 

superior wisdom on the part of the absolute political ruler, 

how are we to understand his turning in an incomparably 

superior performance at the same job which those of inferior 

wisdom are capable of performing? 
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The significance of this difficulty is that it pOints 

up a persisting and deep tension between Aristotle's 

conception of citizens as equals, on the one hand, and his 

argument that absolute kingship is justified in certain 

circumstances, on the other. Aristotle wants to argue that 

the absolute king is, as it were, different in kind from the 

other citizens, and so ought to have a monopoly on rule for 

the same kind of reasons that he argues the adult male 

should rule monarchically over the household. Indeed, in 

this respect, Aristotle is applying the traditional 

aristocratic interpretation of proportionate equality (see 

chapter II) to the special case of the "god among men". But 

there is a fundamental difference between the household and 

the political community that remains even given such a 

divine-like presence within the latter. The subjects of the 

household are altogether incapable of rule and accordingly 

receive jobs for which they are uniquely suited. The 

subjects of the man of superlative virtue, on the other 

hand, are by nature suited for the job he has. Unlike wife, 

child, and slave, then, the citizens under an absolute ruler 

are deprived of work for which they are capable. Thus, in 

the end, Aristotle is inconsistent: his argument requires 

that, in a Platonic vein, the justified absolute ruler be 

unqualifiedly superior2 ; but, for the reasons just 

discussed, this requirement cannot be met compatibly with 
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the fundamental, anti-Platonic, distinctions he draws 

between the household and the political community, and more 

particularly with his account of citizens as equals. 24 

111.3. Wealth and free birth as ingredients ofaxia 

A different strategy for reducing the inegalitarian 

consequences of proportionate equality is suggested by the 

the second argument of 111.12 against the foil view that 

superiority in any respect whatsoever, all other respects 

equal, warrants greater power (see section 1 above). The 

starting point of this strategy is to construe the relevant 

standard ofaxia not as fitness to rule per se, but as 

"contribution to the composition of the polis" (1283a14-

15).25 That Aristotle takes this second standard seriously 

is suggested by the immediately following passage, in which 

24Might Aristotle respond that it is in virtue of being 
superior1 to all the others that the god among men is worthy 
of absolute rule? If so, I don't think this response will 
work. The relevant respect in which the absolute ruler is 
superior is said to be "virtue and political dunamis" 
(1284a10; see n.20). But a dunamis is essentially 
identified by the ergon it is a dunamis for--in this case, 
the ergon of ruling the polis--and so the same difficulties 
discussed above in explaining the absolute rulers's 
superioritY2 would apply to explaining his incomparable 
superioritY1. Moreover, insofar as the proper distributive 
response to superiorities in dunameis is given by the flute
playing analogy, superioritY1 is irrelevant for Aristotle: 
for, as I argued in section 2.b. above, such irrelevance is 
one of the lessons Aristotle draws from that analogy. 
25Commentators tend to do little with lines 1283a14-15 and 
the passage that follows. These remarks are well-worth 
exploring, not the least because they pose interesting 
difficulties, as I shall try to indicate below. 



127 

Aristotle is evidently concerned to explain the consequences 

of such a standard for adjudicating among competing claims 

to rule: 

... [1] Rather, claims must be made on the basis of 
those elements out of which the polis is composed (ex 
hen polis sunesteken). [2] Hence (dioper) the well=
born and free and wealthy reasonably (eulogos) make a 
claim to office. For there must be persons who are 
free and who are taxpayers: for a polis could not be 
composed out of people all without means, just as it 
could not be composed out of slaves. [3] But surely if 
there must be these elements, clearly there must also 
be justice and political virtue (dikaiosunes kai tes 
politikes aretes). For neither without these things 
can a polis be managed, with the difference that 
without the former things the polis cannot exist, while 
without the latter the polis cannot be managed well. 
[4] So it would seem that either all of these, or some 
at any rate, correctly make claims, [5] though in 
relation to the good life the claims of education and 
virtue would be especially [malista] just, as was said 
before. [6] But since those equal in some one respect 
alone ought not to have equality in all things, nor 
[ought] those unequal in one respect [have] inequality 
[in all things], necessarily all such constitutions are 
deviations (parakbaseis). (1283a16-29) 

This passage is difficult to interpret primarily because it 

seems written as though with two conflicting minds about the 

status of birth, wealth, and freedom as legitimate 

attributes on the basis of which to claim rule. In [2], on 

the one hand, Aristotle straightforwardly infers from [1] 

that such attributes are legitimate bases for claims. 26 On 

the other hand, under pressure of observation [3], this 

26Because aliens have wealth and women are free persons, 
neither of whom can be citizens, we must understand 
Aristotle to be taking the relevant claimants' citizenship 
as already settled, the issue now being how to distribute 
rule among them; cf. 1283a42-1284b2. 
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inference appears qualified (if not downright disputed) by 

[4], which wavers (are all or some of the noted attributes 

proper, and if some which some?), and by [5], where the 

implications of identifying the claims of virtue and 

education as "malista just" are unclear. Finally, [6], 

which presumably sums up the results so far, is ambiguous: 

is Aristotle simply repeating his point against the foil 

view of III.12 that it can't be any old attribute that fixes 

shares, but rather only that attribute (or possibly 

attributes) determined by the relevant standard?; or is he 

making the new and stronger claim that there is no one kind 

of particular attribute that alone determines relative 

shares? 

Let us first consider the claim being made in [6]. 

Aristotle's language here is similar to that of three other 

passages,27 each of which presents reasons for thinking that 

the democratic and oligarchic conceptions of justice--while 

grasping something of justice (dikaion ti)--fall short of 

justice simpliciter (dikaion haplos). Before moving 

directly to [6], then, let's first examine Aristotle's point 

in these three passages. They run as follows: 

(1) Some think that if they are unequal in some respect 
(kata til, for example in money, they are wholly 
unequal (holos anisoi), while others think that if they 
are equal in some respect, for example freedom, they 
are wholly equal. (III.9 1280a22-25) 

27I have already briefly referred to these passages in 
chapter II.2. 
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(2) Democracy arose from those equal in any way 
whatsoever (isous hotioun ontas) thinking they were 
equal simpliciter (isous haplos); for they think that 
because they are all alike free, they are equal 
simpliciter. Oligarchy, on the other hand, arose from 
those unequal in some one respect (anisous hen ti 
ontas) supposing they were wholly unequal (holos 
anisous); for because they are unequal in property they 
suppose they are unequal simpliciter. (V.1 1301a28-33) 

(3) While they agree that justice simpliciter is in 
proportion to worth, they differ, as was said before, 
in that some think that if they are equal in some 
respect (kata ti) they are wholly equal, while others 
think that if they are unequal in some respect they are 
worthy of inequality in all things (panton ani son 
axiousin heautous). (V.1 1301b35-39) 

What, precisely, is the mistake that these passages ascribe 

to democrats and oligarchs? Let's distinguish three 

possibilities: (a) both parties mistake what is in fact a 

partial ingredient of worth for the whole of what determines 

worth; (b) both parties mistake what is in fact not at all 

an ingredient of worth for the whole of what determines 

worth; (c) both parties fail to distinguish between 

superiority (or equality) in any random respect from 

superiority (or equality) in the relevant respect, and 

thereby mistakenly infer (as it can be put only from the 

perspective of one armed with this distinction) the relevant 

from the random. None of these is unambiguously determined 

by Aristotle's language, but for two reasons (c) seems to me 

to best capture the mistake Aristotle is identifying in (1)-

( 3) • 
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First, note that both (a) and (b) have Aristotle making 

a claim about the specific attributes that democrats and 

oligarchs offer, viz., free birth and wealth. But while our 

passages do fault oligarch and democrat for making claims on 

the basis of (respectively) wealth and free birth, the fault 

lies not in something specific to wealth and free birth, but 

in their being kata ti--in their being some (i.e., any old) 

attribute or other (cf. "hotioun", 1301a29). This rules out 

(b): for surely Aristotle is not claiming that any 

attribute or other fails in fact to be an ingredient of 

worth; and it rules out (a): for Aristotle would equally 

not be claiming that any attribute or other is a partial 

ingredient of worth. (c), on the other hand, fits well the 

generic character of the fault that Aristotle seems 

concerned to point out. 

Second, interpretation (c) makes the best sense of 

Aristotle's claim (made in the context of all three 

passages)28 that, given the mistake at issue, oligarchs and 

democrats grasp the just only up to a point, but not 

simpliciter. If the mistake were as according to (a), we 

would expect that the parties' partially true grasp of 

justice would consist in their having a partially true view 

of the determining attributes ofaxia. But as 1280a9-14 

shows, the democrat's grasp is true insofar as he thinks 

28 111.9 1280a9-11, 1280a20-22; V.I 1301a36. 
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that justice involves equality (and likewise for the 

oligarch and inequality) but partial insofar as in his 

thinking about the matter he effectively goes no further 

than this. The problem, as Aristotle writes, is that each 

"leaves out the 'for whom'" (1280al4), not that each 

partially correctly considers the "for whom". Now of our 

possible interpretations, it is (c), I think, that provides 

the most plausible reason for such systematic neglect of the 

"for whom": namely, failure to recognize or consider that 

among the many respects in which individuals can be truly 

evaluated as equal o~ unequal only one or some are actually 

relevant. For if one fails in this way, then indeed any old 

superiority will (ipso facto) seem grounds for unequal 

distributions (the fault of the oligarchs), and equality in 

any old respect will (ipso facto) seem grounds for equal 

distributions (the fault of the democrats). Thus 

Aristotle's emphasis on the need to raise the question, 

"what sort of inequality, what sort of equality?" 

Turning back to [6], now, it is tempting to interpret 

Aristotle as reminding us again of the need for some 

principle of relevance. Our brief examination of passages 

(1)-(3) above, however, highlights the differences in 

language and context between [6] and those other passages, 

differences that suggest that in [6] Aristotle has point (a) 

in mind: that anyone particular attribute is at best a 
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partial ingredient ofaxia. First the language: Instead of 

marking the problematic feature of the competing grounds of 

office by describing the competing claims as "kata ti" (in 

accordance with something), Aristotle here here emphasizes 

their narrowness, describing them as in accordance with "hen 

ti monon" ("one thing alone", 1283a27) and as "kath' hen" 

("in accordance with one thing", 1283a28).29 Second, the 

context: Preceding [6], as we have seen, Aristotle claims 

([2] above) that wealth and free birth, as well as virtue, 

are attributes on which reasonable claims to office can be 

made. To be sure, there are then the intervening 

problematic lines, which we have yet to discuss. However, 

immediately following [6] is a passage (1283a29-42) whose 

point is clearly to suggest that no one particular basis of 

claims--including virtue--sufficiently excludes the 

relevance of some others. At the beginning of this passage, 

Aristotle states that "everyone makes claims that are in a 

way just, but not all of them in a way that is just 

simpliciter" (1283a30-31)--a status that is not reached even 

by the "malista just" claims of the virtuous to exclusive 

ruling privileges. Given the lines that follow, and given 

the emphasis of [6] on the fact that claims are commonly 

29Passage (2) above uses "hen" to describe the respect in 
which oligarchs claim power. Unlike in [6], however, this 
use finds no match in Aristotle's description of the 
corresponding democratic mistake (instead, Aristotle has the 
democrat claiming equality in any respect whatsoever 
[hotioun]); and no use is made of "monon". 
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made in accordance with some one thing alone, clearly 

Aristotle is after a different kind of limitedness in the 

various competitors' claims from that described in 111.9 and 

V.I. 

Returning, then, to our main passage, 1283aI6-29, we 

find that the general point Aristotle wishes to argue is 

that the claims of oligarchs and democrats turn out to have 

legitimate weight after all (though not precisely for the 

ill-formed reasons they think): unlike good looks or 

footspeed, wealth and freedom contribute to the composition 

of of the polis, and therefore the wealthy and free, qua 

such, are entitled to some share in rule. This, of course, 

is a strikingly different mode of assessing civic worth from 

that examined in section 2 above. Indeed, our very passage 

calls attention to the difference, when Aristotle comments 

in [3] that while wealth and free birth are the sine guibus 

non of running a polis, political virtue is the sine gua non 

of running it well. This comment suggests that Aristotle 

continues to think that the decisive ingredient in the good 

use of political power is political virtue. If, then, 

Aristotle were adhering in our passage to the "fitness for 

the job" criterion, or were more generally appealing to 

"other sciences and faculties", claims [2] and [6] would be 

non-sequiturs. Instead, Aristotle has here considerably 

broadened his overall account of the measure ofaxia to 



allow for for all three of the traditional bases for 

claiming power (virtue, wealth, and free birth) to have 

weight. 
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Still, the way Aristotle distinguishes political virtue 

from wealth and free birth in [3], together with his comment 

in [5], is confusing, given the overall point of the 

passage. The distinction between (mere) existence and good 

existence is, of course, of great ethical significance for 

Aristotle and is elsewhere employed to draw a contrast 

between that which has merely instrumental value, on the one 

hand, and that which is "choiceworthy for its own sake" and 

a constitutive part of the telos, on the other. So by 

emphasizing that wealth and free birth are different from 

political virtue insofar as the former is necessary for the 

polis' existence while the latter is necessary for its good 

existence, Aristotle (in effect) suggests that wealth and 

free birth at best contribute to certain necessities for the 

good life, while political virtue alone contributes to the 

telos itself. But necessity for the polis' existence, when 

contrasted with factors that promote its well-being, 

notoriously is not a qualification that counts for much with 

Aristotle; indeed, elsewhere such a qualification is not 

even sufficient to get one membership privileges in the 

constitution. 3D We might ease this problem a bit by noting 

30See, e.g., VII.1 
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that the necessity of free persons and "taxpayers" for the 

existence of the political community is importantly 

different from the necessity of slaves: the former are 

necessary gua proper parts of the community, while the 

latter comprise merely the necessary support system. Still, 

as Aristotle familiarly emphasizes, even if we have a 

community of free persons with ample material resources, 

this in itself won't move us any closer to the good life: 

for that, we need good rulers of justice and practical 

wisdom. And this point, recalled by [3], motivates some 

doubt about the overall claim that all three of the 

traditional bases for claiming power have some measure of 

axia and that none is exclusively correct. Indeed, it seems 

that in the above passage Aristotle endorses, then 

immediately undermines, the relevance of free birth and 

wealth for claiming political rule. 

Moreover, the way Aristotle distinguishes virtue from 

free birth and wealth creates problems for his argument of 

1283a3ff against the foil view of III.12. That argument 

relies on the premise that relevantly competing claims to 

office must be sumbleton, "comparable", in such a way that 

each can be measured as more, less, or equal according to 

some single standard. But [3] suggests that wealth and free 

birth are not thus comparable with virtue, for their 

respective values are of a categorically different kind. 
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Aristotle faults height as a basis for claiming rule on the 

grounds that (contrary to fact) there would then be some 

height that would equal (or indeed even surpass) in worth 

some amount of virtue (1283a3-10). The (eminently 

plausible) suggestion is that height can never match the 

worth of virtue, no matter how great the former and small 

the latter, because virtue is of a categorically different 

and higher value. But given [3], would Aristotle wish to 

claim differently about the value of virtue vis-a-vis wealth 

and free birth? Could any amount of wealth, for example, 

compensate for lack of virtue so as to put the wealthy (gua 

such) on the same footing as the virtuous? Or could any 

sufficiently large number of free persons (gua such) 

compensate for lack of virtue so as to "equalize" them to 

the few but virtuous? I take it Aristotle would answer both 

questions in the negative. 31 

31Cf. W.L. Newman's note to III.S 1278a20: 
"Axia ... attaches not only to virtue, but to property 
and to every other attribute which gives its possessor 
a special importance in relation to the life of the 
state ... That the wealthy, the well-born, and the free
born have a real, and not merely a fancied, claim on 
the score ofaxia results, I think, from Pol. 3.12 
1283a14sqq. Their claim, however, cannot compare with 
that of men superior in virtue ... and hence kat' axian 
is especially and most truly used in the Politics .. of 
axia conferred by virtue" (The Politics of Aristotle 
[1887-1902], vol. 3, p. 177). 

In what sense is axia "especially and most truly" used of 
virtue, if the claims of the wealthy et. al. are "real" not 
"fancied"? Newman's note reproduces Aristotle's (apparent) 
confusion. 
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I don't think there is any simple way of dispelling 

these problems, but I do think we can go some way towards 

explaining what has produced them. Aristotle is attempting 

to do two things: (1) allow for the claims of oligarchs, 

democrats, and aristocrats alike to have some weight by 

having wealth and free birth as such be ingredients (along 

with virtue) ofaxia, while (2) preserving the claim that 

virtue carries proportionately greater weight than wealth 

and free birth, such that the superior in virtue continue to 

be worthy of proportionately greater office. He 

accomplishes (1) by arguing that attributes are relevant 

insofar they constitute one of the "elements out of which 

the polis is composed"--a significant departure and 

weakening of the Platonic account ofaxia as fitness for 

political rule, and a complete departure from the appeal to 

either superioritY1 or superioritY2. This new account 

promises to reduce the political inequalities of the 

aristocratic interpretation of proportionate equality, but 

now the challenge becomes (2) to preserve enough of the 

aristocratic account that the superior in virtue can't 

possibly end up as having no more worth--and thus no more 

political power--than the others. This cannot be done, 

however, if virtue is commensurable in worth with wealth and 

free birth; and thus it is natural for Aristotle to turn to 

his familiar categorical distinctions between existence and 



good existence, mere management and good management, in 

order to accomplish (2). But as we've seen, this 

distinction is too strong for plausibly maintaining (1). 
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In the end, Aristotle is attempting to reach by other 

means what we have already observed him attempting via the 

summation principle: to accommodate the clams of democratic 

(and here also oligarchic) proponents within an 

aristocratically biased theory of distributive justice. 

Thus Aristotle allows that democrats (and oligarchs) are 

correct not only in their belief that equals should have 

equal shares (and unequals unequal shares), but are also 

partially correct in their account of worth. Free birth 

(and wealth) do count in this regard, but only as one 

aspect--and by no means the most important aspect--ofaxia. 

However, as we observed with summation, Aristotle's attempt 

at such integration is not wholly successful. 

Indeed, having seen the problems faced by Aristotle's 

attempted modifications of the principle of proportionate 

equality via the summation principle and the criterion of 

"contribution to the composition of the polis", one suspects 

that Aristotle should come clean. He should either (a) 

endorse the aristocratic "preservation of distinctions" 

according to some measure of personal worth; or (b) develop 

an altogether different account of distributive justice 

that, while taking into account relevant distinctions, 
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nevertheless takes as its fundamental starting pOint the 

parity of political status among citizens. Beginning with 

Locke, (b) has been a familiar goal of theorists of 

distributive justice. Aristotle starts down this road, away 

from Plato, but his progress ultimately founders on his 

simultaneous and continuing adherence to (a). 

111.4. Aristotle's conceptions ofaxia. 

We have now seen, and examined in some detail, two 

differently described measures ofaxia suggested by the 

argument of Pol. 111.12: fitness for rule, and contribution 

to composition of the polis. We have also seen that in 

111.9 Aristotle speaks more generally of contribution to the 

telos of the polis as the measure ofaxia. Faced with this 

variety, we might respond in one of two general ways: (1) 

attempt to integrate all three measures ofaxia into some 

one coherent and substantive principle (or, short of that, 

account) of distributive justice; or (2) conclude that 

Aristotle presents us not with one but with several 

characterizations of distributive justice, each suggestive 

in its own right but substantively different from the 

others. I think the response most sensitive to the texts is 

closer to (2) than to (1), and in support of this position I 

shall end this chapter by pointing out three persisting 

ambiguities in Aristotle's discussion that seem to me 



imposing obstacles to finding in Aristotle a uniform and 

substantive account of distributive justice. 
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The first ambiguity is between axia as a function of 

prior and prospective contributions to the polis. The 

former is suggested by Aristotle's critical analysis in 

111.9 of the oligarchical interpretation of distributive 

justice,. in which he claims that, were the polis a 

commercial venture, the greater investor--the one who has 

"brought in" (ton eisenegkata, 1280a29) more minae--would 

have claims to greater political power. 32 correcting for 

the oligarchs' mistaken view of the proper goal of the 

polis, we get the suggestion that power is to be distributed 

in proportion to prior contributions to the virtuous living 

of citizens. Such contributions could take the form of 

performing various leitourgai ("public services", such as 

sponsoring dramatic and religious festivals or fitting 

triremes) in such a manner that educates and fosters virtue; 

or, in a different vein, of setting a good example by a 

proper display of the virtues on the battlefield, in the 

marketplace, at the sacrifices, and so on. On the other 

hand, the flute-playing analogy of 111.12 suggests that it 

is rather the quality of one's prospective performance with 

political power that is the relevant factor in 

321280a28-3l, and see chapter 1I.2. 
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distributions, a criterion that may--but may not--coincide 

with one's previous contributions. 

The second ambiguity, suggested by the first, concerns 

Aristotle's understanding of the underlying propriety of 

distributing in proportion to axia. Are such distributions 

proper because virtuous living for all citizens is thereby 

most efficiently achieved? Or, rather, does the propriety 

consist in the fact that such distributions assign political 

power in proportion to desert by rewarding (or otherwise 

properly recognizing) relevantly worthy traits and 

accomplishments? 

On the one hand, the proposal that the propriety of 

proportionate equality consists in the efficient promotion 

of eudaimonia among the citizenry gains some support from 

the flute-playing analogy, in which Aristotle cites 

prospective good performance as the relevant consideration. 

Further support would also seem to derive from Aristotle's 

analysis in EN V.2 of distributive justice as a "part" of 

general justice, in conjunction with his characterization of 

the latter as that which is "productive of and able to 

preserve eudaimonia and its parts for the political 

association". On the other hand, we have seen that the 

point Aristotle makes via the flute-playing analogy is 

itself ambiguous between (a) the claim that the most skilled 

should rule and (b) the claim that power should be 
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proportionate to skill; and though (b) would appear not to 

have as efficient results as (a), only (b) is compatible 

with proportionate equality. So even here, as well as in 

the more obvious commercial-polis example of III.9, 

Aristotle displays perhaps less concern with "forward-

looking" considerations that with matching goods to levels 

of worth--that is to say, with proportionate equality 

independently of any further results that might arise. And 

this concern suggests an underlying propriety gounded in 

considerations of desert. 33 

33In this connection, it is worth noting Aristotle's 
discussion of the megalopsychos--the "great-souled man"--in 
EN IV.3. Because such a man makes claims kat' axian, he can 
rightly lay claim to high time, "honor". For, Aristotle 
writes, honor is "the greatest of external goods" and 

axia is said to be related to external goods (he axia 
legetai pros ta ektos agatha). And we should see that 
the greatest of these is that which we assign 
(aponemomen) to the gods, and for which those of most 
distinction especially aim, and which is the prize for 
the finest. And such a thing is honor. (1123b17-2l) 

Here Aristotle's description of honor as a "prize" 
("athlon") suggests that the propriety of meeting claims 
kat' axian is of the sort more generally manifested in the 
correct awarding of prizes to those who deserve them. 
Indeed, as Aristotle writes later in the chapter, "a man who 
is not good would not be axios ('worthy') of honor; for 
honor is the prize of virtue, and is assigned to good men" 
(1123b34-ll24al). And he reasons that "the genuinely great
souled man must be good" on the grounds that "the better man 
is always axios of greater things, and the best man of the 
greatest things" (1123b28-29, supply the premise that the 
megalopsychos is axios of honor). It is in passages such as 
these that the aristocratic roots of Aristotle's thinking on 
distributive justice stand most exposed. Before concluding 
that Aristotle's primary concern is with aristocratic 
desert, however, we must balance these passages with 
Aristotle's use of the summation principle (see above, 
III.2.c.), with his suggestions that free birth is an 
ingredient ofaxia (see above, III.3), and with his general 
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The third ambiguity is introduced by Aristotle's 

evident claim that free birth and wealth are ingredients of 

axia. It is between axia as (in part) a function of being 

the sort of person without including whom a political 

community could not exist, on the one hand, and axia as a 

function of direct contributions (whether prior or 

prospective) to the good political community via 

enhancements of eudaimonia and virtue, on the other. This 

ambiguity has already been discussed in III.3 above. 

Suffice it here to note how different in principle the 

"that-out-of-which-the-polis-is-composed" criterion is from 

the other two criteria. As a principle, it seems neither 

"backward-looking" nor "forward-looking", desert-based nor 

consequentialist. Rather, insofar as being a compositional 

part of a community is no more and no less than being a 

member of the community, the principle states that citizens' 

claims to political powers are grounded simply in their 

having the minimal attributes for being members of the 

political community. Here we find Aristotle as far away as 

he gets from the traditional aristocratic account of 

distributive justice--though, as we saw, he 

characteristically reintroduces aristocratic distinctions, 

with confusing results. 

concern with civic parity of status that we have examined 
throughout. 
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Putting these ambiguities together, we come up with 

different determinants of just claims on shares of political 

power--(a) the requirements of the common good, (b) the 

attributes necessary for basic membership in the polis, (c) 

prior contribution to the common good, (d) ability to do the 

job--and the last two either from considerations of desert 

or efficiency. Add into the mix Aristotle's concern to 

render the distributive consequences of proportionate 

equality compatible wth citizens as "free and equal", and we 

find in Aristotle the basic elements of familiar but 

disparate accounts of distributive justice. That this is so 

is a measure not only of the obscurity and elusiveness of 

Aristotle's account, but surely, in a way, of its worth as 

well. 
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IV. DISTRIBUTIVE JUSTICE AS POLITICAL: 
NICOMACHEAN ETHICS V.6 

In EN V.3, Aristotle defines distributive justice as 

proportionate equality, the application of which requires, 

in turn, an account of personal worth or axia. In previous 

chapters, we have focused on this definition, and in 

particular have examined and assessed Aristotle's (various) 

discussions ofaxia in light of his conception of citizens 

as fundamentally different from household members insofar as 

the former are "free and equal". In another chapter of EN 

V, Aristotle claims that distributive justice is a 

peculiarly political phenomenon, arguing that such justice--

indeed, any kind of justice in the most proper sense--is 

inapplicable within the family. It is thus of obvious 

relevance for our inquiry to examine this discussion. 

At EN V.6, 1134a25-26, Aristotle stresses that the 

subject of inquiry is not only justice simpliciter but also 

"political justice"--to politikon dikaion. Political 

justice uniquely applies to "those sharing a way of life for 

the purpose of being self-sufficient, being free and equal 

either proportionately or arithmetically" (1134a26-28). 

Within the household, on the other hand, there is at best "a 

sort of justice" (ti dikaion) which resembles, but is 

fundamentally different from, political justice. Aristotle 

begins his explanation of this taxonomy of justice as 

follows: 



146 

For the just (dikaion) exists for those among whom 
there is law (nomos). And law exists for those among 
whom there is injustice (adikia). For justice (he 
dike) is a discrimination of the just and the unjust. 
And among those for whom there is injustice there is 
also unjust action (but it is not the case that among 
all those for whom there is unjust action there is also 
injustice), and this is assigning (nemein) more to 
oneself of absolutely good things and less of 
absolutely bad things. Hence we do not allow a man to 
rule, but rather a rational principle (ton logon), 
because a man does this [i.e., commits injustice] and 
becomes a tyrant. And a ruler is a guardian of the 
just, and if the just, also of the equal. (1133a30-
1134b2)1 

This passage suggests two identifying features of political 

justice: (1) Its fundamental function is to maintain and 

restore the proper allotments of goods (and bads) among its 

constituency according to some principle of equality. It is 

thus essentially distributive. (2) It is kata nomon, in 

accordance with law, and as such is determined by, and 

administered as, the mandate of impersonal principle (logos) 

rather than by and as the personal decision and 

pronouncements of the ruler himself. Thus, with Plato's 

ideal rulers surely one of his targets,2 Aristotle 

identifies the ruler as guardian (phu1ax) of the just, 

rather than guardian of people. This, I take it, expresses 

the idea that rulers rule in accordance with an independent 

standard, i.e., "the equal", that itself has the form of 

1Cf. Magna Mora1ia 1194b5-23. 
2The ideal ruler of both the Republic and the Statesman. In 
the Laws, Plato also conceives of rulers as guardians of the 
laws, but even here important differences remain between him 
and Aristotle. See below for further elaboration of this 
point. 
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impersonal law and whose concern is to apportion proper 

shares to each. It is precisely such a standard that 

constitutes political justice. 

Of central significance is that Aristotle explains the 

propriety of such justice as a function of a certain 

equality among citizens. Indeed, Aristotle's account draws 

on the same distinctions between the political and the 

household that we have seen him employ to explain the 

distinctive nature of political rule: 3 

Despotic and paternal justice are not the same as the 
justice among citizens but like it. For there is not 
injustice simpliciter in relation to things of one's 
own [pros ta hautou]; and one's chattel, and one's 
offspring until of age and separate, are as though part 
of one's self [hosper meros hautou]. And no one 
chooses to harm himself; hence there is not injustice 
in relation to oneself. Therefore there is neither 
political injustice nor political justice. For it is 
according to law, and among those for whom there 
naturally arises law, and these are the ones for whom 
there is equality of ruling and being ruled. Hence 
there is justice more in relation to a wife than to a 
child and chattel, for this [the former?] is household 
justice. But even this is different from political 
justice (1134b8-18). 

There are two striking connections between the analysis of 

political justice in the present passage and that of 

political rule in the Politics. First, political justice 

and political rule have the same constituency; for Aristotle 

argues that political justice applies among those to whom 

law applies, and law applies to those for whom there is 

"equality of ruling and being ruled"--the very equality 

3See chapter I. 
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definitive of political rule. Second, parallel to 

Aristotle's attributing a kind of political rule to the 

husband-wife relationship,4 the present passage finds that 

there is "more justice" between husband and wife than 

between master and slave, father and child. In the light of 

Aristotle's analysis of political rule and its corresponding 

natural equality in the Politics, both points suggest that 

for Aristotle political justice is uniquely applicable to 

individuals for whom there is natural parity of status and 

no "natural" hierarchy between rulers and subjects, indeed 

that it is precisely such parity that Aristotle wants to 

emphasize by calling such justice political. This 

interpretation explains why Aristotle discusses justice as a 

special political phenomenon by employing the same 

distinctions between the political and the household that, 

as we have seen, he uses to explain the existence and nature 

of political rule. And it explains why there is "more 

4See chapter I.2.b. It is worth noting that in EN VIII 
Aristotle seems to allow for a kind of distributive justice 
between husband and wife. Thus by way of displaying the 
"likenesses" and "patterns" of constitutions in household 
relations, Aristotle comments in VIII.10 that 

[the association] of man and wife appears aristocratic. 
For the man rules in accordance with axia, and 
concerning those things with respect to which a man 
ought to rule; while he hands over to the woman those 
things which befit her. If the man rules in everything 
the relation passes over into oligarchy; for he acts 
not gua superior but contrary to axia. And sometimes 
women rule because they are heiresses; so their rule is 
not in virtue of arete, but due to wealth and power, as 
in oligarchies. (1160b32-1161a3; cf. 1161a22-25) 
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justice" between husband and wife: for the same relative 

parity of status that leads Aristotle to describe the 

husband's rule over her as political also evidently leads 

him to find something closer to political justice displayed 

between them than among the other relevant household 

relationships. 

This account is further elaborated by the following 

interesting passage from EN V.ll, in which Aristotle 

discusses (again, with clear anti-Platonic overtones) in 

what sense one can display justice in relation to oneself: 

By metaphor and likeness there is a justice not with 
someone by himself but rather among certain parts of 
him, and not every kind of justice but the despotic or 
household kind. For these are the ratios in which the 
part that has reason stands to the part that is without 
reason. Indeed, it is with a view to these parts that 
it is thought that there is injustice with oneself, 
because these parts can suffer something contrary to 
their desires, and so it is as between ruler and ruled 
that among these parts as well there can be something 
just with one another. (1138b5-l3) 

Aristotle indicates in this passage that there is less 

justice, as it were, in the soul than there is within the 

family. Nevertheless, insofar as justice does pertain (by 

"metaphor and likeness") to the soul, it does so in the form 

of despotic and household justice, which in turn (1) is "as 

between ruler and ruled" and (2) pertains in virtue of there 

being the same unequal distribution of reason among the 

parts of the soul as there is among the parts of the 

household. But of course it is precisely such inequality 
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that in the Politics explains the propriety of household 

rule, while the corresponding equality of rational capacity 

among citizens explains the origin and nature of political 

rule. 

We should press the analysis further. Why, exactly, is 

political justice--identified by features (1) and (2) above

-peculiarly appropriate to those among whom there is no 

natural hierarchy of rulers and ruled, no (in this sense) 

superiors and inferiors simpliciter? We can make some 

headway into this question by considering what it is about 

the household that renders such justice inappropriate--that 

is, by considering why household relations are not governed 

by laws that apportion and restore proper shares of goods to 

its members. The head of the household is a natural ruler, 

and all the others natural subjects, so that, as we have 

seen, the adult free male exercises unshared and personal 

rule over the others. But this manner of personal control 

and hierarchy is incompatible with the two main features of 

political justice. 

First, and most obviously, personal and absolute rule 

is incompatible with the rule of law, insofar as law is 

essentially impersonal and its constitutents are at most 

"guardians of the just" rather than guardians of people. 

Political justice, then, insofar as it involves the rule of 

law, applies only among those who are independent enough 
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from each other's control that no one person is a natural 

ruler over any of the others. 

Second, if you personally control and direct all of my 

affairs and my use of goods, there is no set of "things of 

my own" which are independent of your control and thus can 

be unfairly taken by you; in this way, there is in this 

context no scope for pleonexia, and thus no scope for 

political justice and injustice. A standard that specifies 

proper shares of good and bad things is applicable only 

among those who are independent enough from each other's 

control that it makes sense to speak of separate 

proprietership over such things; household rule, however, 

excludes the requisite independence. 

In fact, some of Aristotle's remarks in EN V.6 would 

seem to explain the inapplicability of political justice 

within the household by appeal to an even stricter form of 

personal control than suffices for the account of the last 

two paragraphs. Consider again Aristotle's remark that 

there is not injustice simpliciter in relation to 
things of one's own; and one's chattel, and one's 
offspring until of age and separate, are as though part 
of one's self. And no one chooses to harm himself; 
hence there is not injustice in relation to oneself. 
(1134b9-13) 

The account of the last two paragraphs focused on the fact 

that because the conduct and affairs of household subjects 

are under the personal control of the ruler, all the goods 

of the household are also under the ruler's control and so, 
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in effect, are his. There is thus nothing he could do 

within the household that could be construed as taking away 

what is another's. In including slaves and children in the 

set of "things of his own", however, the present passage 

suggests that it is the subjects themselves that belong to 

the ruler--if not as property strictly speaking, at any rate 

in such a way so as to be considered "as a part" of him. 

But this suggests a different account of why the head of the 

household cannot be construed as taking away what is 

another's. For one can as little commit such injustice 

against one's own belongings as one can commit adultery with 

one's own wife or burglary within one's own household (cf. 

EN V.II, 1138a24-26). Insofar, then, as slaves, children, 

and wives are not themselves "another" but merely part of 

and belonging to the adult free male himself, then, they do 

not belong to the constituency of political justice. 

Aristotle's description of children and (by 

implication)S wives as "ta hautou" (the man's "own things") 

and as "hosper meros hautou" ("as part of him") comes 

SHere again we find Aristotle's analysis cloudy when it 
comes to explaining the subjection of women. On the one 
hand, Aristotle's offered explanation of why there is no 
injustice simpliciter within the household commits him to 
viewing the woman, no less than the child and slave, as the 
husband's "own". On the other hand, he neglects to include 
women under this description, but then it is unclear why 
distributive justice wouldn't apply between husband and wife 
after all. Cf. chapter I.2.b., n.13. In fact, elsewhere 
Aristotle does seem to allow for a kind of distributive 
justice between husband and wife: see above, n.3. 
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dangerously close to flouting his own distinction between 

naturally free persons and natural slaves. Aristotle 

typically uses this kind of terminology, particularly that 

which identifies one person as a part of another, to 

describe a property relation. But children and wives, as 

free persons, "exist for their own sakes", a distinction 

important enough for Aristotle that it explains why the 

household ruler, on pain of injustice (though not 

political), must rule them for their own good. 6 Indeed, one 

of the distinguishing marks of free persons, as opposed to 

slaves, is that the former have a good of their own, 

independent of others. Is Aristotle's own analysis of 

natural freedom, then, inconsistent with his account in EN 

V.6 of the exclusion of free women and children from 

political justice? 

There are two points to note here. First, the fact of 

personal control creates, in the first instance, a 

distinction not between slave and free, but between private 

and public, between one's own affairs and common affairs. 

And the two phrases at issue ("ta hautou" and "hosper meros 

hautou") could plausibly be construed in the present context 

as expressing the idea that children and slaves belong to my 

own affairs, and thus cannot be the objects of my pleonexia. 

So we needn't charge Aristotle here with being inconsistent 

6See chapter 1.3. 
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with his own manner of distinctions between the natural 

slave and the free. Second, however, that Aristotle can 

resort to such expressions consistently with his analysis of 

natural freedom reflects the distressing weakness of that 

analysis. In particular, though child and wife are not 

slaves strictly speaking, and thus are to be treated 

differently in significant ways, nevertheless they share the 

same status as a slave insofar as they are subject to the 

permanent personal control of another; and it is this 

slavish subjection of the child and wife that is betrayed in 

the description of them as belonging to and as "part" of the 

adult free male. 

However we settle the precise significance of 

Aristotle's manner of describing relations among household 

members, the basic point is fairly clear. On the one hand, 

as a subject-member of the household, I am personally 

controlled by another, and it is for this reason that I have 

no independent claims myself and that there is no political 

justice within the family. On the other hand, the mutual 

independence requisite for both separate proprietership and 

impersonal rule does pertain to citizens who are "free and 

equal" in the sense relevant for political rule; for insofar 

as each citizen has some effective deliberative capacity, 

none is a natural subject to any other. There is thus good 

reason to think that it is this natural parity that for 
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Aristotle explains why members of the political association 

are typically governed by laws that apportion and restore 

proper shares of goods among them; and that, as with 

political rule, it is this natural parity that gives the 

underlying point to calling such justice "political". 

Because of such parity, citizens are separate and 

independent from one another, and because they are separate 

and independent, they have claims to shares of goods that it 

is the job of political justice to determine. Thus 

Aristotle's remark that law naturally arises "for those for 

whom there is equality of ruling and being ruled" (1134bI4-

15): only when such equality holds among a given group does 

each member of that group have claims not only to rule but 

to other goods of fortune; and without such claims, 

political justice simply loses it point. 

As often, the significance of Aristotle's analysis of 

political justice emerges most clearly through a contrast 

with Plato. As we have seen, Plato's approach to the nature 

and distribution of political authority in th.e Republic 

begins from the premise that some citizens are superior2 to 

others in virtue of the former's exclusive expertise and 

incorruptibility. On the basis of this premise, Plato 

concludes that the expert-rulers (1) should have a monopoly 

on political power and (2) should exercise such power 

unhampered by the sovereignty of law. In the statesman, 



156 

Plato further elaborates (2): given the presence of experts 

at ruling, the role of law arises solely from limitations on 

the expert-rulers' ability to attend continuously to all the 

particular and various needs of their subjects. Because of 

these limitations, the rulers must on occasion issue general 

rules applicable to all; but such rules may always be either 

overridden or changed should the rulers deem it necessary in 

light of the demands of a particular person or 

circumstance. 7 

Also in the Statesman, and later in the Laws, Plato 

considers the role of law and distribution of political 

authority given the situation in which no incorruptible 

expert-rulers are at hand. When, and only when, such a 

situation arises, laws (crafted as close as possible to what 

the expert-ruler would decree) should be sovereign and 

always followed. B Insofar as it is necessary for the law to 

be administered, some political authority must devolve to 

the citizens: in the Statesman, Plato argues that investing 

such authority in one or a few is better than in the many, 

on the grounds that the former best preserves the rule of 

law;9 in the Laws, on the other hand, he argues that some 

authority ought to be invested in all citizens, on the 

7Statesman, 292b-297c. 
BStatesman, 297c-e, 300c-301a; Laws, 711-714, 875. In both 
dialogues, rule by the expert is considered the best, but an 
only remotely possible, option. 
9Statesman, 302e-303a. 
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grouflds that otherwise the "dusko1ia ton po1Ion"--the 

"discontent of the many"--wil1 invite instability and 

stasis. 10 In both cases, however, the proper distribution 

of political power is determined by the requirements of good 

order. Thus, by the time Plato writes the Laws, he is 

willing to confer some authority on all, but only inasmuch 

as otherwise the "anger of the man in the street,,11 will 

wreck the stability and structure of the regime of laws. 

NOw, these arguments show up in Aristotle as well. He 

too argues for wider distributions of political power by 

citing the danger of discontented masses,12 and he too 

argues for the sovereignty of law on the grounds that, 

whereas persons are corruptible, laws are "intellect without 

desire". 13 And here Aristotle follows Plato's general 

10Laws, 757e. 
11Saunders' translation of "ciuskolia ton pollon" (Plato, The 
Laws, tr. T. Saunders [1976], p.230). 
12pol. 111.11, 1281b28-30. 
13pol. 111.16, 1287a32i cf. 111.15, 1286b17-20. We should 
also note 111.16, 1287a32-1287b8. Here, one of Aristotle's 
points is that political rulers are much more prone to 
corruption than, say, practitioners of the medical techne, 
insofar as political power is an especial invitation to 
bribery and other sources of favoritism. In introducing 
this point, Aristotle remarks (with the statesman surely in 
mind) that "the model (paradeigma) of the technai seems to 
be false" (1287a32-33). It is important to note, however, 
that what Aristotle rejects is not the view that political 
rule is a techne (as is sometimes claimed), but the 
particular implications Plato draws from this, viz., that 
political rule should be exercised personally and absolutely 
by some over others. Indeed, in 111.12 Aristotle appeals to 
"other technai and faculties" to get clear on the proper 
mode of distributing political rule, though (as we saw in 
chapter III) Aristotle's discussion is not without its 
problems. 
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direction in the Statesman and Laws. It is striking, 

however, that side-by-side with these arguments we find 

Aristotle staking out an altogether new direction in 

analyzing the role of law and the nature of political 

distributions: First, the significance of the rule of law 

is not exhaustively given by the practical infirmities of 

personal rule. For the rule of law is also a reflection of 

the fact that citizens are equals and are therefore by 

nature independent from the personal control of another. We 

have seen and examined this analysis of the rule of law in 

EN V.6, and also have seen Aristotle claim in the Politics 

that the rule of law uniquely pertains to "equals in race 

and capacity" (III.13 1284all-13).14 Second, distributions 

14It is worth noting as well the following passage from 
III.16: 

Some think that it is not even in accordance with 
nature that one man be sovereign over all the citizens, 
wherever the polis is composed out of similar persons. 
For it is in accordance with nature that those who are 
by nature similar get the same justice and the same 
axia; so that since it is harmful for unequal bodies to 
have equal food or clothing, thus is the case 
concerning honors as well, and similarly with equals 
getting what is unequal. Hence it is just for no one 
to rule more than to be ruled, but to take turns in 
like manner. But this now is law. For organization 
(taxis) is law. Thefore, it is more choiceworthy for 
law to rule rather than one of the citizens. And by 
the same argument, even if it is better for some to 
rule, they must be set up as guardians of and servants 
to the laws; for while some must rule, they say it is 
not just for one person to do this, given that all are 
alike (128710-23). 

This passage straightforwardly connects the equality of 
citizens with the rule of law, and does so in a way with 
which Aristotle must be generally sympathetic; but for two 
reasons the ideas expressed cannot be straightfowardly 
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of political authority (and, for that matter, other external 

goods) are not determined solely by considerations of 

stability, but also by the fact that citizens have claims on 

one another in virtue, again, of their basic equality of 

status. These analyses are notably grounded in 

considerations of justice and equality, not only 

expediency. 15 By contrast, Plato regards distributing 

political authority as a (necessary) compromise of "justice 

itself".16 

Indeed, the general upshot of these remarks is that, on 

Aristotle's analysis, Plato's ideal city fails to 

instantiate the distinctively political nature of social 

justice, for political justice is incompatible with that 

city's absolute and personal hierarchy. This 

attributed to Aristotle. First, Aristotle himself 
attributes the argument to others, leaving his own view 
officially unexpressed. Second, the reference to "the same 
axia" suggests that the argument appeals not to equality in 
kind, but to something closer to that identity of equals 
claimed by democrats; and thus if Aristotle is speaking in 
propria persona, this passage is anomalous: ~or (a) -
Aristotle thinks that justified personal and absolute rule 
by some over others requires more than simple numerical 
superiority (cf. 1284a3ff., 1287b41ff, and chapter 
III.2.d.); and (b) in EN V.6, Aristotle explicitly remarks 
that law applies to those "free and equal either 
proportionately or arithmetically" (1134a27-28). 
15Cf. Pol. 111.17 1288al-5: " ... it is clear that among 
similars and equals it is neither advantageous nor just 
(oute sumpheron ... oute dikaion) for one man to be sovereign 
over all, whether he rule without laws (as though he himself 
were law) or with laws, whether a good man rule over good 
men or a not-good over not-good; nor even if he is superior 
in virtue, except in a certain circumstance ... ". 
16Laws, 757-758; for Plato on justice as proportionate 
equality, see chapter II.3.b. 
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incompatibility is most direct, of course, with respect to 

the rule of law. But Aristotle's argument that injustice 

proper is possible only among equals also implies that 

citizens in Plato's ideal city do not have the kind of 

status in virtue of which they can be said to have genuine 

claims to shares of goods, and thus no justice proper (but 

at best a dikaion til in their mutual relations. Insofar as 

citizens are under the absolute control of their rulers, to 

that extent their position is no different from household 

subjects, and to that extent they lack the sort of 

independence of domain that (according to Aristotle) is 

necessary for having "one's own". Claim-bearers must be 

relevent1y independent from one another's control to start, 

Aristotle argues, and such independence can sensibly be 

attributed only to individuals who are relevantly equal. 17 

Thus Aristotle's fundamental distinction between the 

political and household is brought to bear on an analysis of 

social justice, and in particular is employed to criticize 

Plato for not identifying and explaining justice in its 

distinctively political form. Just as Aristotle argues that 

Plato fails to capture the distinctively political form of 

17For a similar point, see Martha Nussbaum, "Shame, 
Separateness, and Unity," in Essays on Aristotle's Ethics 
(1980), p. 417. Nussbaum quotes Magna Moralis 1194b5-23, 
but she also cites EN V.6. Also cf. Barker's suggestive 
contrast between Plato's and Aristotle's views on 
distributive justice in The Political Thought of Plato and 
Aristotle, p. 340, n.1. 
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rule, so too does he argue that Plato fails to capture the 

distinctively political form of social justice: in 

particular, Aristotle charges, Plato mistakenly assimilates 

the political and the household (and, relatedly, mistakenly 

interprets justice as having the same form among parts of 

the soul and among citizens). He thereby fails to grasp 

that the existence and nature of political justice is a 

function of an equality of status among citizens that is 

lacking in the household and in the city of the expert

ruler. 

Does Aristotle himself respect such status when he 

identifies just distributions as those in proportion to 

axia? Is political justice best construed as proportionate 

equality? It has been the argument of previous chapters 

that Aristotle attempts, but not completely successfully, to 

reconcile the status of the proper constituents for 

political justice, on the one hand, with the nature and 

demands of proportionate equality, on the other. But 

however successful or unsuccessful these attempts might be, 

in identifying the political community as essentially 

comprising "free and equal" citizens, Aristotle departs 

significantly from Plato's aristocratic theory, and lays at 

least the groundwork for an altogether different, and less 

inegalitarian, account of distributive justice. 
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