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Alfonso Mele, Eforo e le colonie greche d’Occidente II [9-70]

This paper is the second part of a wider work, aiming to investigate the narration of 
Ephorus of Cyme on the Greek colonization of the West, as it can be recovered from 
his fragments and from the secondary sources, particularly the Iambs to Nicomedes 
(i.e. the Periegesis of the so called Pseudo-Scymnus) and Strabo.

Ephorus – apoikiai – Magna Graecia and Sicily – Iambs to Nicomedes – Strabo 

MAtilde CiVitillo, La ‘formula/iscrizione di Archanes’ nel contesto della glit-
tica pre- e proto-palaziale. Un’analisi comparata  [71-116]

In the multidisciplinary study into the Cretan hieroglyphic script on seals, which 
advocates a synergy between anthropology, archaeology, epigraphy and semiotics, 
a connection can be postulated among the inscription’s meaning, the shape and the 
material of the seal on which it was engraved, the way the signs are arranged in the 
graphic space, the syntax of  specific sign-groupes, and the sphragistic use of seals. 
Concerning these very aspects, the so-called hieroglyphic ‘Archanes formula’ reveals 
a writing habitus completely different from the other hieroglyphic ‘formulas’, thus 
suggesting a different meaning and scope. This inscription later reappears in Linear 
A as the much discussed a/ja-sa-sa-ra-me ‘libation formula’. It now seems gener-
ally accepted, from a combinatory point of view, that its meaning is linked to the 
semantic field of ‘to give/to offer to – the deity’. This in turn allow us to hypothesize 
that hieroglyphic seals bearing the ‘Archanes formula’ may well have been used as 
personal status symbols and sphragistic instruments by factions or corporate groups 
who justified their claims to keep surplus resources thus subtracting them from the 
community as ‘offerings/things delivered to the deity’.

Cretan hieroglyphic script – seals and sealings – hieroglyphic ‘Archanes formula’ 
– Minoan ‘libation formula’ – ‘Archanes script group’
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luCiA CeCChet, The Athenian nomos argias. Notes for a possible interpreta-
tion [117-142]

This essay discusses the problem of the origin and use of the Athenian nomos ar-
gias. The law was probably part of the archaic agrarian legislation and it originally 
concerned inheritance and family rights. However, over the course of the classical 
period, it broadened its field of application, becoming a law against unemployment 
and begging.

argia – inactivity – agrarian legislation – unemployment – criminality

lAurA sAnCho roCher, Kerdos, philia and mesoi. Aristotle and the ways of 
preventing stasis [143-174]

In the face of the biggest threat for the stability and endurance of any constitu-
tion – the political conflict between the rich and the poor, and their respective and 
incompatible ways of understanding distributive justice –, Aristotle advises politi-
cians and legislators to recover a sense of philia among citizens and to promote the 
middling class (mesoi), which comes to be seen as a mediator between both groups. 
The excesses originated from covetousness, so characteristic of extreme democracy 
and dynasteia, find their origin in the proportions achieved by a specific type of 
market economy whose only goal is the accumulation of wealth. A city composed of 
similar but not completely equal oikoi, joined by friendship and ready to exchange 
their survival goods as well as political services, could take the shape of various 
mixed constitutions that would eventually earn the majority’s benevolence, and 
increase the economic level and the paideia of its members.

oikos – stasis – philia – mesoi – democracy

lAurA loddo, Cambiamenti costituzionali nei Philippika di Teopompo di 
Chio [175-206]

This paper deals with the concept of constitutional change (metabole politeion) in 
the surviving fragments of Theopompus’ Philippika. In particular, the analysis of 
the Philippika let to identify three main thematic cores pertaining to this topic: the 
first group is characterized by those fragments showing a clear relation between 
the crisis of a form of government and the leaders’ behaviour; the second includes 
those passages describing the consequences of the adoption of a new constitutional 
form on the civic community’s customs; the last group is composed by those frag-
ments in which the malpractice and the licentiousness of a community are consid-
ered the main reasons for its extinction. Therefore, we can conclude that not only 
Theopompus undertook a general reflection on the constitutional change, but also 
his position about this topic reveals itself as very interesting, if compared with the 
historiographical works of the same period.

Theopompus – Philippika – metabole politeion – universal history –  tryphe 
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GiAnfrAnCo MosConi, Polibio e la mousike (oltre l’elogio degli Arcadi) [207-245]

In Hist. IV 20-21 Polybius praises the role of music in Arcadian paideia and daily 
life, and attaches great importance to the moral effect of «true music», i.e. music 
respectful to tradition. However this is only a pose, useful to extol Arcadian moral 
excellence. This is proved by several evidences in the rest of Polybius’ work: 
Polybius (XXXVIII 5,4-7) accepts without trouble the tropos metabolikos, typical 
of ‘new music’ and devoided of educational value; he pays no attention to musi-
cal styles and facts, or to musicians; he attaches no importance to the possess of 
musical education or knowledge, not only by politicians or monarchs from other 
Hellenic countries, but even by an exemplar Arcadian like Philopoemen; on the 
contrary, Polybius often disapproves of the exhibition of musical qualities or of 
interest in akroamata (the most frequent musical term in Polybius’ work), regard-
ing it as proof of baseness.

Polybius –  music – Hellenistic education – symposium – metabolikos tropos

Vittorio sAldutti, Atene e Mitilene dopo il 427 a.C. Sulla datazione di IG I3 

66 [247-262]

After the Mytilenian revolt against the empire, the Athenians sent to the island a 
settlement, a cleruchy, according to Thucydides. The duration and, as a consequence, 
the importance of it depend on the date of a fragmentary inscription (IG I3 66) found 
on the south slope of the Acropolis, that records the subsequent peace treaty between 
the Lesbian cities and Athens. The article rejects the traditional high date for this 
decree, between 427 and 424 b.C., and proposes a lower date, after the Peace of 
Nicias and before the Sicilian expedition.

Peloponnesian war – Mytilenean revolt – cleruchy – Lesbos – autonomy

ClAudio VACAnti, Per un atlante geopolitico della Repubblica romana. Italia 
e Magna Grecia tra II sannitica e I punica [263-293]

This article is a case-study: for the first time, geopolitical maps are used as heuristic 
and hermeneutic tools for a historical analysis of ancient history. Eleven geopolitical 
cards show the geostrategic function of colonies and roads during the expansion of 
Rome in Italy between the Second Samnite War and the First Punic War. The maps 
outline how a dynamic limes-system, together with soft power, is a fundamental 
element of the Roman grand strategy. This study is therefore a first example of 
geopolitical Atlas of the Roman Republic.

geopolitical maps – Roman colonies – limes – Mid Republican Rome – grand 
strategy
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CristinA PePe, Theodor Mommsen e Cassino. Osservazioni a partire da una 
lettera inedita [295-303]

This paper presents an unknown letter by Theodor Mommsen written in 1876 
and kept at the National Library ‘Vittorio Emanuele III’ in Naples. The layer and 
politician Loreto Lena, born and lived in Cassino, is identified as addressee of the 
letter. This document sheds light on connections between Mommsen and some 
contemporary savants of Cassino, a city that the famous German scholar visited 
during his journeys through Campania from 1873 to 1876 while he was working 
to publish the tenth volume of the Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum. 

Theodor Mommsen –  CIL – epigraphic collection – Cassino – Loreto Lena



Aristotle’s ethical and political writings are ambiguous, in the first place, 
due to the lack of any clear-cut separation between the mere description 
and the prescription of a norm. To this must be added our ignorance about, 
very particularly, the kind of polis or society the philosopher has in mind 
when repeatedly asserting that in every city there are basically two parts, 
the rich and the poor, and two political systems, oligarchy and democracy. 
Even today, there are scholars who firmly hold that his horizon is what has 
come to be known as Normalpolis (Nagle 2006), while others are persuad-
ed that he is dealing with the Athens of the 4th century B.C. (Frank 2005). 
These pages will present an Aristotle who elaborates political definitions 
befitting the institutions and the traditional values of the polis, and a sec-
ond Aristotle, well-informed about the economic and social development 
Athens and other poleis went through in the 4th century. 

My discussion will fall into three parts. The first one will revolve around 
the Aristotelian ideal of polis as a net of mutually caring oikoi. In this con-
text, it will be argued that, according to Aristotle, the pursuit of kerdos as 
the ultimate goal would destroy those relationships ideally based on the 
reciprocity between oikoi. As a consequence, all those occupations whose 
only aim is to make a profit – and also the possibility, offered by coinage, 

* The research carried out for the writing of this article is part of the research project HAR2011-
26191.
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of accumulating wealth – are regarded by Aristotle with suspicion. The 
second part will explore the Aristotelian view of contemporary reality: 
a reality in which there are only two categories, the rich and the poor1, 
in each city. Both will, impelled by their respective ambitions, strive to 
impose their deviated concepts of justice alternately. Given that the ideal 
of harmony among oikoi is in practice replaced by the tensions between 
democrats and oligarchs, Aristotle suggests that, in order to prevent sta-
sis, politicians and legislators should try to combine principles of both 
political systems. The constitutional result would thus approach the mese 
politeia, which is the best of mixed constitutions. Finally, the third part 
will deal with those passages where Aristotle shows what a constitution 
of the mesoi would be like, as well as the kind of relationship that exists 
between the mesoi and those constitutions where neither the totality nor 
a meager minority is sovereign. This will open up questions about which 
social elements were considered to be mesoi by Aristotle. It also high-
lights the means the legislators could use to safeguard democracies and 
oligarchies if they introduced measures to favour the mesoi or to increase 
their proportion in the polis. The conclusion is that, leaving aside the «po-
lis of our prayers», the Aristotelian ideal is in fact represented by several 
models which share the will of integrating a large number of citizens with 
a moderate, balanced income, as long as its source is mainly agriculture.

One of the central topics of this paper is, therefore, to explore the Ar-
istotelian use of the concept of kerdos, in the sense of greed and in the 
context of social justice and of political koinonia. An excessively keen 
pursuit of honour (τιμή) is wickedness, but, after all, the philotimos is 
motivated by an honourable aim2; acting with the final purpose of mak-
ing a great profit (τὸ κερδαίνειν), is, on the contrary, always negatively 

1 It must be noted that the meaning of the terms «rich» and, especially, «poor», is not the 
same as it is nowadays. Besides, the most recent sociological and economic studies of ancient 
Greece agree on the existence of a broad, heterogeneous middling class: cfr. Ober 2010. No doubt, 
Aristotle’s mesoi were numerous and were, to a large extent, equivalent to «the poor» in other 
contexts. But the possibility that men whose wealth came from certain occupations related to trade 
and craftsmanship could be considered citizens disgusted Aristotle.

2 Balot 2001b, 25, concludes from his reading of Aristotle (EN IV 1124a13-19) that the philoti-
mos is the one who lusts after honour (τὸ πλεονεκτεῖν), or who tries to achieve it in inappropriate 
ways, while the megalopsychos is he who is moderate in his relationship with honour, wealth, 
power and other goods. Nevertheless, as Whitehead 1983 shows, even in Athenian democracy, in 
the context of 4th century oratory, those who spend their money to favour the city are approvingly 
labelled as philotimoi, and their attitude is not only regarded as natural in human beings, but also 
positively assessed. It should be remembered here that in his Politics, V 1302a32, Aristotle thinks 
of time and kerdos, and their opposites, as the final cause (τίνων ἕνεκεν) in the processes of stasis, 
since he considers that those who take part in it do so with the purpose of correcting dishonour or 
what they consider illicit appropriation. Cfr. Kalimtzis 2000, 106-110, 170-174, 177-178.
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assessed (cfr. EN V 1330a32-33). In the rich, it signals some confusion 
between the means and the end; in the poor, it simply means baseness 
and an inability to aspire to virtue. By regularly attributing greed to the 
rich and covetousness to the poor, Aristotle gives an ideological twist to 
his exploration of social psychology. But this conception also leads him 
to suggest that an agreement is possible if the poor are allowed to see to 
their own affairs and the rich do not try to get richer through the exercise 
of power. Otherwise, the idea that the rich and the poor hold incompatible 
interpretations of distributive justice – the equality of all those who are 
free, or the superiority of the richest – means that the poor not only aspire 
to wealth, and gives rise to two basic forms of constitution which are devi-
ant and compete with each other.

Another main issue of this essay is Aristotle’s concern with avoiding 
civil strife (στάσις). While the roots of the political conflict are psycho-
logical, its content is clearly social3 and it leads to violent transformations 
or to the destruction of the community. Aristotle does not point to one sin-
gle cause for stasis, but he does repeatedly assert that the best solution is 
education4. If psychological dispositions arouse from a certain inclination 
bred by beliefs linked to passions (cfr. Kalimtzis 2000, 114-117), a good 
paideia would make desire subservient to reason, and would thus promote 
philia5. Had Aristotle provided that explanation – which is otherwise a 
very pertinent one – and left it at that, he would have been accused of con-
cealing the other root of that evil: real social injustice. However, he does 
not only consider the psychological aspect of stasis, but also takes into 
account that the weakening of the traditional links of philia among oikoi 
of citizens, as well as the socio-economic transformations affecting the 
contemporary polis, have much to do with social polarisation. The skills 
of the demagogues to persuade inarticulate and uncultivated masses were 
also responsible for civic confrontation and for the difficulties politicians 

3 In Politics II 1266b29-30, when analysing the measures put forward by Phaleas, he states 
that «it is necessary to level the ambitions, rather than the properties» (δεῖ τὰς ἐπιθυμίας 
ὁμαλίζειν ἢ τὰς οὐσίας), since distinguished people (χαρίεντες) rebel because of honours, and 
the crowd (πολλοί) because of property (κτήσεις) (II 1266b38-1267a1). And in V 1302a20-31, 
in the chapter that summarises the causes of stasis, when referring to the mental disposition that 
leads to it (πῶς ἔχοντες), he holds that some rebel because they want equality and others because 
they want inequality.

4 This is a highly interesting topic, though unrelated to the main focus of this essay. For a very 
correct treatment of this theme, see Kalimtzis 2000, especially 80, on the relationship between 
paideia, homonoia and politike philia.

5 Christ 2012, 48-93, and especially 51-53, considers that the Aristotelian notion of politike 
philia is quite moderate, and closer to the Athenian notion of homonoia than to the one defended 
by Isocrates or Plato. Democratic ideology did not impose mutual support, but it did demand 
mutual respect and restraint from citizens.
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encounter introducing certain little improvements, like those sketched by 
the philosopher, and that will be examined in the last part of this essay.

1. Parts of the city and their relationship with the production of 
«the necessaries» and with wealth 
The Aristotelian concept of «part»6 is essential in the definition of polis 
Aristotle provides in Book III of Politics. Because, while the polis is con-
stituted by a number of villages and oikoi large enough to make up an 
autarchic community (Pol. I 1252b27-30; III 1280b33-34), it is the citi-
zens that, ultimately, integrate the polis (III 1274b38); and a citizen is he 
who, at least, participates or may participate in deliberations and trials (III 
1275a22-23; 1275b17-19). The autarchy Aristotle refers to brings together 
the usual idea of economic self-sufficiency and that of demographic suita-
bility. In that sense, the city’s aspiration is to need nothing from the outside, 
but it needs to have enough citizens to make sure that the tasks that must 
be fulfilled (like defence, deliberation and justice) will be looked to. At the 
same time, however, the number of its members should not be too large, 
since they must be linked by philia (cfr. IV 1295b23-2b; VII 1326b16-
18), which cannot exist among too many people, or among people who 
are too different from each other7. Given these premises, it becomes self-
evident that the city must basically be divided into two categories: those 
who produce the necessary things and those who carry out the essential 
functions. But this ends up in the reductive position where the poor and 
the rich are the only two parts that never overlap8. It comes as no surprise, 
then, that, while, in certain contexts, the parts of the city are, ultimately, the 

6 Another use of the concept of «part» (μόρια / μέρη) is that which refers to functions, both in 
the sense of professional categories (τὸ ἀγοραῖον, τὸ δημιουργικόν, κτλ.), and of specific political 
functions (judicial, deliberative and magistrates): cfr. Newman 2000 [1887], 97-98 and following.

7 Cfr. EN VIII 1158b33-1159a5. Kalimtzis 2000, 51 and following, points to the identity 
between political friendship and homonoia. Homonoia means the joint action that originates in 
agreement about important issues (EN IX 1167a27-1167b2). Kalimtzis explains that the actions 
of ethical friendship are exclusively motivated by the other’s benefit, while politike philia is based 
on reciprocal benefit. Homonoia is intimately linked to democracy or to polity. Frank 2005, 156-
162, has also argued that political philia, which does not require the intimacy of the philia of the 
virtuous, does require commitment, sacrifice, homonoia and a desire for continuity. Cooper 2005, 
74-79, highlights the implications of political friendship as a basis of the reciprocal good will 
that favours the progress of those who are in a less favourable position. Miller 1995, 206-211, 
however, emphasizes the individual aspect of friendship. He argues, in this sense, that Aristotle 
opposes Platonic holism and contemplates the possibility of the individual’s full development.

8 Winterling 1993, 186-187, remarks that Aristotle uses here a current dichotomy (γνώριμοι/
δῆμος; πλούσιοι/πένητες) which has more to do with notions of status, while the triple division 
rich-poor-μέσοι would correspond to a merely economic framework. Nevertheless, he also points 
out that, in Aristotle, both meanings constantly overlap.
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citizens (III 1274b38-41), in other contexts such parts are to be identified 
with the rich, poor, and middling households, or the households of farmers, 
bαnausoi, technitai, merchants (ἀγοραῖοι), owners of large estates, horses, 
etc. (IV 1289b28-35). The reason for this is that the household is, for Aris-
totle, the unit of production and reproduction of life, and the primary cell 
for the socialisation of the members of the polis, which is the unit to which 
Book I of Politics is basically devoted.

Aristotle’s interest in the description of the complete, self-sufficient 
household is, then, motivated by his conception of the polis and of its 
happiness9. Eudaimonia, or happiness, entails some virtue, but it also re-
quires some external goods (EN I 1099a31-33). Besides, the city exists, not 
merely for life, but for the good life, that is to say, not just to provide its 
members with material goods, but also to channel their highest aspirations, 
and to make them possible (Pol. III 1278b17ss.; 1280b33-35). That is why 
the study of the conditions whereby those necessary goods are obtained is 
extensively carried out as early as the first book of Politics, before tackling 
the issue of which political organisation would be the best one.

The basic units that make up the polis must aspire to autarchy in the 
sense that they must remain inside the framework of political relationships 
and thanks to exchanges which arise from vital needs and which are fa-
voured by philia (cfr. EN VIII 1160a8-13; 1163a31-b8). In other words, 
dealing with the management of the oikos requires that its possessions and 
the art of acquiring them be talked about (κτῆσις: Pol. I 1256a1; κτητική: 
1256b37-39). Aristotle, in the analysis he carries out in Politics I, is espe-
cially interested in the self-sufficient agrarian household10, since he takes it 

9 Nagle 2006, 37-38; 85-87.
10 Nagle 2006, 41-42, is of the opinion that the Aristotelian ideal is ‘a medium-size oikos’, 

although he does not specify its extension. This author estimates (65-75) that the smallest hoplite 
household would be about 5 ha; 12 ha would be the lot of a well-to-do hoplite, and Phainippos’ 
estate, the largest of those known to us through Athenian sources, was about 27 ha. It is worthwhile 
noting that this commentator agrees with Victor Hanson’s idea (1995, 180-199) that property in 
Greece was shared out among many. Foxhall 2002, 211, on the contrary, maintains that, in Attica, 
9% of the citizens possessed 35% of the land, although, it should be recalled, it was the wealthiest 
who were also more able to invest and to improve their production. These two authors are also 
at odds over the use of slaves as workforce. Nagle 2006, 82, distrusts the generalization of this 
phenomenon, which he regards as mere speculation; Foxhall 2002, 217, has it that slave workforce 
was vital in the properties of the wealthy. Bresson 2007, 150, estimates that, towards 403 a.C., 
9,200 citizens (35,5 % of the population) owned 85% of the land, and 11,000 (43,5%) shared out 
the remaining 15%. The lots of the richest 1,200 would not surpass 18,2 ha on average, those of 
the 8000 hoplites would be 4,5 ha on average, and those belonging to the 11,000 poor owners 
0,9 ha. Only 5,000 citizens would have no lands. Van Wees 2001, 52, estimates that, out of the 
60,000 citizens existing (perhaps) in 431 B.C., 15,000 would be thetes possessing no lands and 
nearly 40,000 thetes owning some land, of which 13,000 would be hoplites. Besides, there were 
over 3,000 well-to-do zeugitai.
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for granted that most men live off the land (see 1256a38-b4), and he notes 
that many family farms combine different types of production (stock-
breeding, agriculture, fishing, hunting) with a view to becoming autarchic 
(1256b2-4). He regards all the wealth acquired to make both survival and 
the good life possible as «natural» (1256b7-8) since, as has already been 
noticed, eudaimonia and virtue would not be possible for those who could 
not live comfortably11. He sounds equally uneasy when, criticising the Pla-
tonic proposal as to how the property of the city of Magnesia in Laws 
should be shared out, he remarks that the plots of land planned by the 
legislator are devoted to a moderate life, but that it would be necessary to 
think that the citizen should be able to be liberal, that is, generous (Pol. II 
1265a28; cfr. EN IV 1119b23-27). The acquisition Aristotle calls «natural» 
is that of those goods which are acquired to be used according to their func-
tion – since they are necessary12 –, unlike those which are accumulated for 
the purpose of exchange (Pol. I 1257a6-9; cfr. Besso, Curnis 2011, 289). 
In Aristotle’s time, at the end of the 4th century B.C., monetary economy 
was well under way (cfr. Pol. I 1257a11; 33-41; b10-17), especially in 
Athens and other market and port towns. This had surely distanced socio-
economic reality from the traditional ideal of autarchy. Aristotle establish-
es a clear difference between economy understood as the art of running the 
oikos (which also includes a certain kind of chrematistics: the acquisition 
of what is required for its survival) and chrematistics as the art of obtain-
ing endless riches (Pol. I 1256b40-41). He also admits that the latter has 
eventually exerted an influence on the former (Pol. I 1257b41-1258a1)13.

Beyond all possible doubt, Aristotle’s dislike of chrematistics has to do 
with a frequently encountered conflation between a good life and an easy 
life (Pol. I 1258a5), access to the latter being gained by means of large 
amounts of money (1257b32-34). His worry is then, to a large extent, of a 
moral nature. If there is also a political element in it, it is due to Aristotle’s 
conviction that, if the citizens are to be ruled by politike philia, exchanges 
that value benefit over use must be avoided. Suffice it to recall the example 

11 See Besso, Curnis 2011, 283, on the importance of the household owner’s schole to the 
polis eudaimonia. 

12  Springborg 1983, 405.
13 For, as Springborg 1983, 407-408, holds, an economy that rests on the production of use 

values can slide into one based on exchange values, since they make use of the same means. Miller 
1998 highlights that Aristotle approves of certain kinds of exchange, and that it is his concept of the 
good life that places limits on the accumulation of wealth. Balot 2001b, 35-37, acknowledges the 
existence of a link between monetary economy and covetousness, but makes it clear that coinage 
is a necessary element, though not sufficient in itself. See Bresson 2007, 115, on the development 
of the market as a sign of a society which has gone beyond mere reciprocity and which generates 
surplus production for trade. 
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of philosopher Thales, presented as a man who is capable of economic 
reflexion and who can make a lot of money by setting up an oil monopoly, 
but who will later show his contempt towards an occupation that affords 
him fewer satisfactions than philosophy (Pol. I 1259a6-21). As pointed 
out by Aristotle in Book VII of Politics, the goal in the constitution «of 
our wishes» (cfr. Pol. IV 1295a28-29) is that the citizens will enjoy schole 
and will be able to devote themselves to philosophy. It should be borne 
in mind that, in this context, philosophy must be understood as a general 
form of study or formational occupation and not necessarily as an abstract, 
speculative activity14.

This clear distinction between oikonomia and chrematistics leads to 
the consideration that, like Thales, Aristotle was not unfamiliar with the 
world of the market15. Both knew its laws, and how these ruled the way 
exchanges worked. Aristotle, for example, acknowledges the role played 
by coinage (τὸ νόμισμα) in the accumulation of capital (Pol. I 1257b5-10; 
32-34; cfr. EN V 1133b11-17). He knows that the function of coinage as 
a conventional unit of measurement (Pol. I 1257b10-17; EN V 1133a25-
29; b23-24) is morally neutral. Still, he points out that exchanging some-
thing for money favours the kind of accumulation that distinguishes ac-
quisition for purposes of usage from acquisition for purposes of exchange 
(μεταβλητική)16. And he insistently declares that only the later way of 
acquisition has no limit of riches (Pol. I 1257b22-24).

Aristotle holds, in different contexts, that the wealthy aspire to honour, 
and the poor to profit. Understandably, the well-off, the euporoi, long for 
something more valuable than riches17. Even the reasons why those who 
have always been rich are more generous than the nouveaux riches (EN IV 
1120b11-13) are understandable. If the poor (aporoi) are more concerned 

14 Vander Waerdt 1985, 257-258.
15 The controversy as to whether Aristotle has a concept similar to the modern notion of 

‘economy’ is linked to the polemics about the (especially Athenian) economic reality of the 4th 
century. It is, therefore, bound with the development of a primitive commercial and financial 
capitalism oriented towards the production and accumulation of wealth. In this sense, see very 
particularly Cohen 1992 and Bresson 2008. In spite of the fact that Aristotle seems unconcerned 
about the extent of the phenomenon, it does not seem logical to put this down to ignorance.

16 Frank 2005, 66; 90; Besso, Curnis 2011, 293; 295. 
17 Magnanimous (μεγαλόψυχος) is he who, being virtuous, aspires to the greatest good (EN 

IV 1123b29-30; 1124a21-b1): honour (1123b16-20; 1124a13). But it must be taken into account 
that the biggest injustices are committed out of an excess of φιλοτιμία, rather than out of covet-
ousness (Pol. II 1267a12-16; 1271a16-18). An analysis of the Aristotelian concept of pleonexia 
vis-à-vis Phaleas’ proposals can be found in Balot 2001a, 43. According to Winterling 1993, 187-
188; Ostwald 2000, 53-58, and Nagle 2006, 4, an euporos is he who is equipped to have schole 
and to devote himself to civil and military functions, but not necessarily a wealthy man. Nor is 
the aporos necessarily an individual who lacks any property, but he who does not have enough 
resources to perform public functions. 
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about their income than about honours, this is because they need to work 
in order to earn their living, which is a living devoid of any luxury. There-
fore, that which is urgent (life) prevents them from centring on that which 
is important (the good life). Let us now consider how, in this context (Pol. 
I 9-10), where Aristotle establishes a distinction between acquisition for 
use and acquisition for exchange, he enumerates some of the diverse ac-
tivities intended for the production of money – all of them, consequently, 
reprehensible – which are carried out by both the rich and the poor. This is 
a clear indication of the extent to which the social labels that are based on 
economic criteria overlap with and are blurred by the ethical assessments 
of those jobs carried out by both the rich and the poor, with the aim of 
earning money.

The following list of occupations illustrates what has just been said. It 
offers a wide variety and, indeed, from Aristotle’s point of view, the only 
point in common is the fact that what you get in exchange for a good – be 
it an object, money, or more or less expert work – is always money (Pol. 
I 1258a12-14). The reader is, in all cases, led to the conclusion that lust-
ing after money is always despicable. It includes retail sale (καπηλική), 
usury (ὀβολοστατική), trade (especially by sea: ἐμπορία) and wage la-
bour (μισθαρνία) – a category which subsumes all kinds of manual labour 
whether or not they involve specialised skills (βαναυσία τέχνη / ἀτέχνη)18. 
Aristotle perfectly understands what happens with money which begets 
money, that is to say, with lending money on interest which produces a 
benefit (Pol. I 1258b6-7; EN IV 1121b35), and he seems to have conceptu-
alised such an activity as similar to the work or trade whose purpose is also 
to generate more money. He disliked the idea that money should generate 
money. Similarly, he also seems to have dissented with the fact that the 
physical work carried out by artisans and day labourers19 should lead to 
the accumulation of wealth in the shape of money. And the same applies in 
fact to money generated by retail sales or wholesale sales. This raises the 
question whether he saw in it some implicit injustice or whether, in other 
words, he considered that all the profit obtained by one of the parties was 
the consequence of the loss suffered by the other party (EN V 1132b12-20; 

18 Ober 2010, 11, estimates that, in the classical period, about 25-35 % of the population of the 
Greek continent fed on imported cereal, which leads him to the conclusion that Greek economy 
was already «a relatively sophisticated and diversified economy». This author is of the opinion 
that the existence of a broad middling class supported intense activity in the fields of trade and 
craftsmanship. 

19 Although artisans and day labourers are similar in the sense that they both get money in 
exchange for physical work, thetes are always poor, and, therefore, excluded from an oligarchy 
(cfr. Accattino, Curnis 2013, 169), while many rich banausoi are acknowledged as citizens (Pol. 
III 1278a21-24).
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cfr. 1132a6-7). If so, it would mean that, in economic terms, Aristotle could 
only think of the result of any enterprise or exchange (independently of 
whether it involves goods, money, physical work or ingenuity) as zero-
sum. It would also mean that he did not consider it fair that the merchant 
should get any profit from his role in the exchanges20. And that is pre-
cisely what he seems to be hinting at when he mentions (EN V 1133a3) the 
sanctuary of the Graces and the proportional compensation (ἀνταπόδοσις) 
that must necessarily result from any exchange (ἀλλακτικὴ τέχνη). Such 
exchanges belong – it should not be forgotten – to a koinonia whose aim 
is a unity prompted by friendship and reciprocity (EN V 1132b31-34; cfr. 
EN VII 1155a22-23; 25-29; Pol. II 1261a30-32). This would indeed be 
characteristic of a primitivist mentality that does not take into account the 
value of work and of capital, much less the laws of the market, of supply 
and demand, or the role of the merchant21. Other ingredients, apart from 
the mainly economic ones, might nevertheless be interspersed in his train 
of thought. Aristotle seems to have been the source of that modern republi-
canism which also idealised the average citizen – neither rich nor poor. He 
showed himself contrary to the excessive accumulation of riches as well22. 
Those who sell or lend might commit an injustice unless a criterion of eq-
uity be applied to the transaction. But, as far as personal work is concerned, 
what really matters in Aristotle – who, obviously, is not familiar with the 
Marxist concept of surplus value and who is, therefore, not interested in 
bringing up the issue of exploitation – is the prejudice that some jobs are 

20 Finley 1970, 13-14, drew attention to the fact that in his Nicomachean Ethics (V 5) Ar-
istotle excluded the intermediaries, which would indicate that his reflection was not guided by 
an economic, but a moral concern. Meikle 1979, 64-65, however, was of the opinion that what 
happens in this chapter of Ethics is that Aristotle just intended to formulate the insoluble issue of 
commensurability, not just concerning trade, but any sort of exchange. Salkever 1990, 228, is right 
when he points out that the Stagyrite was aware of the importance of trade and of exchange value.

21 Finley 1970, 10-12, denies that Aristotle handles concepts like labour costs or production 
costs that would only appear with medieval theologians. He also states that, contrarily to Schum-
peter’s opinion, Aristotle is not concerned with how market prices were decided upon. Meikle 
1979, 58, on the other hand, considers that Aristotle came very close to the concept of merchandise 
understood as the product of work intended for the market. Salkever 1990, 242, is of the opinion 
that he gave thoughtful consideration to fair prices in exchanges.

22 Frank 2005, 56-57, is right to point out that the relationship between wealth and virtue is an 
essential one for Aristotle, who also highlights the fact that the purpose of wealth must be to use 
it, not to acquire it, as expressed in Rhetoric (I 1361a24-25), because, in that way, wealth itself 
places limits to its own accumulation. See Salkever 1990, 230-235, on recent interpretations of 
the orientation of the Founding Fathers who, at any rate, distrusted the goodness of the ‘invisible 
hand’, and who showed an interest in limiting the excess in the accumulation of wealth. Nelson 
2004, 1-18 and passim, argues that the ‘Greek tradition’ (unlike the ‘neo-Roman’ one) introduces 
in the Republican canon a holistic idea that concerns the entire city. Greek authors usually transmit 
an approving opinion of those reforms which assure a balanced distribution of property, since they 
justify the state’s intervention in order to preserve equality. 
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degrading, which has absolutely nothing to do with the injustice of obtain-
ing more from an exchange. For exchanges to be fair, he assumes, those 
heterogeneous things which constitute the object of a transaction must be 
levelled. In other words, they must become commensurable23. According 
to Aristotle, the measure of exchanges is necessity (χρεία)24, which brings 
everything together. Such a necessity is reflected in coinage, which is a 
convention or unit of value (EN 1133a29; b16-17; 23-24). And, in that 
sphere of reciprocity which characterises the polis, it would be possible to 
establish equations that would provide those who can have a good life with 
«what is needful». Thus, complementary differences among individuals 
would also be kept25.

If we take into account the Aristotelian description of how the generous 
(or liberal) (ἐλευθέριος) makes a correct use of his patrimony, what will 
emerge as deserving praise is that he does not worship money, and neither 
is he unfair in his way of acquiring it (EN IV 1120a32-33). This disposi-
tion is made clear by the fact that he makes use of his household, that is 
to say, of his possessions (see κτήματα, 1120a 35-b2), in order to help his 
friends. The covetous man (φιλοχρήματος), on the other hand, is he who 
is excessive in his taking, both because his earnings come from undignified 
jobs and because he charges high interests on small loans (EN IV 1121b15-
1122a2). Although in this context Aristotle is describing individual vices 
and virtues, it does not seem farfetched to guess that his words also involve 
an assessment of political justice or injustice. And, in this framework of 
good relationship between oikoi, generous and just behaviour might also 
be applied to sales and to trade in general.

For him, in any case, neither the oikos of the thes, or that of the banker 
or the merchant is an autarchic or complete household. Despite the big so-
cio-economic differences that separate them, they are all dependent. Each 
of the owners of these oikoi is characterised by the avidity of the kerdos, 
which destroys the solidarity that should reign in the city26. That is why 

23 Meikle 1979, 59-60. 
24 Which some have mistakenly translated as «demand». See Springborg 1983, 396-401, 

417-422, who underlines the broadness of the concept of ‘necessity’. Springborg also throws into 
relief the fact that the good life to which man aspires according to Aristotle would mean more than 
basic demands. Aristotle sets out to explain the possibility of exchanging shoes for houses, or for 
agricultural products, which leads him to introducing the issue of «justice according to necessity», 
without having to resort to an absolute levelling of property, but defending fair exchanges instead.

25 Frank 2005, 84-86. 
26 The very rich, if they are munificent or extravagant (μεγαλοπρεπεῖς), get integrated into the 

polis by spending generously in favour of the community (e.g., on liturgies) (EN IV 1122b1-9; 20ss.; 
1123a4-5). Nussbaum 1990a, 231-232, recalls Aristotle’s concern that there will be some ‘com-
mon property’ belonging to the citizens, which she signals as different from the State’s property. 
Frank 2005, 69, argues that regarding property as exchange value increases the tendency to the 
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their relationships with other family units cannot, as D. Brendan Nagle 
(2006, 116) points out, be conceived within the framework of philia, where 
private goods are used as common goods (Pol. II 1263a37-39): the kind of 
good they accumulate, money, is, in the first place, easier to hide from the 
community (ἀφανὴς οὐσία), and, in the second place, it demands constant 
movement and absorbing dedication on the owner’s part. So far the norma-
tive Aristotelian doctrine, though shaped by reflections taken from real life. 
To sum up, for the Stagyrite, the polis is integrated (must be integrated) 
by households that will enjoy autarchy in order to survive, either by them-
selves or thanks to the philia and reciprocity that brings them together. The 
lust for wealth constitutes a risk for that balance, and must be rejected for 
moral or political reasons, as well as out of a desire for economic justice. 
But, as will shortly be seen, his contemporary reality was rather different.

2. The rich, the poor, and the configuration of the politeiai 
After discussing the essence of the oikos and its importance for the life of 
the polis, Aristotle assesses, in Book II of Politics, the political propos-
als put forward by some of his predecessors – abstract theoreticians and 
practical legislators – with a view to avoiding conflict in the city. It is not 
a mere anecdotic enumeration of more or less impracticable oddities, but 
a path for the introduction of issues which are crucial in the work at large. 
The book opens with the statement that a polis is a koinonia and a way 
of sharing (1260b36), an idea that is followed by a criticism of Platonic 
communism, which is rejected because it transforms the polis into a house-
hold in which no reciprocity is possible. There follow the objections to the 
egalitarianism predicated by Phaleas, which is impugned as an erroneous 
solution for stasis, and the criticism of the confusion between virtue and 
military virtue in Lycurgus’ Sparta. Aristotle takes into account the argu-
ments of economic justice, as well as those which may be considered as 
pedagogic (1263b36-37; 1266b29-31), since he relies on behaviourism and 
the education of reason, rather than on the revolutions which aim at estab-
lishing an impossible society27. He was aware that the attempt to institute 
total economic equality through a legislative change did not make sense, 

privatization or withdrawal of the oikos vis-à-vis koinonia. In this sense, the interest in upholding 
common meals may be, at the same time, a question of social politics and an ideological option 
which would propitiate a spirit of community.

27 Interestingly, Aristotle criticises Phaleas’ levelling of property, which only takes into account 
agrarian property, but not other riches: Pol. II 1267a37-b15. As for education, Kalimtzis 2000, 42, 
80, 141, 185-186, relates it to the full development of human beings and to individual homonoia, 
on which that of the polis is modelled. When all the citizens agree on important things (τὰ ἐν 
μεγέθει, EN IX 1167a27-b2), the result is homonoia, which is as far apart from stasis as can be.
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for what really made men different from each other were their heterogene-
ous aspirations28 (1266b40-1267a1). That is why he strove so hard to prove 
that emotional and rational education was more decisive than economic 
equality and, at the same time, to show the difference between virtue and 
wealth29. In particular, the lines he devotes to Phaleas constitute a clear il-
lustration of the lack of identity between the virtuous (ἀγαθοί, σπουδαῖοι, 
ἐπιεικεῖς) and the wealthy (πλούσιοι, εὔποροι, χαρίεντες), since only the 
former can distinguish real good from apparent good. As for Sparta, he 
thinks that Lycurgus’ mistake was to transform the citizens exclusively into 
warriors, thus opening the door for women30 to become the administrators 
of family possessions, which would have provided a fertile ground for cov-
etousness. The regime was, then, faulty in two respects – philotimia and 
philochrematia (1269b19-26; 1270a11-16; 1271a18 and b16-17) –, which 
made it incapable of cohesion and philia among its members.

Even so, Aristotle was persuaded that, in general terms, there existed 
two social groups in every polis (the rich and the poor, those who possess 
schole and those who need to work) and two forms of constitutional or-
ganisation (democracy and oligarchy) because, depending on whether the 

28 As has already been noticed (see n. 3), Aristotle is referring specifically, in this context, to 
one of the measures put forward by Phaleas, which aimed at levelling property. It is nevertheless 
legitimate to see a more far-reaching intention in his remark that it would be necessary to level 
aspirations rather than estates (cfr. Pezzoli, Curnis 2012, 265). In section 1 of this essay it has 
been argued that, for this philosopher, the traditional difference between the rich and the poor is 
not completely symmetrical with that between those who work for money, out of covetousness, 
and those who have, or aspire to have, a good life. In Rhetoric (II 1386b18-20; 1387b23-26) 
there is an interesting analysis of emotions which are relevant for this issue. Aristotle says that 
envy (φθόνος, Rhet. II 1387b25-26) is the feeling provoked by the good of others when he who 
enjoys it is seen as an equal by he who envies him. Ben-Ze’ev 2003, 106-109, stresses the point 
that the feeling of envy, as Aristotle sees it, does not distinguish between other people’s deserved 
and undeserved good. As for indignation (νέμεσις), unlike covetousness (for which social com-
parison is not relevant) its focus is the acknowledgment granted to those who do not deserve it, 
often because of their social origins. According to this principle, and bearing the democratic and 
oligarchic concepts of justice in mind, what Phaleas does not notice is that what sets stasis going 
is, on the one hand, the poor’s envy of the honours conferred on those they see as their equals. On 
the other, there is the indignation (Rhet. II 1386b14-15) – which is, despite everything, a noble 
feeling – at the rich for the levelling of those they consider their inferiors. See Balot 2001b, 46-47, 
and Weed 2007, 118-128. The latter attributes to oligarchs an excess of ambition, vanity, contempt 
and hybris (EN IV 1124a31-b5).

29 Balot 2001a, 33, 41, finds a relationship between the passage devoted to Phaleas in Book 
II and the chapters devoted, in Book I, to the analysis of non-natural ways of acquisition. Both 
would point to the problem of pleonexia, which, being an immoderate desire for a good, be it 
honour or wealth, violates distributive justice. See Salkever 1990, 222.

30 The link between women and money seems to be commonplace (see Aristoph. Eccl. 236, 
442), and it is obviously part of the negative image of women. Aristotle, unlike Plato, thought that 
women did not have full rational capacities (Pol. I 1260a13). The idea that the lack of education 
of women has economic and social consequences for Sparta is considered by Pezzolli, Curnis 
2012, 313, to be Aristotle’s contribution. 
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demos or the minority predominates, a different conception of distributive 
justice (biased and deviant in both cases) will prevail (Pol. III 1280a7ss.; 
IV 1291b2ss.; 1301b35-40). Justice would reside in a government of the 
virtuous, for virtue should be the only criterion to have access to hon-
ours (Pol. II 1273b5; III 1284a1-3; cfr. V 1301b40-1302a2)31. The best 
are so by nature and by education, although virtue cannot develop without 
a minimum of material conditions (Pol. VII 1323a40-b6; 1332a38-b11). 
Democrats, mistakenly, consider as merit the status of being free by birth, 
while oligarchs equate merit with wealth (Pol. III 1280a23-24; IV 1290b1-
2; EN V 1131a27-28). But neither being free nor being rich transforms 
the individual into agathos and phronimos. In the real polis, then, it is not 
concord between different households that has the upper hand, but rather 
division between different economic and functional groups. And this reali-
sation introduces an approach so different from that of the polis integrated 
by autarchic oikoi, united by philia and reciprocity, that they appear to be 
incompatible32. It is only in «the constitution of our wishes» (Pol. VII-
VIII) that such high expectations of cohesion can be met, through a series 
of conditions that do not seem to be easy to fulfil. Here, all the citizens are 
well-to-do owners, and all of those who carry out the necessary jobs are ei-
ther not free (the farmers) or foreigners (the merchants) (VII 1327a11-31; 
b8-13; 1329a34-39; 1330a25-26). Nevertheless, another model of harmo-
nious community, which is possible, though not very likely, is commended 
in Politics: the mese politeia (IV 1296a7: ἡ μέση βελτίστη), which is the 
one where the mesoi predominate. And this might be the best of all the 
conceivable constitutional mixtures (V 1302a4-15)33.

31 Aristotle certainly reduces to aporia the resolution of the criterion of access to power, since, 
both in Book III of Politics (1283b9-28) and in V (1302a2-4), he assumes that the best thing to 
do is combine the diverse criteria of equality, or of virtue, wealth and number. See von Leyden 
1985, 6-10, 44-48, 57-60, and Keyt 1991, on the complexity of Aristotelian thought as far as the 
combination of those criteria which characterises distributive justice – arithmetic equality, equality 
of merit – is concerned. Frank 1998, 794-797, argues that distributive justice concerns individuals, 
their dispositions and their actions, and not groups. 

32  Nussbaum 1990b, 161-163, refers to three different conceptions, two of which are incom-
patible: the holistic conception and the ‘whole-part’ conception. According to the latter, manual 
workers would be excluded from the polis. The third one (the ‘distributive conception’) is partially 
compatible with the ‘whole-part’ conception.

33 As pointed out by Lord 2004 [1987], 147-148, there is no mixed constitution, but differ-
ent conservation strategies. There is one in which the intermediate group could become a bridge 
between irreconcilable positions (see below). The concept of mesoi is an obviously elastic one. It 
seems evident that the mesoi are mostly considered to be ‘poor’ according to a reductive division 
of society into two economic groups. See, however, the calculations that Ober 2010, 15-16, 27, 
makes for the Athens of 403 B.C. taking salaries as a basis, and which lead him to conclude that, 
out of 29,900 citizens, 24,500 would be classifiable as middling class. The elite would be made 
up by 400. On the relationship between mesoi and hoplites, as socio-economic group, in Aristotle 
and other sources, cfr. Bertelli, Moggi 2014, 180-181.
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Both the hypothetical or real cities that appear in Book II and the many 
advice contained in books IV-VI on how to combine two or three con-
stitutions (oligarchy and/or aristocracy with democracy) and thus achieve 
the longed-for social peace, constitute an acknowledgment that everyday 
reality is made up of the rich and the poor, the mass and the minority, de-
mocracy and oligarchy. When a good blend or adjustment of the three basic 
ingredients – the virtue needed for government, the wealth required for 
public services (liturgies)34 and the number, meaning the poor who carry 
out the necessary tasks – is achieved in practice, the result approaches what 
Aristotle calls politeia («polity»), which would come close to the best pos-
sible system (Pol. IV 1293b1-1294a1, and following; cfr. Bertelli, Moggi 
2014, 233-234).

The pragmatism of Aristotle’s exposition, so far away from his master 
Plato’s schematic approach, encourages the reader to take seriously the 
multiplicity of scenarios in which the poor and the rich come into conflict 
or interrelate. Aristotle holds that there is not a single prototype of democ-
racy and another of oligarchy; instead, depending on the economic and 
functional composition of the demos, or on the family origin, the education 
and the nature of the wealth of the minorities, there are many possible kinds 
(Pol. IV 1289b27ss.; 1291b14ss.; VI 1318b6 and following; 1320b18ss.)35. 
As far as the demos is concerned, the following detailed passage consti-
tutes an excellent image of its functional elements, or of the heterogeneity 
which sometimes characterises the group of the so-called poor:

…classes of the people are, one the farmers, another the class dealing with the 
arts and crafts, another the commercial class occupied in buying and selling 
and another the one occupied with the sea – and this is divided into the classes 
concerned with naval warfare, with trade, with ferrying passengers and with 
fishing36 (for each of these classes is extremely numerous in various places, 
for instance fishermen at Tarentum and Byzantium, navy men at Athens, the 
mercantile class at Aegina and Chios, and the ferryman-class at Tenedos), and 
in addition to these the hand-working (χερνητικόν) class and the people whose 

34 Calculations have been made of the money Athens spent regularly through religious litur-
gies in the 4th century. These analyses also show that this amount was quintuplicated by military 
expenditure. See Pritchard, forthcoming, who estimates in 100 T a year the money spent on the 
great festivals, as opposed to the 500 needed for defence. A large amount of this money came 
out of private pockets.

35 For a recent analysis of the models of democracy in Aristotle, see López Barja de Quiroga 
2009.

36 …ἕν μὲν οἱ γεωργοί, ἕτερον δὲ τὸ περὶ τὰς τέχνας, ἄλλο δὲ τὸ ἀγοραῖον τὸ περὶ ὠνὴν 
καὶ πρᾶσιν διατρῖβον, ἄλλο δὲ τὸ περὶ τὴν θάλατταν, καὶ τούτου τὸ μὲν πολεμικόν, τὸ δὲ 
χρηματιστικόν, τὸ δὲ πορθμευτικόν, τὸ δ᾽ἁλιευτικόν. Cfr. Pol. VI 1321a5-6: τέτταρα μέν ἐστι 
μέρη […] τοῦ πλήθους, γεωργικὸν βαναυσικὸν ἀγοραῖον θητικόν κτλ.
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property is so meagre (μικρὰν ἔχον οὐσίαν) that they cannot live a life of lei-
sure (Pol. IV 1291b18-26, trad. H. Rackham, LCL, slightly modified).

Comparing the ‘peoples’ here enumerated with the aforementioned occu-
pations (see above: Pol. I 1258a12-14), that is, those which are pursued 
for base reasons (i.e., for money), it becomes evident that only the farmers 
practise a dignified labour. This clashes against the preconception that, in the 
ideal city, agrarian producers should be slaves. In ancestral (ἀρχαιοτάτη) 
democracy (Pol. VI 1318b8), however, the demos is in fact also made up 
of farmers. And other forms of democracy next in hierarchical order are 
constituted by a similar people, for example, the people of the shepherds; 
in any case, when the citizens are very busy in their occupations, they do 
not devote too much time to assemblies (Pol. VI 12). In all these democra-
cies, the demos has, at least, the military virtue (Pol. VI 1319a22-24, cfr. 
Keyt 1999, 207), which is why they entrust leadership to the hands of the 
best, but impose the power of the law (Pol. VI 1318b14-15; IV 1292a2 and 
4; b26-27; 37; 41). In all cases, indeed, we are dealing with democracies, 
because the people are sovereign (κύριος: IV 1291b33; VI 1318b1) even if 
they do not run anything in a direct way. This model would coincide with 
that of archaia or patrios demokratie which, in Athens, came into existence 
with Solon (Pol. II 1273b35-38; cfr. V 1305a27-28). Its institutional cha-
racteristic is that the people can choose those who exert power, and hold 
them accountable (Pol. II 1274a15-21; VI 1318b23-25). From the point of 
view of the composition of the citizenship, the difference between the first 
democracy and the more open oligarchy system might be one of census, 
somewhat more strict in the latter. However, since Aristotle states that the 
first oligarchy comes near polity or mixed constitution (Pol. VI 1320b21-
22; cfr. IV 1293b33-34), he would probably consider that the demos of this 
oligarchy has a lesser capacity to exert sovereignty over the government 
than the demos of the first democracy37.

What Aristotle calls last democracy is an extreme version of democracy, 
characterised in particular by the fact that the demos is made up of peo-
ple who work in very different fields (banausoi, agoraioi, thetes: Pol. VI 
1319a27-28)38 and who are moved by kerdos. It is not the law that governs 

37 The concept of mixed constitution is an elastic one, and it overlaps with that of ancient de-
mocracy and that of well-blended oligarchy (τὴν εὔκρατον […] τῶν ὀλιγαρχιῶν, Pol. VI 1320b21). 
Schütrumpf 1995, 276-277, is right when considering the balanced forces introduced by Solon as 
a model for a mixed constitution. Eucken 1990, 280, 285, is of the opinion that first democracy 
would coincide with patrios demokratie. Cfr. Bertelli, Moggi 2014, 236-237.

38 Since certain occupations make it impossible to acquire the virtue of the citizen, those who 
devote themselves to them (χερνῆτες, βάναυσοι, δημιουργοί) would not be citizens in the best 
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any longer, but rather the will of a leisured demos (Pol. IV 1292a4-5) that, 
thanks to the city’s abundant resources (IV 1293a2-3), can be frequently 
summoned to the assembly and remunerated for attending it (VI 1319b17-
18). It is the demagogues that are really in charge, or perhaps the masses, 
but not the law (Pol. IV 1292a5-7; 23-25; 1293a16-17)39. This raises the 
question why Aristotles describes such a different behaviour in the agrar-
ian demos as opposed to the demos we might call urban: a people of which 
Aristotle states that it has a very great deal of leisure (μάλιστα σχολάζει: 
Pol. IV 1293a6), but whose licentiousness (ἀκολασία) would be explained 
by the lack of an education which is necessary in order to govern and to be 
governed, and whose free time was oriented towards an evil like judicial hy-
peractivity, which will be commented on later on. Very likely, although he 
acknowledges that many banausoi can, unlike thetes, become rich and hold 
offices in an oligarchy (Pol. III 1278a24-25), he considers most of those 
who carry out the necessary tasks demos, that is to say, poor. And there 
is more. The members of the rural people are also moved by the earnings 
which result from their work (Pol. VI 1318b13-17: ὀρέγονται τοῦ κέρδους 
ἢ τῆς τιμῆς)40, or at least by the desire to avoid a loss in their patrimony and 
to make their household (on which their family’s survival depends, and to 
which they devote their time and attention) productive. On the other hand, 
however, Aristotle regards the demos of artisans, day labourers, sellers, 
etc., as a group which, due to its lack of patrimonial interests which would 
require regular attention, can easily be drawn to political actions by the 
demagogues, in the hope of getting an easy, incidental profit. In this case, 
they would be guilty of philochrematia. The demagogues would eagerly try 
to exacerbate the poor’s envy, which is, according to Aristotle, one of the 
dispositions which set stasis going41. They would also attempt to instil the 

city, where these ἐργασίαι are considered to be characteristic of slaves (Pol. III 1277a37-b3; see 
1278a12-13). Nussbaum 1990a, 230-231, explains that, for Aristotle, certain repetitive occupations 
are incompatible with a good working order in humans. Frede 2005, 177-178, says that Aristotle 
rejects the idea of free citizens carrying out such tasks, but that he does not think that balancing 
wealth should be a community duty. See infra for a contrary opinion.

39 Burke 1992, 201, 215-221, relates the custom of subsidising – in the Athens following the 
Social War, the θεωρικόν, handled by the demagogues – to rural depopulation, which would have 
consequences on the socio-political ethos. He holds that the changes towards a modern economy 
are under way in Pericles’s time, and that, along with them, there is a decrease in the loss of status 
of hoplites, who are basically farmers. 

40 Cfr. Pol. IV 1292b25ss. and 1291b18, and the commentary of Bertelli, Moggi 2014, 221-
223, on fluctuations in the definition of the sovereign people: sometimes simply the georgikos 
demos, sometimes delimited by census. Moreover, in 1291b39-41, the census only determines 
the access to public offices.

41 Weed 2007, 111-112. 
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idea that freedom means to live as one likes42, which would contribute to the 
decadence of a law whose validity and whose only strength emanate from 
its being respected. It is, therefore, by trickery that the demagogues43 would 
boost whatever is worst about human nature (cfr. Pol. VI 1317b12-17 and 
1318b39-1319a4).

An eternal question is whether or not the model of last democracy is 
inspired by the Athens of the 4th century. It must be borne in mind, in the 
first place, that Aristotle aims at building up an archetype, not at describ-
ing a case in particular. And, in the second place, that he is a connoisseur 
of many concrete cases that allow him to draw prototypes44. Even so, he 
must have got inspiration from the surrounding city45. The reality of Athens, 
where he spent most of his life, was that of a heterogeneous society, where 
jobs related to the market, industry and money, were starting to become a 
decisive sector for what would today be called GDP46. Due to the feverish 
activity of the harbour, the mines and the banks, the existence of urban 
masses with no links with the agrarian sector gathered strength. As has al-
ready been noticed, given that these masses produced, bought and sold, or 
invested with a view to obtaining a profit, Aristotle does not consider those 
groups to fall within the virtuous circle of the production of survival in the 
oikos, or within the reciprocal relations that should characterise civic links. 
In Athens, however, if there is a time when the nomos reaches the peak of 
popular respect, and when it emerges as a rule that takes precedence over 
the incidental decisions of the assembly, it is the 4th century B.C. And that 
is the circumstance some scholars put forward in order to rule out the possi-

42 See Salkever 1990, 225; Morawetz 2000, 151.
43 The demagogues would be directly involved in the bad habits of the demos: illicit earnings, 

lack of respect for the law, class hate. See Kalimtzis 2000, 173-177.
44 Schütrumpf 1995, 281-282. 
45 Newman 2000 [1887], 505-507, was already convinced that the Aristotelian presentation 

of last democracy described the Athens of his day, and held that, according to the philosopher, 
the source of the demagogues’ power was extreme poverty. But that is not what Aristotle says. 
Instead, he says that it is abundance that makes it possible to remunerate political activity, and he 
suggests that these resources should be better spent (infra). Frank 2005, 142, is persuaded that 
advanced democracy is inspired by the Athens of Aristotle’s day and that he tried to improve it 
by introducing a middle regime that would coincide with the «so called aristocracy» that Frank 
denominates «democracy of distinction» or «aristocratic democracy».

46 Cfr. Halkos, Kyriazis 2010, who consider Athens as the first ‘modern’ economy, point out 
that the Athenian decision of building up two hundred warships in 483 B.C. was crucial to deter-
mine the production structure. These authors estimate that over 50% of the population, including 
citizens, did not depend on agriculture, and that the richest Athenians of the 4th century were not 
landowners. It can be safely inferred that many nouveaux riches would invest in farm holdings, 
but this was not the origin of their large fortunes. Significantly, in Piraeus in 399 B.C., the fiftieth 
part (πεντηκοστή, 2% on any transaction) hired to private tax collectors for 36 T, produced a net 
gain of 6 T (Andoc. I 133-134), which meant a turnover of 1500 T. 
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bility that Aristotle may have made use of Athens to elaborate the image 
of extreme democracy, where decrees and demagogues govern with no 
respect for the laws47. 

Aristotle himself might provide the key to solving the problem since, 
in the context now under analysis, he states that an advanced democracy 
could be preserved by means of laws, both written and unwritten (Pol. VI 
1319b40-1320a1). Other measures which would contribute to keeping the 
democratic system alive will be analysed in section 3. It can be inferred 
that his intention is to counteract the demagogues’ great influence so as to 
avoid social division (Pol. V 1304b19-25; 1305a3-8; 12). As a matter of 
fact, Aristotle’s proposals amount to suggesting that populist politicians 
are interested in keeping the majority dependent on the public treasure and 
on those who handle it.

The Athenian democracy of the 4th century would therefore have be-
come stable thanks, among other things, to the category of superior rule 
accorded to the law after the civil war, an achievement that was consoli-
dated in the days of democratic restoration (403 B.C.) as a consequence of 
the two oligarchic coups that closed the 5th century. Perhaps, in the eyes of 
our philosopher, the final phase of the Peloponnese war would be the point 
when Athenian democracy, by allowing itself to be carried away by the 
demagogues, fell to its lowest level and ended up in stasis.

A last aspect that must be considered vis-à-vis the balance of a last-
generation democracy is the stabilising potential of the middling class 
(μέσοι)48. In fact, something very similar to a middle class is very likely to 
have developed in practice in the city of Athens during the democratic cen-
turies (although the reasons why this happened in the Pentecontaetia were 
different from those of the 4th century). For one thing, a large part of the ru-
ral demos worked on an intensive agriculture focused on the production of 
wine and oil49, and, therefore, market-oriented. This production appears to 
have been more important than that of cereal, which was only really profit-
able in the inland plains, which were the property of the wealthiest. But, 

47 Cfr. Strauss 1984, 219-220; Eucken 1990, 287-289.
48 Cfr. Morris 1996, for whom they are to be seen as an ideological construct characterised by 

civic constraint, moderation and philia, rather than as a social class. Van Wees 2001 deconstructs 
the myth of the identity between hoplites and zeugitai. Besides, he portrays real Athenian society 
as a very heterogeneous one. 

49 Flec, Hanssen 2006, relate the middle-term investment farmers had to make in the archaic 
period in order to adapt the vine and the olive to rocky soil to their juridical status as free citizens. 
This would have consequences for the process of democratic development. Lyttkens 2013, 62, 
points at the role the empire played in the 5th century so as to increase the dependence on the 
market. Morris 2009, 139, also highlights the importance of Athens as the central market of the 
Aegean Sea since the beginning of the Pentecontaetia.
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besides, Athens’ production of wheat and barley was always rather scarce, 
and the city had to ensure that it would be able to import large amounts of 
them, which involved an impressive financial and technical deployment50. 
For another thing, the jobs derived from the commercial activity of the port 
and the city, as well as from mining, would regularly give employment to 
many thetes. These activities would also favour the appearance of what 
might be labelled as a middle class of jobs, equivalent in terms of income 
– though not so much in terms of ethos – to the georgoi in a rural polis. 
And – how could it have been otherwise? – the conditions of the city also 
gave birth to a minority of merchants and bankers51 whose property would 
by far surpass that of the rich landowners.

Unfortunately, the only available, more or less concrete, economic 
and social data concern Athens alone, but it was not the only polis with a 
democratic organisation, an urban demos, and a similar commercial and/
or industrial development: hence Aristotle’s effort to sketch an archetypal 
model of extreme democracy.

3. The middling citizens and Aristotle’s social measures
To conclude this analysis, one must wonder whether Aristotle considers it 
possible to prevent stasis52. The constitutional mixture, or rather, the blend 
of those principles which rule distributive justice according to the demo-
cratic and oligarchic conceptions have already been mentioned in passing. 
Aristotle holds that bearing in mind the expectations of both parties and not 
exacerbating the principles of either oligarchic or democratic justice would 
make both systems more durable and stable (Pol. V 1310a2-12). This is so 

50 See Moreno 2007, 214-225, 245 and following, on maritime trade and the regular importation 
of Pontic cereal, as well as on the role the wealthiest people in Athens play in it. Engen 2005 throws 
into relief that the interest of Athens in keeping up the prestige of their ‘owls’ was not guided by 
merely ideological criteria, but by real economic calculation, since it favoured the exportation of 
their products and the acquisition of foreign ones, even in Eastern kingdoms.

51  As pointed out by Aristotle (Pol. V 1309b38-39), the πλῆθος is just as necessary as the rich 
(εὔποροι) both in oligarchies and in democracy. See Engen 2001, on the cereal ‘market’ in Athens, 
its regulations and those who are responsible for it; Christensen 2003, on mining and the credit 
activity oriented towards all kinds of exploitation as well as maritime trade; and Gabrielsen 2013, 
on the economic volume represented by direct and indirect taxes, and which reflects the business 
activity and the level of accumulated wealth. Although this article gives general information, the 
case of Athens is obviously the most shocking and best documented one.

52 It is necessary to point out, quoting Yack 1993, 210 and following, that stasis is not class 
struggle in the Marxist style, but a conflict within the polis, a clash between individuals who share 
civic expectations. For a similar point of view, see Kalimtzis 2000, 120. Rogan 2013 compares 
the Aristotelian analysis with a previous parameter which entailed linking stasis with illness and 
with every kind of natural catastrophe. She argues that the Stagyrite fully politicises stasis, that 
is to say, he links it to the very plurality of the components of the polis, and to everything that 
differentiates or divides the citizens (cfr. Pol. V 1303b7-10).
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because, to his mind, true equality takes place when the poor do not have 
more than the rich and vice versa, or when everybody has what belongs to 
him (Pol. IV 1291b31-37; VI 1318a27-33). It might appear that the phi-
losopher is here renouncing the ideas of homonoia, philia and eudaimo-
nia, which constitute the three principles of a happy polis, and that he is 
instead pursuing a temporary agreement. But it is not so because, where 
the character of the mesoi has the upper hand, the regime becomes stable, 
for they are not covetous, greedy or envious, and they make the φιλία καὶ 
κοινωνία πολιτική, which can only happen among peers, possible (Pol. 
IV 1295b10-24; 28-33). That is why, for Aristotle, this is the best of all 
the possible constitutions53. He is of the opinion that legislators should 
do everything in their hands to foster the middling citizens. It should be 
recalled here that, after criticising Phaleas’ measures in Book II of Politics, 
he states that staseis are produced, not just by longing for what is needful 
but also for honours and pleasures and that the best treatment is, therefore, 
a modest patrimony and work, or temperance, or philosophy (1267a9-12: 
οὐσία βραχεῖα καὶ ἐργασία, […] σωφροσύνη […] φιλοσοφίας). It should 
also be recalled how, in book V, he insists that the ultimate reason of stasis 
is kerdos and time (1302a16-32)54 but, above all, seeing how others enjoy 
goods one feels he deserves (i.e., φθόνος). To sum up, a numerous mid-
dling class with enough property and work would lessen the clash between 
the covetousness and envy of the very poor and the hunger for honours and 
pleasures of the excessively rich, because the middling citizens do not suf-
fer from either of these reviled ailments55.

The relationship between mesoi and a mixed constitution appears very 
clearly in a passage of Book IV of Politics (1294a30-b13), where Aristotle 
enumerates three ways of making polity56 come true. One of them is estab-
lishing an economic criterion for political participation, limiting the census 

53 See Miller 1995, 266-267. 
54 See Winterling 1993, 199-200; Kalimtzis 2000, 108-110, 124. 
55 Making use of Fred D. Miller’s concepts (1995, 238, 265-267, 269-271), the middle regime 

would comply with the ‘maxim of unanimity’, since the mesoi can ally themselves with the rich 
or with the poor, always with a view to getting maximum acceptance. Besides, Miller calls the 
situation that would constitute an approximation to justice in deviant constitutions ‘the maxim 
of superiority’ (see 285-289).

56 Aristotelian polity is the government of the mass with a view to common good (Pol. III 
1279a37-39), or a combination of oligarchy and democracy (IV 1293b33-34), and also a system 
founded on property and called timocracy (EN VIII 1160a32-33): see Newman 2000 [1887], 
218. Of the three ways of mixing the principles that rule the two basic political systems, the first 
and the third, which combine laws and institutions of both, favour the power of the wealthy, see 
Creed 1989, 11, 13, who concludes that mese politeia is a form, the most desirable one, of polity.
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in such a way that it will only exclude the poorest (1294b1-6)57. In this way, 
the power of average incomes would act as a buffer between the richest and 
the poorest. Mese politeia (Pol. V 1302a13-15) is indeed the most stable of 
constitutions, since the most antithetic parts tend to conflict unless there is 
an intermediate element that will prevent its radicalisation (1304a38-b1). 
This may be due to the fact that the mesoi are the most reasonable (Pol. IV 
1295b5-6). And, since the law is logos-reason, the middling citizens must 
be that mass that, not being constituted by excellent or expert men, governs 
itself by means of the law (see Pol. III 1282a41), just as happens in the first 
democracy58. In fact, any blending pursues that end: that the rich will ob-
tain what they long for, but tempering their excessive desires, and that the 
poor will not be harmed in their scarce goods, and will even be helped by 
the more fortunate ones59. Although Aristotle never clarifies how exactly a 
mese politeia works in that direction, I am going to put forward two com-
plementary interpretations which can be deduced from remarks he lets fall 
here and there, especially in books IV-VI of Politics. For one thing, such a 
constitution gives a say to – acknowledges the sovereignty of – a majority 
which, without possessing massive wealth, is not destitute, either, and it 
is well-known that, for Aristotle, virtue requires certain economic condi-
tions. For another thing, it is that very majority that enforces the adoption 
of measures that favour those who have a medium income, by preventing 
the accumulation of great fortunes (see, for instance, Pol. V 1308b24-31).

It is, therefore, desirable to keep in mind that the mesoi are citizens 
of some virtue. As has been said, they are able to let reason guide their 
decisions and actions (Pol. IV 1295b3-5), and they can clearly distinguish 
eudaimonia from wealth. They may not be, taken one by one, excellent 
(σπουδαῖοι), but their global action makes the city happy, and when re-
quired to do so, they are also able to govern and to be governed in turn, 
without monopolising all the power (Pol. IV 12-21), which actually trans-
forms the city into a koinonia of peers. Their similarity and harmony also 
favours the links of philia among citizens. The legislator or politician must 
therefore support that kind of citizens, promote their continuity or even 
their growth.

57 Census would apply only for access to political positions and not to the assembly, cfr. 
Bertelli, Moggi 2014, 244.

58 It may be useful to remember here Kalimtzis’s idea (2000, 63-64, 81, 95, 130-131) of the 
kind of political organization in which homonoia and politike philia flourish between the rich and 
the poor, that is to say, among all citizens. It can only be some form of «mixed constitution», of 
democracy, or a constitution with democratic features.

59 Wheeler 1951, 152, 157, recalls that Aristotle does not deny economic reasons, although 
he combines them with an ethical interpretation.
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Many have wondered why, suddenly, in the middle of a discussion of 
the polity, Aristotle introduces an apparently new form of constitution and 
a social group that he adds to the two fundamental, omnipresent ones: the 
poor and the rich60. It must be said, however, that, without directly pointing 
to them, he has taken the mesoi into account when assessing the Platonic 
city of Laws as a polity in which the citizens possess moderate properties 
(Pol. II 1265a28-32). The same can be said of his labelling Solon’s reforms 
as a patrios demokratia (1273b38) in which zeugite citizens had access to 
the Council, and, together with the thetes, to the assembly and the court 
(1274a18-21). Again, the same applies when he explains in detail the well-
known summation argument (Pol. III 1281b20-21), where he agrees that 
some multitude, if the individuals that make them up be taken globally, 
may be superior in virtue to the excellent man61. On the other hand, the idea 
of polity and the digression of Politics III 11 must be closely related, since 
polity is the government of the multitude with a view to common good 
(Pol. III 1279a37-39), or, in other words, the constitution that corresponds 
to democracy when the demos applies justice without qualification – ab-
solute justice (τὸ ἁπλῶς δίκαιον) – or when they look for good without 
qualification (1279a18-19). It might be wrongly suspected that Aristotle is 
thinking of an all-comprehending multitude which would include thetes as 
well as little merchants and artisans. But this is surely not the case, or, at 
any rate, it would not be the case if the very poor predominated, since polity 
is a special democracy62. It is only a certain type of multitude that the phi-
losopher seems to consider able to deliberate well, and never the debased 
masses. Therefore, the predominant element cannot be the most miserable, 
since it would be the most easily corruptible. Rather, Aristotle is thinking 
of the multitude that would usually make up the hoplite army, since the 
very defence of the community is in itself a virtue (Pol. III 1279a39-b2; 
1283a20). Aristotle also reflects on the ways in which the offices will be 
exercised when this multitude become sovereign. His train of thought is, in 
this respect, clearly ambiguous, and even aporetic, very likely because the 

60 In Pol. V 1302a14, Aristotle states that πολιτεία ἐκ τῶν μέσων is nearer democracy than 
oligarchy. The fact that mese politeia must be considered a polity and, therefore, a government 
of masses, excludes the possibility that the mesoi, as Ober 1984, 119 has it, might be the inferior 
layer of the leisured classes. Miller 1995, 265, shows himself contrary to their being considered a 
«leisure class». Robinson 1995 [1962], 99-100, on the other hand, assumes that Aristotle’s mid-
dle classes are, in their lower limit, well-to-do, even more so than the first and best democracy.

61 Braun 1959; Touloumakos 1985, 37-60; Kalimtzis 2000, 130.
62 After reflecting on the possibility of conciliating the teleological nature of the polis and its 

history, Ober 2005, 233-234, 238, concludes that the polis «of our prayers» must be an aristocratic 
democracy or a democratic aristocracy, as revealed by the summation argument. This is an inher-
ent feature of ‘natural democracy’.
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government of the multitude of the mesoi can adopt different constitutional 
appearances (1282a26-28). But, most advisably, the masses should be sov-
ereign in assemblies, councils and courts. They should choose and control 
those who are to hold the highest offices and apply the laws (1281a33 and 
following; 1282a26 and following), even if the individual members of that 
multitude could also take it in turns to occupy certain positions (see Pol. 
IV 1295b12-21 and above).

Thus, the emphasis on the mesoi and on a constitution of their own 
introduces no real novelty in the Aristotelian argumentation where exces-
sive wealth and excessive poverty are both perverse since they are usually 
behind the impulses (time and kerdos) of those who initiate conflicts. My 
hypothesis is that the awareness of the political and social clash of pov-
erty and excessive wealth would be – for a thinker like Aristotle, attentive 
to historical transformations but also professing a traditionalist ideology 
– a relatively new phenomenon, which he considers the product of the 
abandonment of those traditional virtues which cemented philia among the 
household of a community63. The virtues required by a supportive, cohe-
sive community are those which make the common use of private goods 
come true. Such qualities exclude any direct interest in the accumulation 
of wealth, especially, and somewhat logically, among the rich, on whom 
the greatest responsibility for the poorest in the polis is placed. Eleuthe-
riotes and megaloprepeia are virtues insofar as they constitute a middle 
point between giving and receiving (EN IV 1119b22-25; 1122a17-18). The 
former characterises the well-to-do man; the latter, the very rich (1122b30-
14); both describe correct attitudes towards private property, because they 
constitute an index of the generosity which balances goods inside the polis. 
Megalopsychia, which has to do with honours (EN IV 1123b16-1124a4) 
and characterises the good man, is typical of the highborn rich man. But 
the megalopsychos is moderate (μετρίως: 1124b21) – while the vain man 
goes too far, see 1123b5-10 – and either despises productive goods or can 
clearly tell them from true good (1125a10-12).

Let us finally revise some of the advice Aristotle gives, in Politics V and 
VI, in order to avoid stasis and to save any constitution. They are direc-

63 Of course, this does not mean that this increase of wealth is a complete novelty. Since, at 
least, 800 B.C. approximately, a sharp increase of wealth had been taking place throughout Greece. 
This process no doubt reached its akme in the Athens of the Pentecontaetia and the 4th century B.C. 
It must also be taken into account that perception and reality are not the same thing: nowadays, 
many people firmly believe that the number of poor people is increasing all over the world, but 
figures provide evidence to the contrary (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jbkSRLYSojo). Oth-
erwise, classical Greece undeniably suffered from endemic stasis, perceived in terms of political 
struggle between the poor and the rich. 
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tions that tend to strengthen the mesoi’s political position, and to improve 
the economic situation of the weakest. These recommendations comple-
ment the spirit of such virtues as must bless the virtuous élite, since they 
are oriented towards lessening both covetousness and greed and, in sum, to 
strengthen philia. For example (Pol. V 1308a3-24)64, both «so-called» aris-
tocracies65, and even some oligarchies, can become more stable if those who 
hold office (τοὺς ἐν ταῖς ἀρχαῖς, 1308a5), are, in the first place, fair to their 
peers (τῶν ὁμoίων, 1308a12), that is, to those who are part of the body of 
full citizens that governs (τοῖς ἐν τῷ πολιτεύματι, 1308a6-7) and therefore 
aspire to the exercise of power (cfr. τοὺς φιλοτίμους, 1308a9). In the sec-
ond place, they must be kind to those who are excluded from the citizenship 
(τοῖς ἐξω τῆς πολιτείας, 1308a6) – the poorest, even if free –, and whose 
earnings must not be harmed (τοὺς πολλοὺς εἰς κέρδος, 1308a9-10). It is 
a question of allowing those who, though not so rich, are well-off, the mid-
dling citizens, to take part in the offices. To achieve this, it would be desir-
able to apply democratic measures, such as shortening the period during 
which somebody should be able to exercise public authority, so that more 
individuals would have the opportunity of gaining access to the offices. In 
this way, the basis of the regime would become much broader, which would 
avoid degeneration into group tyranny (εἰς δυναστείας, 1308a18). Besides, 
not harming the businesses or jobs of those who care almost exclusively 
about earning their living honestly would favour, in the long run, their eco-
nomic improvement, as well as their integration in the politeia and even, 
perhaps, in the politeuma.

In order to preserve any political organization, be it democracy or oligar-
chy, Aristotle advises that the laws of the city should favour an intermediate 
position, both in the political and in the economic framework. In the first 
place, no citizen must become excessively prominent (Pol. V 1308b11-12: 
μήτ αὐξάνειν λίαν μηδένα παρὰ τὴν συμμετρίαν). A huge power that 
does not respect the proportions – those which are adequate for a koinonia – 
is precisely the one that has traditionally characterised the tyrant. For, where 
there is a tyrant, the «peers» and the law disappear (Pol. III 1287a8-18). The 
lever commonly employed to get hold of personal power are friends66 and 
wealth, so that the laws should prevent both types of accumulation (πολὺ 

64 See Keyt’s 1999, 128-129, Simpson’s 1998, 391, and Newman‘s 2000 [1902], 381-387, 
comments on this passage.

65 Aristocracies which are, in fact, mixed constitutions, made up of democracy, oligarchy 
and virtue.

66 We would here be dealing with wicked friends, not with the kind of friendship that strengthens 
the links of citizenship. In Herodotus (III 82,4), the tyrant rises in democracy spurred by fellow 
conspirators (…τοῖσι κακοῖσι, φιλίαι ἰσχυραί κτλ.).
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ὑπερέχοντα δυνάμει μήτε φίλων μήτε χρημάτων, Pol. V 1308b18). In 
the second place (1308b24-31), the excessive enrichment of part of the city 
should be avoided. In order to achieve this, political responsibilities and of-
fices should be entrusted to members of the two antithetical groups – τοὺς 
ἐπιεικεῖς καὶ τῷ πλήθει καὶ τοὺς ἀπόρους τοῖς εὐπόροις, 1308b27-28 –, 
which should be combined so as to increase the number of those in a middle 
position. In this way, the proportion of both rich and poor diminishes and 
hence the risk of confrontation67. 

It is assumed that the populace (οἱ πολλοί) dislikes the possibility of 
the wealthy stealing what belongs to the community more than that of 
not having their share of power (think of the first democracy in Pol. VI 
1318b11-26). Therefore, special care must be taken in an oligarchy so as 
to prevent the offices from becoming a source of profit (Pol. V 1308b31-
1309a7; cfr. κερδαίνειν, 1308b33). On the other hand, the demos are happy 
to be allowed more time to see to their own affairs (τοῖς ἰδίοις σχολάζειν, 
1308b36; cfr. 1309a4-6). Should this kind of arrangement be possible, we 
would be talking about an aristocratic regime – a combination of democracy 
and aristocracy – where both the distinguished (τοὺς γνωρίμους, 1308b40-
1309a1) or the rich (οἱ εὔποροι, 1309a 7), on the one hand, and the popu-
lace, on the other, get what they wish. Aristotle surely intends to reserve the 
exercise of personal or collegial offices for the élite, but he also intends the 
demos to take part in the assemblies (cfr. Pol. IV 1293b14-18) where the 
offices would be chosen. And, perchance, he trusts that the law will be able 
to educate both parts: the rich should become virtuous by the habit of not 
stealing68, and the poor would improve their economic situation by taking 
care of their interest69, and they would reach a level that would make it pos-
sible for the virtue that characterises the mesoi to take root in them.

In Book VI of Politics, and also as related to the issue of the preserva-
tion of any political system, he introduces a chapter (VI 1319b33-1320b17) 
which starts saying that what makes a democracy more democratic, or an 
oligarchy more oligarchic, is stabilizing the regime. However, the rest of 
the chapter deals very particularly with those policies that would make an 
advanced democracy more stable and durable. In a few lines, along with 
a sensible critique of some demagogical practices, such as that of inviting 
judicial prosecution of the rich with a view to confiscation (1320a4-6), call-

67 Simpson 1998, 393-394. 
68 See Keyt’s remark (1999, 131-132) that there is a contradiction between ‘distinguished’ 

and ‘wealthy’ and that, were the minority virtuous, as it should in an aristocracy, the law would 
be rendered unnecessary. 

69 Newman 2000 [1902], 395; Simpson 1998, 394. 
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ing many assemblies and courts where the attending members are remuner-
ated (1320a17-22)70, or sharing out the public surplus cash in the form of 
subsidies (1320a29-32), Aristotle introduces legal, political and economic 
suggestions which would improve the relationship of the rich with the poor, 
the degree and proportion of acceptance of the regime, and the economic 
situation of the underprivileged71. The content of the passage might be sum-
marised by saying that Aristotle denounces the populist behaviour of the 
demagogues, because they do not really seek an improvement for the lower 
classes. He does not want to prevent the members of the élite from being 
punished if they are guilty, but he advises to legislate in such a way that, if 
a sentence is passed dictating that their goods should be confiscated, these 
would go to the sacred treasure and not to the general one (Pol. VI 1320a8: 
πρὸς τὸ κοινόν). In this way, the number of sentences would be reduced 
(1320a11-12), since the poor would not directly benefit from public dis-
tribution, which would, in turn, indirectly improve the disposition of the 
gnorimoi towards the regime (1320a11-17). He suggests that, if the city has 
few economic resources, fewer assemblies should be called and court cases 
should be reduced (1320a19-29). Since it is the wealthy who eventually 
bear the cost with their contributions (1320a20: εἰσφορᾶς)72, this would at 
least save them some taxes. When, on the other hand, there are abundant 
resources (1320a29-b4), the aim of the true democrat (1320a33: ἀληθινῶς 
δημοτικόν) is not to keep the populace locked in poverty, deceived by regu-
lar donations they spend thoughtlessly. On the contrary, planning would be 
required to decide whether they should be invested on the acquisition of 
land, or on setting out on some commercial enterprise, or, at any rate, on 
something that will be able to permanently raise the poor’s standard of liv-
ing (1320a35: ἂν εὐπορία γένοιτο χρόνιος). Aristotle assumes this is just 
as convenient for the rich, probably because he understands that, were pov-
erty reduced, popular resentment towards the privileged would diminish73. 

70 Keyt 1999, 216-217, makes a calculation of the import the salaries of judges and assembly 
members might have for a relatively active citizen in the Athens of the 6th century. See Sancho 
Rocher 2011, 48-50, and Sancho Rocher 2013,124-125, my analysis of the testimony offered by 
Demosthenes in terms of the real threat the political and judicial predominance of the masses 
might involve for the wealthy.

71 See Simpson 1998, 441-442, and Keyt 1999, 215, on the interest and depth of the Aristo-
telian opinion on demagogy.

72 Notice the difference between εἰσφοραί and πρόσοδοι (Keyt 1999, 218) since, whereas 
the former refers to the taxes imposed on the rich, the latter refers to the city’s income through, 
for example, mining, commercial fees, etc. See Gabrielsen 2013, whose thesis is that the city of 
the classic period did not just get direct taxes from the wealthiest, but also every kind of indirect 
taxes, which affected the lowest classes as well.

73 Newman 2000 [1902], 533-534, summarises the benefits this has for the rich: the poor 
who made their living by attending the assemblies are replaced by a well-to-do demos engaged 
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And, to conclude, he refers to the policies applied by the wealthy in 
Carthage and Tarentum in favour of the poor, and which were inspired by a 
«generous and intelligent» disposition (χαριέντων […] καὶ νοῦν: 1320b7-
9) towards those who have no resources. In Carthage, they had been al-
lowed to occupy and work the land of the area surrounding the town, and, 
in Tarentum, the rich had opened up the use of their land. Besides, the poor 
were allowed to have access to those offices that were allocated by lot, 
so that everyone shared in the politeia. All of these actions are intended 
to let philia (cfr. 1320b5) take root between both groups, and the conse-
quence is the improvement of the poorest and their partial transformation 
into mesoi74.

And, if democracy must do everything in its hand to win the favour of 
the wealthiest, oligarchy must get the approval of as many as possible of 
those who are outside the politeuma and include them cautiously, that is to 
say, enlist some of them as full citizens with a right to participate in power/
govern75. The dominant idea of the philosopher is that the number of those 
who are happy, or, at least, contented with the system, must exceed that of 
the enemies or the dissatisfied (Pol. V 1309b16-19). An oligarchy should 
also be open (VI 1321a27) to those who have acquired a certain level of 
property, to those who abandoned degrading occupations (τῶν βαναύσων 
ἔργων, 1321a29) and have, logically, acquired a certain standard of living, 
and to those who go through a test of merits carried out by those who are 
both inside and outside the politeuma (1321a30-31). The offices, moreo-
ver, should be accompanied by heavy liturgies, so that the demos would 
easily accept not to take part in them (1321a31-35). And so even those new 
citizens who did not have enough wealth might, in general, refrain from as-
piring to a position. When Aristotle remarks that oligarchs do the opposite 
«now» (νῦν) – instead of behaving generously, they are busy pursuing their 
own profit –, he is just recalling an already discussed principle – that what 
the demos cannot stand, is the rich stealing public money. What Aristotle 
advocates is, on the contrary, that those who are high up the social scale 
must pay with their goods in return for honours, that they must pay for 
banquets, buildings and monuments: actions which will, in turn, constitute 
a reminder of their liberality (μνημεῖα τῆς δαπάνης, 1321a40). The rich 
would, in this way, become a little less rich, and the poor would no longer 
be interested in holding an office. A further result would be a relaxation of 

in farming or trade, and therefore happy about having to attend fewer meetings. Keyt 1999, 219, 
infers that Aristotle is here thinking exclusively of the poorest.

74 On these practices, see Newman 2000 [1902], 535-536, who points at Isocrates’ Areopagiticus 
as a source of inspiration (§ 32) and the traditional customs already lost in the Greece of his day.

75 Newman 2000 [1902], 544.
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tension and a relative increase in the number of those who occupy a mid-
dle position, that is, those citizens with political responsibilities, but not 
extraordinarily rich. 

Conclusion
Aristotle is not unfamiliar with, or unable to understand, the basic princi-
ples of market economy, but he holds the lust for riches accountable for 
the political maladies of his day, and he relates covetousness to monetary 
economy and the market. The final result of the evolution of the last centu-
ries was, from his point of view, a politicization of society which led to one 
of the two most extreme systems, either advanced democracy or dynasteia. 
And, finally, social division led to civil conflict. As a consequence, politi-
cal life had become extremely unstable, and eudaimonia seemed to be out 
of reach. His ideal was pinned on achieving a community joined by links 
of real care. Solidarity is the word we would use today; it was fraternité in 
the 18th century and philia in the 4th century B.C. He thus made clear that 
the survival of a polis (understood as a sum of equals) was linked to the 
survival of the affective bonds which tied the members of the community 
together.

His global condemnation of greed may have prevented him from seeing 
that the economic development of his day opened up many opportunities 
for the poorest, and also that craftsmanship, trade, and other new jobs, 
could give rise to a middling class. Like Tocqueville, he trusted but little 
that those people who were so concerned with earning their living and ac-
quiring a comfortable status would also be concerned with paideia, virtue 
and the common good. In Aristotelian terms, one should not confuse the 
end with the means, and the end was the good life, not getting rich. That 
is why he kept advocating a relative levelling of the citizens’ fortune, and 
the desirability of engaging as many members of the polis as possible in 
political and judicial decisions.

The polity as a political ideal was, to sum up, the government of a ma-
jority of mesoi, capable of rational, sensible, respectful-of-the-law delib-
eration. To reach this system, all it took was recovering the presumed old 
social cohesion and renouncing a way of life which merely pursued eco-
nomic profitability.
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