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ABSTRACT: In Politics II, Aristotle articulates and makes use of several criteria in his examination 
of existing and proposed constitutions thought to be best or well-governed.  At first glance, the 
distinction between existing constitutions, such as those of Sparta, Crete, and Carthage, and 
proposed constitutions, such as those of Plato’s Republic, Laws, Phaleas of Chalcedon, and 
Hippodamus of Miletus, appears to be the difference between what is theoretically best (or 
even utopian) and what is practically best—a reification, as it were, of the double standard 
between theory and practice.  But a careful examination of the arguments in Politics II shows 
that Aristotle critiques both existing and proposed constitutions on the basis of the same four 
criteria, namely (a) how well they compare with actual practices, (2) how they compare with 
the notion of the best regime, (3) whether their social and political institutions are consistent 
with their “hypotheses” or fundamental principles, and (4) whether their hypothesis are 
correct.  A close examination of Aristotle’s critiques of Plato’s Republic and the Spartan 
constitution shows that he does not embrace a double standard of what is best in theory in 
opposition to what is best in practice; rather, Aristotle uses the same criteria to evaluate both 
existing and proposed regimes and aspects of both kinds of constitution are incorporated into 
that constitution which is best “according to one’s prayers” in Politics VII-VIII. 
 

 In Politics 4.1, Aristotle lays out four different tasks for political science.  The political 

scientist, he claims, needs to investigate (1) what is the best politeia or constitution “according 

to one’s prayers” (4.1.1288b23), (2) what is most appropriate (harmottousa) or “best according 

to the underlying circumstances” of a specific polis (4.1.1288b26), (3) what preserves any given 

constitution, regardless of whether that constitution is a good one, and (4) what is most 

appropriate for the majority of cities.1 Aristotle’s four tasks appears to pull in at least two 

                                                      
1 Enumerations are my addition to the text. Unless otherwise noted, parenthetical references 
within my paper refer to book, chapter, and Bekker page numbers of the Politics.  Translations 
are my own, based on Ross, Aristotelis Politica (Oxford, 1957), but are significantly informed by 
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different directions.  On the one hand, the first task—understanding what is the best 

constitution without qualification or one in which all of one’s prayers about the material 

circumstances of one’s polis are answered—seems to be an exercise in idealized and perhaps 

even utopian political theorizing.  On the other hand, the three remaining tasks appear to be 

accommodations with what is practical; indeed, the third task  improving or simply stabilizing 

any “supposed” (ex hypotheseôs [4.1.12288b28]) constitution seems to lose sight of any sense 

of what is “best.”  What seems to be best “in theory” seems largely independent of the 

question of what is best “in practice.” 

 Aristotle’s examination of superlative constitutions in Politics book II at first glance 

seems to endorse such a bifurcation or “double standard”: certainly one division in book II is 

between those constitutions “used in cities that are said to be well governed,” namely Sparta, 

Crete, and Carthage, and those which have only been articulated in speech or “said,” namely 

the regimes described by Plato’s Socrates, Phaleas of Chalcedon, and the city-planner 

Hippodamus of Miletus.2  Although Aristotle notes at the outset that he examines both kinds of 

cities because his aim is to study which political community is best “for those able to live 

especially in accord with one’s prayers” (2.1.1260b28-29), many who have written on Politics II 

emphasize the apparent “double standards”—one standard for what is theoretically best, and 

another which is practically best—which appears to ground the main division of the book.  For 

                                                                                                                                                                           
the translations of Reeve, Aristotle Politics (Indianapolis, 1998) and Saunders, Aristotle Politics I 
and II (Oxford, 1995).  
2 For Aristotle’s division between proposed constitutions and those in use, see 2.1.1260b30-32, 
2.7.1266a31-35, 2.12.1273b26-34. In his treatment of Plato’s Laws, Aristotle also recognizes the 
notion of the “more generally attainable” or koinoteron constitution (2.6.1265a3, 1265b29-33).  
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instance, Leslie Rubin has recently argued that the lesson Aristotle intends us to take from his 

analysis of Sparta, Crete and Carthage is that “that best constitutions for real lawgivers in real 

cities is not the one ‘according to our prayers impeded by no external thing’ but rather the 

polity of the middling element.”3 Others have taken the criticisms of the utopian constitutions 

of Plato, Phaleas, and Hippodamos (perhaps especially the later two) to be cautionary lessons 

about the pitfalls of political theorizing without political experience.4 

 Although clearly Politics II distinguishes between constitutions in use and those merely 

proposed in speech, the bases for Aristotle’s evaluation of both kinds of constitutions suggests 

that the existence of a double-standard—what is best for idealized utopias as distinct from 

what is best in practice—is more apparent than actual. Aristotle articulates and makes use of 

several different criteria in his evaluations in Politics II and what is most striking is their overlap 

and consistent use in the evaluation of both existing and proposed constitutions.  For instance, 

in the case of the reforms proposed in the Republic, Aristotle rather commonsensically asks 

                                                      
3 L. Rubin, “Aristotle’s Politics on the Hoof: Sparta, Crete, and Carthage,” Interpretation 39 
(2012): 26. That Aristotle’s “city in accord with one’s prayers” is an impractical utopia is a claim 
found also in F. Miller, Nature, Justice, and Rights in Aristotle’s Politics (Oxford, 1995), p. 252; 
C.J. Rowe, “Aims and Methods in Aristotle’s Politics,” in A Companion to Aristotle’s Politics 
(Oxford, 1991), etc.  By contrast, J. Ober argues that Aristotle’s city of one’s prayers, however 
difficult to obtain, was indeed a possible blue-print for colonists targeting Asia minor in the 
330s following Macedonian expansion; see further Ober, Political Dissent in Democratic Athens: 
Intellectual Critics of Popular Rule (Princeton, 1998), pp. 291-95, 339-351; T. Samaras, 
“Aristotle’s Politics: The city of Book Seven and the question of ideology.” Classical Quarterly 57 
(2007): 77–89; and R. Kraut, Aristotle: Political Philosophy (Oxford, 2002), pp. 192-195. 
4 Aristotle explicitly notes that his “theoreticians” differ from the legislators of Sparta, Crete, 
and Carthage in being “private” individuals rather than politically experienced lawgivers (Pol 
2.7.1266a31-34, 2.12.1273b27-32). For the claim that such “theoreticians” are politically naïve, 
see P. Simpson, A Philosophical Commentary on the Politics of Aristotle (Chapel Hill, 1998), pp. 
104-105.  
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whether the results of the community of women, children, and property are better than the 

“present” (nun) arrangements.  Thus, a sense of “the actual” is used as a check on that which is 

proposed in thought.  In his examination of the Spartan constitution, Aristotle proposes what I 

will call “external” and “internal” criteria. The former criterion evaluates a regime in light of the 

best regime; the latter criterion evaluates a regime with respect to the fit between its laws and 

its fundamental principle (what Aristotle calls its “hypothesis”).  The internal criterion of fit 

between legislation and fundamental principle raises the possibility of an additional criterion, 

namely the correctness of a constitution’s hypothesis.  Aristotle does not explicitly invoke such 

a criterion, yet he will criticize several hypotheses in Politics II and elsewhere in the Politics.   

 Articulating Aristotle’s evaluative criteria is useful for clarifying the various arguments 

he makes in Politics II, but it also speaks to the status of the constitution which Aristotle 

describes in the last two books of the Politics, namely that regime which is best in accord with 

one’s prayers.5 As noted above, Politics II begins by announcing that the purpose of its 

investigation—both in the case of existing and proposed constitutions—is to determine what is 

best for all people able to live most in accord with one’s prayers (2.1.1260b27-28).  As I have 

shown elsewhere, Politics II and Politics VII-VIII are quite tightly linked—almost every chapter in 

the latter text makes reference to discussions in the former text.6 No doubt, the Politics 

                                                      
5 For Aristotle’s characterization of that constitution as the aristê politeia, see Pol 7.1.1323a14, 
7.4.1325b37, 7.13.1332a4; for that of a city in accord with one’s prayers or highest hopes, see 
also Pol 4.4.1325b37, 7.10.1330a26-27, 7.11.1330a37. Identifying Aristotle’s “best regime” is 
complicated because he uses the term to describe several different constitutions.  I will only be 
concerned with the regime discussed in Politics 7-8. 
6 See my “Politics II: Political Critique, Political Theorizing,” in T. Lockwood and T. Samaras, eds., 
Aristotle’s Politics: A Critical Guide (Cambridge, forthcoming).  



5 
  Double standards? 
  Lockwood, APSA draft 
 
distinguishes between positive constitutional arrangements that are more generally applicable 

(for instance, such as the strengthening of the middle class) and those which are only applicable 

in highly specific circumstances (for instance, when a legislator is blessed with extraordinary 

natural circumstances, such as natural impediments to invaders or bountiful natural resources).   

 My paper works through four parts.  First, I articulate the four different criteria Aristotle 

uses to evaluate constitutions in Politics II.  In the second and third parts of my paper, I examine 

how those criteria are interwoven in the cases of Aristotle’s critiques of the Republic and Sparta 

(the two lengthiest discussions in Politics II).  Finally, in the fourth part of my paper I return to 

the questions of double standards and the relationship between theory and praxis through a 

consideration of Aristotle’s remarks about Plato’s Laws.  

 

I) Evaluative criteria at work in Politics II 

 At the beginning of each part of Politics II, Aristotle explicitly identifies the evaluative 

criteria he will use to criticize different constitutions.  The first part of Politics II examines 

constitutions described in speech (namely, those of Plato, Phaleas, and Hippodamos) and the 

second part examines existing constitutions that are said to be well-governed (namely, those of 

Sparta, Crete, Carthage, and Athens).7  Aristotle launches his selective investigation of the 

Republic by asking 

Is it better for a city-state that is to be well managed to share everything 
possible?  Or is it better to share some things but not others?  For the citizens 

                                                      
7 The status of Politics 2.12 is problematic.  Following Simpson 1998 and J. J. Keaney, 
“Aristotle’s Politics, II, 12, 1274a22-b28,” American Journal of Ancient History 6 (1981): 97-100, I 
take the text to be a continuation of Politics 2.9-11.  
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could share children, women, and property with one another, as in Plato’s 
Republic.  For Socrates claims there that children, women, and property should 
be communal.  So is what we have now better, or what accords with the law 
described in the Republic? (2.1.1261a1-9) 

 

Although Aristotle’s criticisms of the Republic incorporates other evaluative criteria, a standard 

criterion he uses is whether the institutional change found in this proposed constitution is 

superior to “present day” institutions—what I will call the “actual practice” criterion.  As 

Aristotle will show at length in Politics 2.5, among the reasons for rejecting Socrates’ proposal 

for communal property is that Socrates’ arrangement is inferior to the “present practice” (nun 

tropon [1263a2, a22, a30-31]) already established in Sparta and Crete, namely their communal 

messes which combine private ownership of property with its communal use.  

 Although it seems commonsensical to evaluate the “theoretical” merits of an innovative 

constitutional reform against existing institutions, Aristotle’s defense of the actual as a criterion 

is not without philosophical commitments.8  Aristotle suggests that the innovations of sharing 

children and women or communal messes for women are without precedent (2.7.1266a36-39) 

and that is a prima facie problem, since “we should consider the immense period of time and 

the many years during which it would not have gone unnoticed if these measure were any 

good.  For practically speaking all things have been discovered, although some have not been 

collected, and others are known about but not used” (2.5.1264a1-5).9 Given Aristotle’s 

                                                      
8 I am grateful for comments from Richard Kraut on this point to clarify my thinking about 
Aristotle’s attitude towards reform.  
9 Aristotle’s discussion of Hippodamos’ constitution problematizes the issue of innovation in 
political theorizing both at the level of new discoveries and at the level of implementing 
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understanding of the cyclical nature of history, almost everything which is possible is in some 

sense previously actual and thus all innovative political reform needs to be evaluated against 

existing (even if historically existing) institutions.10 

 In his transition from examining proposed to existing constitutions, Aristotle notes that  

There are two things to investigate about the constitution of Sparta, of Crete, 
and pretty much the other constitutions also.  First, is there anything legislated 
in it that is fine or unfine as compared with the best organization (pros tên 
aristên…taxin)?  Second, is there anything legislated in it that is contrary to the 
fundamental principle or underlying character (pros tên hupothesin kai ton 
tropon…tês prokeimenês) of its constitution? (2.9.1269a29-34) 
 

The passage explicitly articulates two criteria and perhaps implies a third.  The first criterion—

what I will call the “external criterion”—invokes an evaluative comparison with the “best 

constitution” (taking taxis as a synonym for politeia).11 At numerous places in Politics II Aristotle 

presupposes as a standard something like the best regime articulated in the last two books of 

the Politics, namely one which maximizes the happiness of its citizens.  Thus, for instance, he 

will criticize Socrates’ constitution in the Republic because it fails to account for the happiness 

of all its members, something he incorporates into his best regime (2.5.1264b16-24; cf. 

7.9.1329a21-26).  He criticizes Phaleas’ constitution for trying to equalize property rather than 

educating people’s desires through the laws (2.6.1266b25-31; cf. 7.15.1334b14).  He criticizes 

                                                                                                                                                                           
changes that may undermine laws (even though those changes are better than existing 
institutions); see further 2.8. 1268b22 ff.; cf. 7.10.1329b30, 7.11.1331a1.  
10 Commentators note that Aristotle’s claim is grounded in his belief in the eternality of human 
existence and the cyclical development and restoration of human civilization.  See, for instance, 
Mete 352b16-17, GA 731b24-732a3, 742b17-743a1, DA 415a25-b7.  It is striking that the only 
exception to his claim concerns innovative responses to the technological advances of siege 
warfare in Aristotle’s own time (7.11.1331a1-18). 
11 As Aristotle notes in several places, a politeia is nothing other than a taxis of the various 
offices of a polis.  See Pol 3.6.1278b9-10, 4.1.1289a13-15.  
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Sparta’s dependent population—i.e. their helots—as a means to assure citizen leisure 

(2.9.1269a34-69b8; cf. 7.10.1330a25-33). Such a standard is not impossibly high—Aristotle 

makes explicit in places that it must be possible (2.6.1265a17-18)—nonetheless, it is a 

demanding yardstick. 

 The second explicit criterion articulated at the beginning of 2.9—what I will call the 

“internal criterion”—concerns the relationship or “fit” between the laws, education, and 

institutions of a regime and its “fundamental principle” (hypothesis) or the “intent” (prohairesis) 

of its legislator.12 In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle likens the principle of action—the reason 

for the sake of which one acts (to hou heneka)—to hypotheses in mathematics (EN 

7.8.1151a17).  What Aristotle seems to have in mind by such a “hypothesis” is the most basic or 

important determination of value either in a specific constitution or in a class of constitutions.13  

For instance, in Politics II Aristotle claims that Socrates’ hypothesis in the Republic is that it is 

best for a state to be as unified as possible (2.2.1261a13-15; cf. 2.5.1263b29-31) and that 

                                                      
12 When discussing existing constitutions, Aristotle refers to the “choice” of the legislator or the 
“aim” (boulêmati [2.9.1270b32]) of the constitution in a way that is equivalent to his use of the 
term hypothesis.  See 2.9.1269b13-14, 1271a32, 2.12.1274a12 with Saunders 1995: 151, 154.  
13 Aristotle uses the term hypothesis in at least two distinct senses in the Politics.  As Bonitz 
points out, the term can mean “with qualification” or “based on a supposition” in opposition to 
what is without qualification or haplôs (see, for instance, children as citizens in a “qualified” 
sense [3.5.1278a5] or the good person who is good relative to one’s regime [4.7.1293b4]; but it 
can also mean that which is in some sense fundamental, which is how Aristotle uses the term as 
an evaluative criterion, namely as what is the most fundamental value according to the 
organization of the constitution (Index Aristotelicum 796b41-797a60).  Although Politics 4.1 
talks about what sort of constitution is best ex hypotheseôs (1288b28), namely in the qualified 
sense of any constitution—even a deviant one—such is the first sense of hypothesis, viz. “in a 
qualified sense.”  But when Aristotle claims that unity is the hypothesis of Socrates’ proposals in 
the Republic or that freedom is the hypothesis of democratic constitutions, he is using the term 
in the second sense.  Saunders 1995: 104-06, 149 appears to blur the distinction between these 
two different senses of Aristotle’s use of hypothesis.  
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Sparta’s hypothesis was the supremacy of military virtue (or perhaps the domination for the 

sake of which military virtue aims).14 But elsewhere in the Politics Aristotle will identify freedom 

as the hypothesis of a democratic constitution or power as that of a tyrannical constitution.15  

 The “internal criterion” “relativistic” in the following sense: it is not concerned with the 

objective well-being of a constitution, for instance, whether it is a just or well-organized 

constitution or one productive of its citizens’ well-being.  Rather, such a criterion captures 

whether a regime has an internal consistency between its hypothesis and various institutions 

and offices.  A tyranny that failed to produce fear in its citizens would be judged poorly 

according to this criterion as would a democratic constitution that elevated virtue over 

freedom. Although the “internal criteria” is articulated in the discussion of existing regimes, 

such criticisms can also be found of the criticisms of the proposed constitutions.  As I will 

examine below, a central criticism of Socrates’ proposals is that they bring about the opposite 

of what he intended.  

 The internal criterion raises the possibility of an additional criterion that Aristotle will 

appeal to occasionally even if he does not articulate it formally, namely the rightness of a 

constitution’s hypothesis or what I will call the “fundamental principle” criterion.  Admittedly, 

such a criterion may be an aspect of the external criteria—namely, the ways in which a 

constitution’s hypothesis falls short of that of the best regime.  But when Aristotle criticizes the 

                                                      
14 See Pol 2.9.1271a41 with Laws 742d.  In Politics VII-VIII, Aristotle will describe such a 
hypothesis as both the “horos” or “aim” of the constitution (7.2.1324b4, 7.15.1334a12) and its 
telos or “end” (7.2.1325a7, 7.14.1333b7, 7.15.1334a11 ff.). 
15 For freedom as the hypothesis (and even axiômata) of the democratic constitution, see 
6.2.1317a36, a40.  For power as the hypothesis of tyranny, see 5.11.1314a28, a38.  
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Socratic hypothesis (and to a lesser degree, the Spartan hypothesis), he does so largely on the 

basis of its internal coherence rather than by contrast or comparison with the hypothesis of the 

best constitution. Although Politics 2.9 notes that the Spartan hypothesis, which elevates 

martial virtue above all else, is worthy of criticism, it is only in Politics VII-VIII that Aristotle 

articulates a sustained critique of the Spartan hypothesis.16 

 In sum, Politics II explicitly articulates three criteria and may presuppose a fourth.  The 

ways in which a constitution compares to existing practices and the best regime are the basis 

for the first two criticisms; the fit between a constitution’s hypothesis and institutions and the 

adequacy or coherence of its hypothesis are the basis for the remaining two.  His invocation of 

all four criticisms to evaluate both existing and proposed constitutions undermines the double 

standard of what is “theoretically” versus what is “practically” best, an issue to which I will 

return in the last section of my paper. 

 

II) Aristotle’s criteria in practice: Criticisms of the Republic and the Spartan constitution 

 Although Aristotle introduces his four criteria in the two different sections of Politics II, 

in practice he clearly makes use of all four criteria throughout his criticisms of both proposed 

and existing constitutions.17   The use of the same criteria for evaluation both proposed and 

                                                      
16 See 2.9.1271a41-b9; cf. 7.2.1324b5-11, 7.14.1333b5-11, 7.14.1334a2-b5.  
17 Although Saunders 1995: 105-106, 149 and Simpson 1998: 112 note that what I call the 
internal and external criteria are used throughout Politics II (they also appear to be articulated 
in Pol 7.13.1331b26-38), neither elevate Aristotle’s remarks about actual practices to a 
criterion. All four criteria are invoked throughout Politics II, although I am only focusing on 2.2-5 
(the critique of the Republic) and 2.9 (the critique of Sparta).  For instances outside of those 
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existing constitution undermines the claim that Aristotle embraces a double-standard between 

what is theoretically best and what is practically best. Let me elucidate the place of each of the 

criteria in both sections, beginning with their invocation in the critique of the Republic.   

Criteria at work in the critique of the Republic (Politics II.2-5) 

 Although Aristotle commences his examination of the Republic by asking “is what we 

have now better, or what accords with the law described in the Republic?” (2.1.1261a8-9), it is 

Politics 2.5 which provides his most sustained answer, which consists in arguing that “present 

practice” (nun tropon [2.5.1263a2, a22, a30-31])—which mixes private ownership with 

communal use—already in existence in Crete and Sparta is better than Socrates’ proposal. He 

writes 

For when care for property is divided up, it leads not to those mutual 
accusations, but rather to greater care being given, as each will be attending to 
what is his own.  But where use is concerned, virtue will ensure that it is 
governed by the proverb “friends share everything in common.” (2.5.1263a27-
30) 
 

Private ownership of property mixed with its communal use achieves the unifying effect which 

Socrates sought while avoiding all the difficulties of communal ownership.  From the 

perspective of the actual practice criterion, as Aristotle notes, what is already in existence as an 

actual practice is thus not impossible (2.5.1263a31-32) and in the case of the public messes, has 

an historical record of use going back centuries, indeed long before they arose in Crete under 

the reign of Minos (7.10.1329b5-23).   

                                                                                                                                                                           
passages of the “actual practices” criterion, see: ; for that of the “external criterion,” see: ; for 
that of the “internal criteria,” see: Carthage ; and for that of the “hypothesis,” see: . 
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 Although Politics 2.5 clearly evokes the “actual practice” criterion, Aristotle’s critique of 

the Republic in Politics II.2-4 is organized according to the three different criteria I have 

articulated.18 At the beginning of his critique of the Republic in Politics II, Aristotle states 

That women should be common to all raises many difficulties.  In particular (1) it 
is not evident from Socrates’ arguments the reason why (di’ hên aitian) he thinks 
this legislation is needed. (2) Besides, the end (telos) he says his city-state should 
have is impossible, as in fact described. (3) Yet nothing has been settled about 
how one ought to determine the end—I am talking about that it is best for a city-
state to be as far as possible all one unit; for that is the hypothesis Socrates 
adopts. (2.2.1261a10-16, enumerations added) 
 

As commentators generally acknowledge, the three different problems Aristotle identifies are 

taken up (in reverse order) in Politics 2.2-5.19  Proceeding in reverse order: Politics 2.2 takes up 

the third problem by considering the viability of Socrates’ determination of the hypothesis or 

fundamental principle namely that it is best for a polis to be as unified as possible (2.2.1261a15-

16).  Aristotle’s critique is an instance of the fundamental principle criterion or an examination 

of the cogency of the hypothesis which underlies Socrates’ proposed constitution. Aristotle’s 

                                                      
18 R. Gallagher has recently argued that Aristotle’s critique of Plato’s Republic is peiristic or 
based on internal inconsistencies in Socrates’ account (“Aristotle’s ‘Peirastic’ Treatment of the 
Republic,” Archiv für Geschichte der Philosophie 93 (2011): 1-23).  For instance, Gallagher takes 
Aristotle to be pointing out that Socrates’ claim that the city is a multitude of different parts is 
inconsistent with his hypothesis on the unity of the city.  Although nothing in my thesis 
precludes Aristotle from identifying inconsistencies in the Republic (and the internal criterion is 
a measure of such inconsistencies), Gallagher appears unaware of the explicit articulation of 
the internal criterion in Politics 2.9.  Gallagher’s claim is at best limited to Aristotle’s application 
of the internal criterion.  There is no place in his “peiristic account” for Aristotle’s criticism 
based on the other three criteria I have elucidated.  Nor is it clear how Gallagher’s claim applies 
to the other critiques in Politics II (does Aristotle treat only the Republic peiristically, or does he 
also treat the Laws and other proposed constitutions in that fashion? What is his method for 
the other constitutions he critiques?).  
19 See Simpson, 1998: 74; Saunders, 1995: 107-108; R. Mayhew, Aristotle’s Critique of the 
Republic (Lanham, 1997), pp. 6-8, 13, 59.  
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arguments that unity is inversely proportionate to self-sufficiency and that Socrates’ hypothesis 

would actually destroy the city (2.2.1261a15-23) show that Socrates’ proposed constitution—or 

more precisely, its fundamental hypothesis—is deeply problematic.   

 The second problem—that the telos which Socrates proposes is impossible according to 

the specifications which he describes—is an application of what I have called the internal 

criterion.  Politics 2.3 begins by conceding that even if it is best for a community to be as much 

of a unity as possible, Socrates’ proposal of communal property will not bring about that end, 

since communal property leads to the neglect of property and the community of women and 

children leads to the dilution of bonds between fellow citizens (as Aristotle puts it wryly, “it is 

better to have a cousin of one’s own than a son in the way Socrates describes” [2.3.1262a13-

14]). The central criticisms of Politics 2.3 abstract from the viability of Socrates’ fundamental 

principle and instead focus on the fit between the institutional arrangement Socrates proposes 

(i.e., the community of women, children, and property) and his hypothesis (i.e., that it is best 

that the city be as unified as possible).  Once again, Aristotle rather clearly is applying the 

standard of institutional fit in Politics 2.3, even though he does not specify that standard until 

Politics 2.9.20   

 Although Politics 2.4 takes up a number of independent criticisms of the Socratic 

proposal, a central passage picks up on the language of the enumeration of problems from 

                                                      
20 Mayhew 1997 characterizes this criteria as being concerned with the “means” of Socrates’ 
proposal (in contrast to Politics 2.2, which on his account is concerned with “ends” [59, 95]). At 
least based on the index locorum in his book, he is unaware of (or at least does not cite) the 
articulation of the internal criterion in 2.9.1269a32-34.  
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Politics 2.2 and makes use of both the external and the internal criteria.  Several lines into 

Politics 2.4, Aristotle writes 

In general, the results of such a law are necessarily the opposite of what a 
correctly enacted law (tous orthôs keimenous nomous [1262b5]) should bring 
about, and the opposite of the reason why (di’ hên aitian) Socrates thinks it 
necessary to organize the affairs of children and women in this way.  For we 
regard friendship as the greatest of goods for city-states, since in this condition 
people are least likely to factionalize.  And Socrates himself particularly praises 
unity in a city-state, something that is held to be, and that he himself says is, the 
result of friendship….But in a city-state this sort of community inevitably makes 
friendship watery, in that father hardly ever says “mine” of son or son of father.  
(2.4.1262b3-10, 14-17) 
 

To say that the results of Socrates’ law are the opposite of the “reason why”—or cause (aitia)—

of his legislation is to reiterate the criticism based on the internal criterion.  Yet Aristotle’s 

criticisms go beyond pointing out lack of fit between a law and the reason or telos for its 

enactment.  Aristotle’s mention of “correctly enacted law” (1262b5) and “the greatest goods 

for city-states” (1262b7-8) invoke his external criterion, viz. how Socrates’ proposal looks in 

comparison with the laws of the best regime.  The best regime inculcates friendship between 

citizens to thwart faction and facilitate their well-being, and Aristotle’s claim is that by that 

standard, Socrates’ proposal of a community of women, children, and property is seriously 

deficient. That his criticism based on the internal criterion (Socrates’ proposal does the 

opposite of what he wants it to do) is intertwined—literally in the same sentence—with his 

criticism based on the external criterion (Socrates’ proposal is the opposite of what should be 

enacted in the best regime) does not undermine the claim that they are analytically distinct.  

 Before turning to Aristotle’s criticisms of Sparta, let me summarize the four criticisms I 

have isolated in his critique of the Republic and their relationship to the four criteria I have 
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identified.  First, with respect to the hypothesis criterion: Politics 2.2 shows that Socrates is 

wrong to take as his fundamental principle that it is best for a city to be as unified as possible 

since such unity undermines the self-sufficiency of a city.  Second, with respect to the internal 

criterion: Politics 2.3 shows that Socrates’ proposal that all say “mine” about the same things 

brings about the opposite of his goal of unity since it actually creates disagreement and 

dissention between people. Third, with respect to the external criterion: Politics 2.4 shows that 

Socrates’ community of women and children undermines friendship, which is one of the 

greatest goods in the best regime.  Fourth, with respect to the actual practices criterion: Politics 

2.5 shows that Socrates’ innovative proposal for communal ownership of property is inferior to 

the actual practice of private ownership mixed with communal use since communal ownership 

undermines care of property. Can one find the same patterns of argument in Aristotle’s 

treatment of Sparta? 

Criteria at work in the critique of Sparta (Politics 2.9) 

 Although the chapter divisions of Aristotle’s critique of the Republic map rather nicely 

on to the various criteria I have articulated, his chapter-length critique of Sparta is shorter and 

not subdivided into chapters.  Nonetheless, the chapter as a whole is clearly organized in 

accord with the criteria which Aristotle initially identifies at the outset of Politics 2.9 and which I 

have argued are equally applicable to the Republic.  After explicitly articulating the external and 

internal criteria, the chapter considers criticisms based on the external criterion (the problem of 

procuring leisure [1269a34-b12]), those based on the internal criterion (the bulk of the critique, 

which includes discussion of Spartan social arrangement and political offices [1269b12-



16 
  Double standards? 
  Lockwood, APSA draft 
 
1271a41], and finally critiques based on the hypothesis criterion (the critique of Sparta’s view 

of the goal of the polis and its relationship to goods [1271a41-b10]).  Since Aristotle’s 

examination of the Spartan constitution is grounded in a comparison with the actual 

constitutions of Crete and Carthage, it also includes arguments based on the criterion of actual 

practice.  

 Aristotle’s examination of the Spartan constitution begins with a critique of its Helot 

policy.  But the reason for examining its subject population is telling.  Aristotle writes that “It is 

generally agreed that to be governed finely a constitution should have leisure from necessary 

tasks.  But the way to achieve this is not easy to discover” (2.9.1269a34-36).  As Aristotle makes 

clear in his own examination of the best regime in Politics VII-VIII, leisure is a crucial 

prerequisite for any candidate for the best regime and it is fair game to judge a regime in 

accord with the external criterion by examining whether it provides leisure to its citizens.  

Judged from the perspective of the best regime—what I have called the external standard—the 

Spartan constitution has struggled unsuccessfully to address this prerequisite since it endures in 

constant threat of revolt by its subject population.21  Sparta’s arrangement with its Helot 

                                                      
21 I take it that in his discussion of Sparta’s Helot problem, Aristotle is pointing out a deficiency 
with Spartan institutions “as compared with the best organization”; but Saunders 1995 sees 
here something “contrary to the fundamental principle”; he writes that, “in so far as Sparta 
aims at the ‘assumption’ of freedom from essential tasks [i.e., leisure], she is correct; but partly 
for accidental reasons (foreign relations), and partly because of bad management, she has a 
‘way’ of achieving it that is contrary to it; for the Spartans purchase that freedom at the 
paradoxical cost of constant worry about insurrection” (p. 150). It seems odd that Aristotle 
would drop his first criterion for evaluating constitutions immediately after having articulated 
it. Further, Aristotle’s language (dei tê(i) mellousê(i) kalôs politeuesthai tên tôn anagkaiôn 
huparchein scholên [1269a34-35]) echoes that of the external criterion (ei ti kalôs ê mê kalôs 
pros tên aristên nenomothetêtai taxin [1269b31-32]) 
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population is deficient in comparison to the dependent population which Aristotle proposes in 

his own best regime.22 

 The majority of Politics 2.9 takes up criticisms of Sparta based on the internal criterion 

or consistency between a constitution’s institutions and its hypothesis.  Criticisms based on the 

internal criterion fall into two groups: Aristotle first considers the social institutions of Sparta 

(specifically, its legislation concerning women, the distribution of property, and the production 

of children) and then its political institutions (specifically, the organization of its various offices 

such as the ephorate, the gerousia, and its public messes). In both cases, Aristotle is focused 

upon Spartan institutions which are in conflict with its hypothesis that martial virtue and 

domination are the highest goals.   

The critique of social institutions focuses upon the license (anesis) of Spartan women 

and the predicament of oliganthrôpia, or shortage of men, which arise out of a combination of 

policies concerning Spartan marriages, female ownership of property, and the promotion of 

child bearing.23  In the case of the former problem, Aristotle claims that female licentiousness is 

                                                      
22 As Simpson 1998 notes, “The solution Aristotle himself proposes later is to import slaves 
from abroad who are lacking in spirit (4(7).10.1330a25-28).  Their coming from abroad would 
make them less ready to revolt, as they would not have the belief that the land was really 
theirs; and their lacking spirit would make them natural slaves” (n. 83 p. 113).  
23 The historical accuracy of Aristotle’s remarks about Sparta—especially those about Spartan 
women—are the source of much disagreement.  Plutarch, writing the first century C.E., already 
contested the accuracy of Aristotle’s remarks about the education of Spartan women (see Life 
of Lycurgus, 26.2-3, in Plutarch’s Lives, B. Perrin trans. [Cambridge and London, 1914]).At one 
end of the spectrum is P. Cartledge’s “Spartan Wives: Liberation or License?” Classical Quarterly 
31: 84-105, which argues that Aristotle’s remarks are the “map and compass” on the subject, in 
part because Aristotle was “unquestionable the greatest sociological thinker of antiquity” (p. 
86); see his qualified restatement of that position in his Spartans (Woodstock, NY, 2003), pp. 
165-180.  At the other end of the spectrum is S. Pomeroy’s Spartan Women (Oxford, 2002), 
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detrimental to the “deliberately chosen aims of the constitution” (tên proairesin tês politeias)24 

since “the legislator, 25  wishing the whole city-state to have endurance (karterikên), makes his 

wish evident where the men are concerned, but has been negligent in the case of women.  For 

being free from all constraint, the live in total intemperance and luxury” (2.9.1269b13-14, 19-

23). Although in the sequel Aristotle will note that the question here is one of what is correct 

(orthôs) or incorrect (2.9.1270a10-11), his remarks about Spartan women at least appear at 

least in part to be based on the internal criterion.26  Lycurgus’ intention or the hypothesis of the 

Spartan constitution elevates a certain virile strength or military virtue above all other virtues, 

since such excellence makes domination possible.27  Female licentiousness undermines or is at 

odds with such a hypothesis in at least two ways.  First, licentiousness inculcates intemperance 

and luxury in Spartan women, which in turn infects Spartan men with esteem for wealth or love 

                                                                                                                                                                           
which argues that for Aristotle household hierarchy “existed by nature and any perversion of it 
was monstrous.  That Spartan women enjoyed authority in the oikos and owned and managed 
property appeared to him outrageous” (p. 151).  
24 As noted previously, Aristotle refers to the “choice” of the legislator or the “aim” (boulêmati 
[2.9.1270b32]) of the constitution in a way that is equivalent to his use of the term hypothesis.  
See 2.9.1269b13-14, 1271a32, 2.12.1274a12. 
25 In Politics 2.9, Aristotle makes reference to Lycurgus, Sparta’s apocryphal founder, and “the 
legislator” (for the use of the name “Lycurgus,” which is found usually outside Politics 2.9, see: 
2.9.1270a7, 2.10.1271b25, 2.12.1273b33, 2.12.1274a29, 4.11.1296a20; for the use of the term 
“legislator,” which is ubiquitous inside 2.9, see: 2.9.1269b20, 1270a4, 1270b1, b19, 1271a13, 
a22, a41, 1271b15).  De Laix suggests that Aristotle uses the name of Lycurgus when he praises 
Sparta and “the legislator” when he criticizes him.  See R. De Laix, “Aristotle’s Conception of the 
Spartan Constitution,” Journal of the History of Philosophy 12 (1974): xx.  
26 I say “in part” because Aristotle also notes that the license of Spartan women is also 
detrimental to the happiness of Sparta, since they have in effect created a situation in which 
“half the city-state should be regarded as having no laws” (2.9.1269b18).  We know from 
elsewhere in the Politics (I.13.1260b17-19) that Aristotle thinks this is bad policy according to 
the external standard.  
27 See 2.9.1271b1-7; cf. Plutarch, Lyc. 22.2 and Xenophon, Lac. Const. 14.1-7 in Xenophon, 
Scripta Minora, E. C. Marchant, trans. (Cambridge and London, 1968). 
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of money (1269b24; cf, 127014-15, 1271a18).28 Second, the sexual obsession which warlike 

Spartan men have—as the pairing of Aphrodite and Ares in myth reminds us (1269b28-29)—

empowers Spartan women to rule Sparta as gunaikokratoumenoi (1269b24-25).29 Aristotle 

notes, “What difference is there between women rulers and rulers ruled by women? The result 

is the same.  Audacity (thrasutêtos) is not useful in everyday matters, but only, if at all, in war.  

Yet Spartan women were very harmful even here.  They showed this quite clearly during the 

Theban invasions [in 369]” (2.9.1269b32-36).  Note that although Aristotle’s remarks look 

chauvinistic to us, his criticism is not based—at least on the surface—in sexist premises.  

Rather, his claim is that the Spartan constitution was organized around the goal of domination, 

and the Spartan neglect of the education and habituation of its women resulted in the 

formation of social problems which impeded their goal or hypothesis.   

The second social problem which Aristotle analyses—that of oliganthrôpia, or the 

decrease in full Spartiates eligible to serve in its army—is complicated in historical detail, 

                                                      
28 For a survey of classical attitudes towards Spartan views about wealth, see S. Hodkinson, 
“‘Blind ploutos’? Contemporary images of the role of wealth in classical Sparta,” in A. Powell 
and S. Hodkinson, eds., The Shadow of Sparta (London, 1994), pp. 183-222.  Hodkinson groups 
Plato and Aristotle together as critics who claim that Sparta’s covert love of money was deeply 
rooted in Lycurgean or traditional Spartan institutions—such as the neglect of women—rather 
than the result of the imperial successes following the Peloponnesian wars (pp. 201-207; by 
contrast, see Xenophon, Lac. Const. 14.1-7).  E. Schütrumpf, “Aristotle on Sparta,” in Powell and 
Hodkinson 1994 concurs, arguing against those who see Aristotle distinguishing between 
praiseworthy aspects of Sparta “in the good old days” and blameworthy aspects of Sparta in its 
4th century decline.   
29 For examples of testimony concerning Spartan women that support Aristotle’s claims, see A. 
Bradford, “Gynaikokratoumenoi: Did Spartan women rule Spartan men?” Ancient World 14 
(1986): 13-18.  He concludes that “We—in the light of modern feminism—might not agree that 
Spartan women ruled Spartan men, but we must concede to Aristotle that some Spartan 
women did have real power in the Spartan state” (18).  
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although the structure of the argument is clearly based upon the internal criterion.  Aristotle 

claims that the confluence of several decisions by the Spartan legislator—that he made 

property transferable by gift or bequest, that he allowed women control over large dowries, 

that he set up enticements for families to produce as many children as possible (thus 

diminishing the inheritance of each child), and that there was a property requirement to 

participate fully as a Spartiate—resulted in the consolidation of wealth, the disenfranchisement 

of poor Spartan males, and a radical decrease in the size of men eligible to serve in the Spartan 

army (a decline, Aristotle reports, from as many as 10,000 Spartiates in the 5th century to fewer 

than 1,000 at the time of the battle of Leuctra (in 371).30   No matter how complex the 

underlying social mechanism is which produced Sparta’s decline in manpower, there can be no 

doubt that such a decline is deeply at odds with the hypothesis of a society that embraces 

militarianism and expansionism.31 

After identifying Spartan social institutions which conflict with the Spartan hypothesis, 

Aristotle next turns to Spartan political institutions—namely, the structure of its various 

offices—which are at odds with its hypothesis or the legislator’s “deliberately chosen aim” 

(2.9.1271b32).  Aristotle’s criticisms are complicated for two reasons: First, although Sparta 

falsely makes martial virtue supreme, its emphasis on virtue is nonetheless aristocratic.  Thus, 

                                                      
30 See 2.9.1270a13-1270b6.  For discussion of what we know about the social problems 
Aristotle analyzes, see S. Hodkinson, “Inheritance, Marriage and Demography: Perspectives 
upon the success and decline of classical Sparta,” in A. Powell, ed., Classical Sparta: Techniques 
behind her success (Norman, OK, 1988), pp. 79-121.  
31 Although Aristotle never says so explicitly, such a society would also be deeply at odds with 
Lycurgus’ most fundamental intention—reported in Xenophon and Plutarch—namely, to 
eradicate economic inequality in Sparta (see Lyc. 8.1-2, Lac. Const. 7, 2, 5).  
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offices which are oligarchic or democratic are inconsistent with its aristocratic hypothesis. 

Second, we know from elsewhere in the Politics that Aristotle considers Sparta a model of a 

mixed constitution, namely one which mixes aristocratic, monarchic, oligarchic, and democratic 

elements together.32  Although Aristotle praises the mixed nature of the Spartan constitution 

elsewhere, in Politics 2.9 he presents departures from the aristocratic principle as deficiencies 

in the Spartan constitution rather than strengths.  What Aristotle seems to have in mind is 

similar to an observation he makes about Plato’s Laws: if the standard for judging the 

constitution is what is most acceptable for other cities, then the constitution of the Laws is a 

good one; but if it taken to be a second best candidate for the best regime, then it is not a good 

candidate (2.6.1265b28-33).  When Aristotle praises Sparta as possessing a mixed constitution, 

he is doing so according to the standard of what institutional arrangements are generally 

accessible for all constitutions.  But in Politics II, the standard is not what is most generally 

accessible but what is best.  Judged on that basis, democratic or oligarchic elements in Sparta’s 

constitution are deficiencies rather than points of strength.  

Thus, in the remainder of the section, Aristotle highlights aspects of the ephoreia (or 

“overseers”) the gerousia (or “senate”), and the phiditia (or “public messes”—what Athenians 

referred to as the sussitia) which are at odds with Spartan aristocracy or the legislator’s intent. 

In the case of the overseers—a board of five officials elected annually from the whole body of 

the Spartiate who possessed strong executive, disciplinary, and legal powers33—Aristotle is 

                                                      
32 See Politics 2.6.1265b33-41, 4.9.1294b13-38.  
33 For background on the political offices examined in this and the next paragraph, see Saunders 
1995: 153-156; P. Cartledge, “Spartan justice? Or ‘the state of the ephors’”? Dike 3 (2000): 5–
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quite explicit in his invocation of the internal criterion: since that office was open to all people, 

including the poor, this “harms the constitution, for from an aristocracy a democracy was 

emerging” (1270b15-17); it also puts ordinary people in authority over the most important 

judicial decisions (1270b28-31).34 Aristotle also points out that the lifestyle of the overseers is 

at odds with the “aim of the constitution” (tôi boulêmati tês politeias [2.9.1270b31]).  No 

doubt, tyrannical power (to which Aristotle explicitly likens their authority [1270b13) was 

inconsistent with the austere lifestyle demanded by the Spartan elevation of virtue.35  But a 

glance at Xenophon’s Lacedaemonian Constitution shows the lack of fit between how the 

Ephorate worked in practice and the aim of the constitution.  Xenophon notes that the 

Ephorate was so empowered because obedience (to peithesthai) is a great good in the city, 

army, and household, and “they thought that the greater the power of these magistrates, the 

                                                                                                                                                                           
26; and A. Andrewes, “The government of Classical Sparta,” in Ancient society and institutions: 
Studies presented to Victor Ehrenberg on his 75th birthday (Oxford, 1966), 1–20.  
34 Aristotle concedes, immediately after criticizing democratic elements of the overseers, that 
opening the office to all promotes the stability of the Spartan constitution “for the dêmos 
remain contented because they share in the most important office” (1270b17-19).  His 
observation that “for a constitution to survive, every part of the polis must want it to exist and 
to remain as it is” (1270b21-22) invokes the criterion of stability expressed elsewhere in the 
Politics (see for instance 6.5.1320a14-17; cf. 4.12.1296b14-16, 4.13.1297b4-6, 5.9.1309b16-18, 
6.6.1320b26-28). From a prudential perspective, no constitution can endure which is despised 
by the majority of its citizens.  But that criterion is not peculiar to the evaluation of well-
governed or superlative constitutions.  1270b17-28 in effect is a concession to the salutary 
aspects of democratic institutions, but that doesn’t undermine the claim that Aristotle’s focus 
in the section is applying the internal criterion (indeed, Saunders 1995 calls the section 
“somewhat of a digression” [154]).  
35 Simpson 1998 notes that the ephors “are clearly in a position to do just about whatever they 
want, but only as ephors.  As citizens they are subject to all the harsh rigors that every other 
Spartan is subject to.  The resulting tension between the two conditions would evidently be a 
severe trial even for good men, let alone for the rather base sorts who become ephors” (p. 
117).  
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more they would impress the minds of the citizens.”36 But in practice, Ephorate lifestule, which 

Aristotle claims was lax and covertly hedonistic (1270b32, 35), was the opposite of austerity 

and inconsistent with the legislator’s intent.  

In the case of the senate—a body of 28 elders elected from the Spartiate on the basis of 

personal merit who exercised judicial power in capital and other serious cases—Aristotle 

doubts that its members possess the virtue requisite for the office since their training has been 

in martial rather than deliberative or practical virtue (2.9.1270b36-71a2).  But Aristotle’s main 

criticism of the senate concerns their election and the tendencies it encourages amongst aged 

Spartans.  According to Plutarch’s life of Lycurgus, members of the senate were elected in a 

process of acclamation: an assembly was convened and individuals stationed in a nearby 

room—incapable of seeing or being seen by the assembly—would tally who received the 

loudest cheers from the assembly, not knowing who was being evaluated by which cheers but 

only the order of cheers.37 In general, Aristotle finds the process rather childish (paidariôdês 

[1271a10; cf. 1270b28]). But more troubling is the underlying mechanism behind the form of 

election. Aristotle writes that the legislator  

is evidently doing the same thing here as in the rest of the constitution.  He 

makes the citizens love honor and then takes advantage of that fact in the 

election of senators; for no one would ask for office who did not love honor (mê 

philotimos).  Yet the love of honor (philotimia) and of money (philochrêmatia) 

                                                      
36 Xenophon, Lac. Const. VIII.3.  
37 Plutarch, Lyc., 26.2-3. 
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are the causes of most voluntary wrongdoings among human beings. 

(2.9.1271a13-18)38 

Aristotle has already pointed out that bribe-taking and favoritism were conspicuous amongst 

senators (1271a3-5), so clearly the institutional arrangement which the legislator crafted is not 

working.  But reminiscent of Socrates’ critique of timocracy in the Republic (see, for instance, 

548c), love of honor here is a source of injustice, not one of virtue or the public good.  The 

legislator’s intent was to establish a contest or agôn of sorts in which individuals would 

compete for the recognition and esteem of their peers.39 Aristotle’s take on such a contest is 

that “it is wrong for someone worthy of the office to ask for it: a man worthy of the office 

should hold it whether he wants it or not” (1271a11-12). Sparta may be aristocratic in its 

virtuous aspirations; but the appeal to competitive honor does not thwart injustice.  Rather, 

from Aristotle’s perspective, it is its cause. 

 Aristotle’s criticism of the Spartan “public messes” incorporate both the “actual 

practice” criterion and the internal criterion.  To take a step back from Politics 2.9, it is 

                                                      
38 Simpson 1998 notes that “love of honor in Sparta, as opposed to love of money, is mentioned 
here for the first time by Aristotle. The love of money, as we already know, was not desired by 
the legislator but came about mainly because he failed to tame the women.  The love of honor, 
however, is said to be his express work.  How it is so in the case of the senate is clear” (p. 118). 
Although the legislator intended to use philotimia as a force to produce virtue, it nonetheless 
conflict with his ultimate aim, which is the inculcation of virtue. I take it Aristotle still grounds 
this criticism in the internal criterion.   
39 Xenophon’s account of the process is much more sympathetic to the legislator.  He writes 
“The law by which Lycurgus encouraged the practice of virtue up to old age is another excellent 
measure in my opinion.  By requiring men to face the ordeal of election to the Council of Elders 
near the end of life, he prevented neglect of high principles (kalokagathia) even in old 
age….And surely it is natural that of all the contests (agôn) in the world this should excited the 
greatest zeal.  For noble as are the contests in the Games, they are merely tests of bodily 
power.  But the contest for the senate judges souls whether they be good” (Lac. Const. X.1, 3).  
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important to note that within Politics II as a whole, the examination of the constitutions of 

Sparta, Crete, and Carthage, is an exercise in comparative constitutional study (2.11.1272b24-

28).  Throughout Politics 2.9-11, Aristotle compares and contrasts the various institutional 

arrangements of the three different cities, applying over and over again what I have called the 

“actual practice” criterion.  The comparative constitutional evaluations found in this section are 

essentially exercises in holding the institutions of one polis up against the actual practice of 

those to which it is similar.  Thus, in Politics 2.9, Aristotle explicitly notes the superiority of the 

public messes in Crete—which are publically supported, rather than derived solely from private 

individuals (2.9.1271b28-29)—to those found in Sparta.  But if we view section 2.9-11 as a 

whole, we see that Aristotle invokes the “actual practice” criterion not only in the contrast 

between the public messes of Sparta and Crete (2.10.1272a12-27), but also in the comparisons 

between Spartan and Carthagian political institutions (specifically, comparisons between 

Sparta’s overseers and Carthage’s 104 and those between kingship in Sparta and Carthage 

[2.11.1272b33-1273a1, 1273a18-20]).  

 But Aristotle also states explicitly that the way the Spartan messes are organized results 

in the “opposite of the legislator’s deliberately chosen aim” (tounantion tô(i) nomothetê(i) tês 

proaireseôs [1271a31-32). The Spartan legislator sought to make the messes egalitarian (or in 

Aristotle’s anachronism, “democratic” [1271b32-34]) communal opportunities for individuals to 

share their knowledge and build community bonds—one in which, according to Plutarch, 

wealth was blind “for the rich man could never use nor enjoy nor even see or display his 

abundant means, when he went to the same meal as the poor man” (Lycur. 10.3; cf. Lac. Const. 
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V.2, 5-6). The Cretan constitution brought about that effect because food for the messes came 

from commonly possessed crops and lifestyles, thus allowing all men, children, and women to 

be fed at public expense.40 But the Spartan constitution required each individual to contribute a 

fixed amount per capita as a property requirement for sharing in the messes and the 

constitution more generally (2.10.1272a13-14; 2.9.1271a26-37).  The messes were purportedly 

egalitarian, but excluded the poor; once again, Aristotle underscores their inferiority based on 

the internal criterion. 

 After having criticized the social and political institutions of Sparta based on the internal 

and actual practices criteria, Aristotle turns in the closing lines of the chapter on Sparta to a 

brief consideration of its hypothesis or fundamental principle.41 Echoing Plato’s Laws (625c-

638b), Aristotle criticizes the fundamental aim of Sparta’s legislator, which is conquest.  

Although his laws rightly aim at virtue, it is only a part of virtue—namely martial virtue; 

although Spartans think that virtue is the path to good things, they mistakenly suppose that 

conquest is better than virtue itself (2.9.1271b2-3, 6-10).  As Simpson notes, the chapter comes 

full circle: Aristotle began by pointing out the problems Sparta faced in establishing leisure 

                                                      
40 See 2.10.1272a15-21; cf. Aristotle’s own solution to the arrangement in 2.5.1263a35-39, 
7.10.1330a2-24.  
41 The penultimate 8 lines of Politics 2.9, which criticize Spartan “public finances” (peri ta koina 
chrêmata [1271b10-11]) do not fit easily into the structure I have articulated for the chapter 
and its progression through criticisms based on the four criteria I have outlined.  Aristotle 
claims that Sparta is in a bind because they “are compelled to fight major wars, yet the public 
treasury is empty and taxes are not properly paid…Thus the result that the legislator has 
produced is the opposite of beneficial: he has made his city poor and the private individuals 
into lovers of money” (1271b12-13, 15-17).  The criticism seems to combine arguments based 
on the external principle (public finance is contrary to what it should be in the best regime), 
Sparta’s hypothesis (public finances fuel a need for conquest), and the internal principle 
(Spartan institutions have brought about the opposite of what the legislator intended).  
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(namely, those occasioned by its Helot problem) and he concludes by noting that because of 

the erroneous orientation of Spartan education, its citizens did not know how to be at leisure 

(1271b3-5).42  In Politics 7.14 Aristotle elaborates the point with a metaphor: 

For most city-states of the sort described [e.g., Sparta and Crete] remain secure 

while they are at war, but come to ruin once they have acquired an empire.  Like 

an iron sword, they lose their edge when they remain at peace.  But the one 

responsible is their legislator, who did not educate them to be able to be at 

leisure. (7.14.1334a6-10) 

In the sequel, Aristotle will go so far as to say that the Spartan form of education produces 

citizens who are truly vulgar (banausoi), “for they make them useful to statesmen for one task 

only, and one at which they are worse than other people” (8.4.1338b33-36).43  

 Aristotle’s criticism of the Spartan hypothesis is derivative from Plato’s own criticisms of 

it in the Laws and far less elaborate than the criticisms Aristotle makes to show that Socrates’ 

hypothesis is internally inconsistent.  Whereas the criticism of Socratic unity showed how the 

hypothesis entailed a self-contradiction (namely, it would lead to the transformation—and 

destruction—of a polis based upon it), the criticism of the Spartan hypothesis is primarily an 

application of the external criterion. The Spartan hypothesis of conquest and its concomitant 

elevation of only martial virtue are problematic especially in the light of Aristotle’s best regime 

                                                      
42 Simpson 1998 further speculates whether these two claims may be related: “The error about 
slavery might well have been instrumental in causing their other error about the supposition of 
the regime, since it would necessarily force them to prize military dominance as the only key to 
survival” (p. 120).  
43 I explore this criticism at greater length in “Servile Spartans: The problem of liberal arts 
education in Aristotle’s Politics.” 
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and it is in the analysis of the best regime that Aristotle fully explains the faulty nature of the 

Spartan hypothesis, how that hypothesis disorients Spartan education, and how its application 

stunts Spartans and makes them incapable of using leisure.  But the connection between 

Aristotle’s diagnosis of Sparta’s problems and the development of his own best regime once 

again undermines the idea that Aristotle operates with two standards, viz. one for that polis 

which is pie-in-the-sky ideal and another for what is best in practice.  The Nicomachean Ethics 

notes that Sparta appears to be the only city in which the legislator has paid attention to the 

nurturing and activities of its citizens (EN 10.9.1180a25-27), and as the sequel of Aristotle’s 

Politics has shown, it did so poorly.  What could improve the best regime in practice is precisely 

what is needed for the best regime in accord with our prayers.  

 

III) Conclusion: Gap between theory and praxis? 

Work in progress, but will address: 

-Restatement of basic argument about four criteria being used to evaluate both proposed and 

existing constitutions, which suggests that Aristotle does not think of the city of one’s prayers 

as somehow “theoretically best” as opposed to practically best.  

-Aristotle will point out that the regime in Plato’s Laws can be evaluated in two different ways, 

namely whether it is taken to be the most generally accessible one (koinotatên [1266a29]) or as 

the best one (2.6.1266a29-31).  But whether the constitution in the Laws is the best without 
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qualification or best generally, it remains a repository for ideas which Aristotle incorporates 

into his own “best regime in accord with one’s prayers” in the last two books of the Politics.44 

-Asymmetry: Republic property arrangements inferior in light of Sparta/Crete, but no explicit 

comparisons between Sparta and Republic (there are comparisons between one proposed 

constitution, that of the Laws, and the existing constitution of Sparta). 

-Republic/Sparta criticisms incorporate all criteria, but that’s not necessarily the case for the 

other analyses. 

-At the end of the day, A. eschews the division between theory and practice in political science.  

As 2.1 notes, he investigates existing regimes and ideal regimes in order to provide ideas for the 

best regime in accord with one’s prayers.  His formulation of the regime in accord with one’s 

prayers adopts from proposed regimes, but it also adopts from existing regimes the notion of 

sussitia. 

-Most striking is that Aristotle’s criteria make little to no reference to either justice or nature; 

rather, throughout Politics II the various evaluative criteria invoke what is “correct or useful” 

(2.1.1260b32).  The notion of practical science which is “true in theory” is simply absent, and as 

Ober has shown, Politics VII-VIII is eminently practical for colonists—if not for use as a 

regulative ideal for every politician.  

 

                                                      
44 Indeed, Pangle goes so far as to claim that “Book two as a whole may not be inaptly 
characterized as a covert, deep bow to the practical shrewdness and wisdom of Plato, 
especially in the Laws.  We discern here a good reason why Aristotle may well have felt it 
unnecessary to complete his own elaboration, aborted in book 8, of the best republican regime: 
the job had already been completed, in unsurpassable fashion, by Plato in the Laws.” T. Pangle, 
Aristotle’s Teaching in the Politics (Chicago, 2013), p. 92.  


