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Abstract
Over the years, there has been growing ignorance or neglect of the
true meaning of politics, its nature, and aim or end especially in
Nigeria and other third world countries. This has occasioned the
ugly  scenarios,  including failure  of  leadership  and lack  of  good
governance, which have become the bane of politics in these climes.
There  is  no  gainsaying  that  lack  of  clear  understanding  of  the
concept  of  politics  is  one  of  the  indexes  that  betoken lack  of  its
effective and ideal or genuine practice or realization. Aristotle, a
political philosopher and scientist  was the first to define politics
and  its  subject  matter,  nature,  aim  or  end.  He  conceptualized
politics by identifying its core elements, namely art, science, ethics,
sovereignty of law, education, etc. In this understanding lies an
intrinsic link between the human being, politics, ethics, economics,
and the state which we seeks to thoroughly articulate in this paper.
In doing so, this paper critically commented here and there on the
practice of politics in Nigeria.  In the final analysis, it concludes by
a way of recommendation that Aristotelian conception of politics
should  serve  as  a  prismatic  ideal  and  an  easy  way  out  in  the
understanding and practice  of  politics  in Nigeria  and Africa at
large.
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Introduction
The word “politics” finds its way into the political lexicon as far as we
know, through the work and writing of Aristotle. It served as the title for
the series of lecture notes by Aristotle. In other words, before Aristotle, the
word was not used, but it is unknown whether the title of the lectures was
chosen  by  Aristotle  himself,  or  by  later  editors.  From  its  etymological
origin, the word “politics” is a derivative of the Greek “politikos” which
pertains to the “polis”. The polis in turn, is a translation of the Greek term
“city” or “state”. The Greek “politikos” or “politika” from whence politics
is derived is modelled on Aristotle’s “Affairs of the city”, the name of his
book on governing and government. Politics, therefore literally means “the
things pertaining to the polis.” It is the science of the city-state or the polis,
and  its  members.  It  is  concerned  with  how  society  is  or  should  be
organized or run. It is thus a practical science which treats of government,
the organization of the affairs of state and the distribution of social goods.

Aristotle’s word for politics is “Politike” which is also referred to as
“Politike episteme” or political science – a special kind of science that is
devoted  to  the  study  of  the  state;  an  organized  knowledge  that  is
interested in the general social-political features of human nature. It is not
a “deductive science” per se, but the science that deals with human socio-
political  situations  through  deliberations  (Miller1995:12).  Aristotle
describes  it  broadly  as  ‘the  philosophy  of  human affairs’  (Nicomachean
Ethics 1181b15).

Aristotle did not conceive politics as a means for the satisfaction of
individual preferences, nor as a way to disintegrate individuals around a
shared conception of the good. His conception of politics is based instead
on the idea of active participation, that is, on the value and importance of
civic engagement and collective deliberation about all matters affecting the
political  community.  According  to  him,  politics  finds  its  authentic
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expression  whenever  citizens  gather  together  in  a  public  space  to
deliberate and decide about matters of collective concern. Political activity
is valued not because it may lead to agreement or to a shared conception
of  the  good,  but  because  it  enables  each  citizen  to  exercise  his  or  her
powers of agency, to develop the capacities for judgment and to attain by
concerted effort or action some measure of political efficacy. 

Aristotle  has  a  broad understanding or  conception of  politics  to
include politics as an art and a science because it is concerned with the
noble action or happiness of man, thus, affecting everyone and shaping
the entire future of the world. He also conceives politics as ethics because
it  aims  at  the  good  life;  law,  because  it  offers  by  the  neutrality  of  its
procedures the best guarantee that judgments will be rational, objective
and fair; education, because it is the most vital and important source of
stability and development of the society, etc. Let us examine these ideas in
turns.

Politics as an Art 
Aristotle conceives politics as a master art of ruling, (Nicomachean Ethics
1094a28) that retains its uniform character regardless of the number and
quality of those who are ruled – citizens, subjects, children, and slaves are
all governed by one and the same art. At the beginning of Book IV of the
Politics, he develops an outline for an understanding of politics which he
models  after  gymnastics,  claiming  it  is  applicable  to  shipbuilding,
medicine, tailoring, and all sundry arts. According to him, the study of
politics, just like gymnastic training, needs to consider what is the best
constitution,  what  is  best  for  a  specific  body  politic,  how  existing
constitutions came into existence and how they can be made to endure,
and what type of  constitution is  best  suited to the average community
(Politics 1288b10-34). 

Aristotle goes further to expatiate his conception of politics as an
art by employing the flute player as an example, who owing to his talent is
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given preference over the wealthy and the free-born in the distribution of
good flutes (Politics 1282b30-41). According to him if the person who can
best use the flute is the one to receive the flute, so also the person who can
best use political power is the one to exercise political power. He therefore
recognizes that politics is a job, the execution of which belongs properly to
the  individual  who  is  most  skilled  –  the  well  trained  and responsible
individuals. He argues that politics is an art which provides service to the
people. It is very doubtful if this is truly the essence of politics in Nigeria.
By Aristotelian standard, political power should be conferred on the basis
of  reason,  that  is,  on the person who is  rationally deserving or sound,
since  some  command  and  others  obey.  On  this  basis,  Aristotle
intellectualizes  politics  by  transforming  the  activity  of  ruling  into  a
learnable body of knowledge, while restricting political power only to the
people who know. He thinks that politics is properly conducted when the
people’s  affairs  or  public  business  is  discharged  by  competent
practitioners of the art of ruling.

Politics as a Science
Aristotle  is  the  first  political  scientist  who  in  his  Nicomachean  Ethics
describes his subject matter as political science, which he characterizes as
the most authoritative science which prescribes or ordains which of the
sciences  are to  be studied in the state,  and which each class  of  citizen
should learn and up to what point or degree (Nicomachean Ethics 1094). All
other  sciences  identified  by  him  such  as  military  science,  household
management and rhetoric are all under the authority of politics. Aristotle
sees politics as a pervasive and all-encompassing science because other
areas or studies of human action or activity are placed under its theory
and  control.  It  is  in  fact,  above  other  sciences,  combining  them  all  to
benefit the entire human society. It controls, shapes and determines the
good  life  and  future  of  all.  For  Aristotle,  politics  governs  the  other
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practical sciences; their ends serve as a means to the end of politics, which
is nothing other than the human common good and happiness. He asserts:

Even if the end is the same for an individual
and for a city-state, that of the city-state seems
at any rate greater and more complete to attain
and  preserve.  For  although  it  is  worthy  to
attain it for only an individual, it is nobler and
more  divine  to  do  so  for  a  nation  or  state
(Nicomachean Ethics 1094b7-10).

Aristotle locates politics within one of the three main branches of science
which he divides to include contemplative science, practical science and
productive science (Nicomachean Ethics 1139a26). This classification is as a
result of the goals they aim to attain or achieve. Contemplative science
which includes theoretical sciences like Algebra, Metaphysics and Physics,
is concerned with truth or knowledge for its own sake; practical science
which includes Ethics and Politics is concerned with good action, while
productive science which includes  painting and sculpture is  concerned
with  making  useful  or  beautiful  objects  i.e.  the  production  of  objects
distinct from the activity producing them (Nicomachean Ethics 1139a26-28).

Politics,  for Aristotle which belongs to the practical science deals
with the individual, the household or family and the state or polis. It is
concerned with the noble action or happiness of the citizens (although it
resembles a productive science in that it seeks to preserve and reform the
political  system).  Hence,  rather  than  a  purely  empirical  or  descriptive
inquiry,  Aristotle  understands  politics  as  a  normative  or  prescriptive
science. He goes further to divide politics  into what he calls legislative
science (nomothetike) and politics in the more particular sense or science.
According  to  him,  politics  in  the  more  particular  sense  or  science  is
concerned with the everyday political activities that take place in the state

Critical Analysis of Aristotle’s Conception of Politics      191



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                    

such  as  the  preparation  of  decrees.  Legislative  science  as  an  aspect  of
politics  is  concerned  with  deliberation  and  adjudication  (Nicomachean
Ethics 1141b32-33).

In conceiving politics as a science Aristotle implies that politics has
the task to study the politician or statesman in much the same way that
medical science concerns the work of the physician (Politics iv.1). It is in
fact, the body of knowledge that such practitioners, if truly experts, would
also  wield  in  pursuing  their  tasks.  The  most  important  task  for  the
practitioner of politics is, in the role of lawgiver (nomothetes) to frame the
appropriate  constitution  for  the  state.  This  involves  enduring  laws,
customs and institutions, including a system of moral education for the
citizens.  Here,  Aristotle  sees  the  politician  as  a  craftsman.  By  this,  he
implies that the politician produces, operates and maintains a legal system
according to universal  principles.  Once the constitution is  in place,  the
politician needs to take appropriate measure to maintain it, to introduce
reforms  when  he  finds  them  necessary,  and  to  prevent  developments
which  might  subvert  the  political  system.  The politician  or  lawgiver  is
wholly occupied with the state and the constitution in a certain way of
organizing those who inhabit the polity (Politics 1274b36-38). This is the
province of legislative science which Aristotle regards as more important
than politics as exercised in everyday political activity. In Nigeria today,
many people who parade themselves as politicians do not actually have
any business with politics in the real sense of the word.

Politics as Ethics
Aristotle’s  Nicomachean  Ethics commences  with  the  startling  suggestion
that the art that treats of ethics is politics. The basic supposition on which
politics  and ethics  depend is  as we have observed above that  they are
concerned with the wellbeing and happiness of man as a human being
who is a social being, and who is often dependent on others at every stage
of life for existence; the fulfilment of physical, political, emotional, social,
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intellectual,  and  even  spiritual  needs.  In  the  complete  sense  or
understanding,  both  politics  and ethics  are  prescriptive  and normative
since both indicate how humans ought to act or behave in order to build or
achieve a perfect society. However,  the starting point to understand the
relationship between politics and ethics could possibly be enhanced when
one adequately understands the link between Aristotle’s two major works:
the  Politics and  Nicomachean Ethics. Ross thinks in like manner when he
writes: 

The  complete  science  of  ‘Politics’  falls  into  two
parts which may for convenience be called ethics
and politics. Aristotle’s ethics, no doubt, are social,
and his politics are ethical; he does not forget in
the Ethics that the individual man is essentially a
member  of  society,  nor  in  the  Politics  that  the
good life of the state exists only in the good lives
of the citizens (1964:187).

Aristotle’s  politics  is  an  extension  of  his  ethics  such  that  to
understand the former, one must clearly decipher the later. Aristotle writes
in the beginning of the Nicomachean Ethics that the art that treats ethics is
politics, while at the beginning of his Politics was also the establishment of
this link as well as the importance of a well morally constructed city or
state in making it  possible for the citizens to live well  and harmonious
with one another. Aristotle claims that a person cannot be complete unless
he lives in a political community or society. Just as it is part of human
nature to seek happiness and abhor pains, it is also part of human nature
to live in a political society. While the state which is the highest form of
community exists for the sake of the good and happy life,  politics as a
correlate with the state must be aimed at promoting the wellbeing of the
people. Politics and ethics thus become Siamese twins, since they have the
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same object  -  human wellbeing  and happiness.  The  point  here  is  that
politics  applies  moral  principles  to  the state  while  ethics  applies  those
principles to the individual. So, politics is ethics enlarged or written large.
As practical sciences, politics and ethics deal with human beings as moral
agents.  But  whereas  politics  is  concerned  with  the  actions  of  human
beings  in  communities  as  it  relates  to  leadership  or  ruling,  ethics  is
primarily  concerned  with  the  actions  of  human beings  as  individuals.
Whereas  ethics  is  basically  concerned  with  the  general  and  particular
behaviour  of  human  beings  in  the  ordering  of  such  acts  that  lead  to
common good, politics is concerned with the human being in his or her
relationship to  the  state.  The role  of  ethics  is,  therefore,  to  provide an
environment  which  makes  it  possible  for  one  to  live  a  good  life  and
participate in politics in a correct way; politics conversely makes it possible
for  people to  live fully human,  ethical  and happy lives.  This  was why
Aristotle insists that:

We become just by the practice of just actions,
self-controlled  by  exercising  self-control,  and
courageous  by  performing  acts  of  courage…
Lawgivers  make  the  citizens  good  by
inculcating  [good]  habits  in  them…
(Nicomachean Ethics 1103a30).

        The supposition, upon which Aristotle’s politics and ethics are also
based,  is  dependent  on  the  rationality  or  intelligibility  of  the  political
society. Aristotle argues that the political society is a rational whole with
purposes and functions for its members. He argues in both his Politics and
Ethics that ultimate good for the human being is a life lived according to
virtue  and  in  contemplation  of  the  highest  truths  of  the  universe.  He
defines happiness, the ultimate end for human beings as activity of the
soul according to virtue. His political views are inextricably linked to his
emphasis on virtue and reason in relation to the ultimate good for man.
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Aristotle  acknowledges  that  becoming  virtuous  can  only  be  achieved
under  the  right  condition,  that  is,  within  a  well-constructed  political
community  through  education  which  prescribes  certain  actions  and
prohibits others. Writing on the purpose of ethics, Aristotle asserts that: 

The purpose of the present study [of morality] is
not,  as it  is  in other inquiries,  the attainment of
theoretical knowledge: we are not concluding this
inquiry  in  order to  know what  virtue is,  but  in
order  to  become  good,  else  there  would  be  no
advantage  in  studying  it  (Nicomachean  Ethics
1103b25).

In the same vein, Aristotle makes available to us the purpose or goal of
politics:

The end [or goal] of politics is the best of ends;
and the main concern of politics is to engender a
certain character in the citizens and to make them
good  and  disposed  to  perform  noble  actions
(Nicomachean Ethics 1099b30).

            Meanwhile, our contention is that ethics expresses itself as politics.
By  this  contention,  we  do  not  emphatically  mean  that  ethics  is
ideologically politics, but that ethics increasingly expresses itself for us as
direct participatory politics. In saying that ethics expresses itself as politics
we mean that political activity itself, not the policies or institutions it seeks
to  implement,  functions as ethical  ground.  Ethics  in the classical  sense
requires  politics  as  the  venue  of  its  correct  practice.  This,  if  well
internalized or imbibed and demonstrated in the Nigerian polity would
flourish as  an antidote  to  our present  political  instability,  Boko Haram
insurgency,  ‘post-election  violence’,  violent  demonstration,  wilful
destruction  of  lives  and  property,  rigging,  and  buying  of  people’s
conscience during election experienced in Nigeria.   Politics is therefore
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Ethics inasmuch as the achievement of human happiness – the activity of
the soul in accordance with excellence or virtue – is public, such that the
achievement  requires  the  presence  of  co-equals  as  the  condition  of  its
emergence, and in the sense that the excellence achieved – one’s character
– is publicly recognizable.

Politics as Education
Aristotle’s primary understanding of education is that  it  is  collateral of
politics. The implication of this is that political life enables one to grow in
virtue. Politics is the instrument whereby human beings come to lead a
good life;  it  has the moral  development of  the citizens as its  objective.
Aristotle  understands  politics  in  its  functioning  as  an  educational
instrument  with  the  primary  objective  to  inculcate  the  values  of  civic
virtues and promote the progress of the constitution through positively
moulding the character of the citizens and making political regimes last.
The  reason  for  which  such  education  is  necessary  is  that  it  helps  the
citizens to see the elements of justice and therefore be more sympathetic to
competing claims of justice from the part of the regime which do not have
power,  as  well  as  ensure  that  factional  conflict  is  avoided.  Education
therefore is the most vital and important source of stability of the state.
Aristotle argues that citizens should be formidably trained or educated to
become first and foremost, good subjects and thus good rulers. He argues
that “the legislator must, therefore, make the education of the young his
object  above  all  would  be  disputed  by  no  one”  (Politics 1337a10).
Education  of  the  citizens  is  according  to  him  the  springboard  for  the
proper development of the political society, hence, the responsibility of the
state. The state or political society has the duty or task of conducting and
supervising education properly for success to be attained. Politics as an
instrument, enables human beings come to lead a good life. It must first
and foremost be moral education since the citizen will first and foremost
be trained to be a good soldier, then a good ruler and magistrate (Politics
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1332b -13333a16). It has the moral development of citizens as its objective.
Salkever (1974) puts it thus: “Aristotle sees the polis as having its purpose
to develop moral intelligence and the transformation of the citizen into a
moral being (82). In corroboration with the above claim, Copleston argues
that: 

Education  must  begin  with  the  body,  since  the
body  and its  appetites  develop  earlier  than  the
soul and its faculties; but the body is to be trained
for the sake of the soul and the appetites for the
sake of the reason. Education is therefore first and
foremost, a moral education… (1946:357).

          When Aristotle talks about education, he simply refers to an ethico-
moral civic education that imbues the values of creativity, excellence and
individual achievement. This kind of education trains the emotions and
impulses in the individual, inculcates moral, social and civic qualities in
the  individual  and  develops  habits  of  good  citizenship  and  good
individuals.  It  is  a  kind  of  education  that  produces  and enhances  an
ordered  polity  or  political  order.  Through  this  kind  of  education,
individuals  receive  the  kind  of  training  and  experience  necessary  for
ruling. This is why Joad writes that the final aim of this education lies in
goodness, that is, to make our immediate judgment as to what is right to
coincide with the spirit of wise legislation (1966:91). We can understand
here  that  Aristotle’s  insistence  on education  is  based or  derived from
Socratic belief that “Virtue is knowledge”, implying that to know Good is
to do good. At this point one would want to know the difference between
Aristotle’s kind of education and what obtains here and now in Nigeria.
Such  difference  to  our  mind has  to  do  with  the  curriculum.  Aristotle
framed an educational curriculum that would “impart moral education
rather  than a  study of  political  science.  What  he sought  was  rather  a
frame of mind which will respond in a just, responsible and self-manner
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to public issues” (Heater 1990:6). Aristotle’s curriculum aims at fostering
and protecting a way of learning that sustains and encourages vast and
diverse  knowledge of  practical  socio-political  and moral  experience  or
activities.  It  goes  beyond mere  theories  and memorisation  of  people’s
opinions and common beliefs; rather, it is tailored in such a way whereby
individuals learn, develop and acquire skills largely by doing or practice.
Contrarily, Nigerian education curriculum is not structured in such a way
that practice is highly emphasized. The outcome of this is the turning out
of some graduates who are not employable because they lack practical
skills  necessary  for  employment.  They  cannot  fit  snugly  into  self-
engagement because they lack the required entrepreneurial skills. How
often do we hear of medical students in Nigerian Universities who have
never  studied  with  nor  dissected  cadaver  for  the  purposes  of
understanding human anatomy; or a graduate of computer science who
has never seen nor operated a computer system throughout the period of
his studentship? Practice is an effective way of achieving perfection. It is
in response to the inadequate or absence of moral education in education
curriculum in Nigeria that Amaele observes that the educational system
in  our  country  is  unfortunately  not  developed  to  meet  the  present
challenges, the need for social,  political and moral order.  According to
him,

The school environment is too volatile for any
moral  training,  the  teachers  do  not  show
enough  evidence  as  moral  agents,  the
curriculum does not give due theoretical  and
practical  opportunities  for  the  moral
advancement  of  both  teachers  and  learners.
The government and proprietors of schools are
yet  to  adopt  holistic  approach  to  quality
supervision of schools. Hence, the child goes to
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school  and  comes  back  morally  debased
(2012:94).

To subscribe to the above view, Adeoye thinks that moral education is the
solution to youth vices and other value breakdown in Nigeria.  According
to him, one apparent cause of value breakdown in Nigeria is the absence
of  moral  education,  the  cause  of  which  arises  from  the  refusal  of
government and education curriculum planners to accord moral education
its required curriculum content (2004:333). The plethora of vices that have
permeated our society necessitates the urgent need for moral education, to
accord  it  a  prime  place  in  our  education  curriculum  for  our  schools,
colleges and universities.

Aristotle’s view implies that unless the state is good and the system
of its education is rational, healthy and moral, the citizens will not be good
for  the  same  things  are  good  for  both  individuals  and  state.  The
intellectual and moral ideas of the individuals are reflected in the outlook
and organization of  the  society.  Through the  exercise  of  education the
statesman  or  politician  inculcates  and  perfects  the  virtues  of  justice,
moderation, and courage, as well as prudence (Politics 1277b 25-26). 
Social Justice as the Hallmark of Politics
Social justice is the linchpin of Aristotle’s conception of politics. Aristotle
sees  it  as  an indispensable  moral  virtue  which constitutes  the  basis  of
politics, human relationship and personal integrity. This virtue consists in
the constant disposition of the human will to attribute to each person his
due  and  to  do  no  injury  to  anyone.  Aristotle  argues  that  justice  is  a
complete virtue; and it is a complete virtue because he who possesses it
can use it  also  towards another  and not  only  for  himself  (Nicomachean
Ethics 1129a30). Social justice regulates interpersonal and social relations
and  the  external  conduct  of  human  beings.  Parallel  to  Aristotle’s
postulation is Nelson’s view that:
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Social justice deals with how social institutions
are to be arranged, as well as how just social
institutions can be established…understanding
the  meaning  of  a  just  society  facilitates  the
understanding of the interconnection between
individual  responsibilities  and  mutual
expectations (1996:85).

Social justice enhances the growth and development of both the one who
practices it and the one who receives it. It is on the account of this that
Aristotle strongly concludes thus: 

And  for  the  same  reason  justice  alone  of  the
virtues  by  affecting  others,  is  thought  to  be
another’s good; for the just man acts for what is
expedient for someone else, whether for the ruler
or a member of the community. The worst man,
then,  is  the  one  whose  evil  habit  affects  both
himself  and  his  friends…  (Nicomachean  Ethics
1130a5).

           Social justice needs to be upheld in order to ensure that there is
peace, order and stability in the society. The consistency and commitment
with which a society seeks  peace will  determine to what extent it  will
guarantee the survival and wellbeing to the people. Rawls’ analysis in his
A Theory of Justice that justice implies equality in such a way that social
and  economic  inequalities  are  to  be  arranged  so  that  they  are  both
reasonably expected to be everyone’s advantage, and attached to positions
and offices open to all with all social values like liberty and opportunity,
income and wealth,  and the bases of  self-respect  distributed equally to
everyone’s advantage (1971:136-7) clearly help in synthesizing Aristotle’s
postulation on social justice.
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 In social life, justice is the only sure and dependable ethico-political
foundation of the society. It is specifically in the sense of social justice that
justice  is  acknowledged  as  the  foundation  of  any  polity.  In  its  social
operation, it is concerned with the regulation and harmonization of the
relations  of  the citizens,  the observance of  human rights,  the equitable
sharing  of  social  rewards  and  the  impartial  discharge  of  civic  duties.
Honesty, fidelity and legitimate loyalty are ethically potential aspects of
social  justice.  Thus  they  constitute  the  basis  of  civic  and  political
intercourse  among  members  of  the  society.  The  inculcation  of  healthy
sense of social justice in any political environment is rendered imperative
by the urgent need to fight the massive and rising wave of corruption in
the public life of a people. No one is unaware of the corrosive effects of
corruption in the social, political and economic systems of any country. It
is,  therefore,  the  duty  of  the  politicians  and  leaders  to  engage  in  the
combat against corruption and other socio-political vices by assisting the
political  society  to  lay  solid  foundations  for  social  justice,  through the
inculcation and transmission of sound and acceptable social and political
values. In the actual sense and practice, politics and its institutions must
be animated, motivated and guided by the requirements of social justice,
for social justice is the hallmark of politics and true political practice.

Politics as Governance 
The concept of governance is not a new one even in Aristotle’s time. In
fact, it is as old as human history. The process of decision-making and the
process by which decisions are implemented or not implemented entail
governance. It is the exercise of power and decision-making for the people.
Hence, politics implies governance, but in Aristotle’s perspective politics is
not just governance but good governance. For him, good governance is the
greatest  good.  Good  governance  precludes  mediocrity,  nepotism,
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corruption,  and  focuses  on  the  good,  wellbeing  and  happiness  of  the
people.  Aristotle  describes  good  governance  as  including  active
participation of the people, accountability and transparency, rule of law
and the education of the citizenry to virtue. Good governance, Aristotle
argues  gives  rise  to  political  stability  whereas  it’s  opposite  results  to
instability or factions. In Books V and VI of the Politics, Aristotle devotes
considerable  space  to  examining  the  features  which  promote  and
undermine  good governance  and political  stability.  The  way to  ensure
good governance and stability is to prevent discontent by giving as many
people as possible some share of honour, offices, and profits. There should
be  strict  adherence  and  obedience  to  and  respect  for  the  constitution.
Aristotle  recommends  that  the  rulers  should  always  be  loyal  to  the
constitution, especially if the stipulations of the constitution are positive,
they should ensure adherence to the constitution and its provisions, have
administrative capacity and integrity. They should not rely upon decrees
to deceive the people.  They must be in good terms with their subjects,
never to wrong them especially in matters concerning money, or ambition
or honour but infuse the spirit  of accommodation or share in rule and
adopting  some  elements  of  democratic  institutions.  Aristotle  also
recommends that Laws should be passed to guard against extreme wealth
and poverty and to increase the numbers of the middle class. It  is also
important  to  seek  to  incorporate  opponents  of  the  constitution  into
structure.  The  most  effective  safeguard  of  all,  however,  is  education.
Through education, the state can habituate its young ones to the ways of
the constitution. Without such habituation, Aristotle claims that the laws
are powerless.

Aristotle argues that good governance manifests when those at the
helm of affair do not exploit  the instrument of  state power to promote
their  personal  agenda.  He acknowledges that  corruption is  anti-politics
and good government and the development of the state hence, he warns
that public office holders should not profit from their office, they should
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not  take  advantage  of  their  position  to  enrich  themselves,  rather  they
should  use  their  office  or  position  to  serve  humanity  and  engender
development without holding it to a standstill (Politics 1308b32). Aristotle
also finds it a very risky mistake and morally unacceptable to allow power
to always recycle between and among the same people in government, and
that  the  appointment  of  office  holders  should  not  always  be  the  same
people.  He puts  it  thus:  “Risky too is  Socrates’  way of  appointing the
rulers; they are not to be the same people. This is a sure source of faction,
even  among  those  of  no  standing  –  the  warlike  and spirited”  (Politics
1246b2).  Aristotle observes that moral virtues like good will,  the ability
and  willingness  to  function  efficiently  and  justly  are  always  taken  for
granted by most office holders. Therefore he maintains that there are three
very important issues for public office holders which include, tremendous
capacity for the work involved in the office, and in each constitution the
kind  of  virtue  and  notions  of  justice  that  are  calculated  to  suit  the
particular  constitution  in  question.  Good  governance  can  be  achieved
when  the  leaders  appear  in  the  light  of  the  fathers  of  the  state,  the
guardians  of  the  citizens,  when  they  live  a  life  of  moderation,  see
themselves as the companion of the notables,  and thus have a virtuous
disposition in the way they rule and govern the people (Ross1964: 2).

Aristotle  also  considers  rule  of  law  as  very  important  aspect  of
good governance. According to him both the rulers and the entire citizens
should always avoid doing anything that is contrary to the law, and ensure
that the law is not breached. Aristotle reminds us that political power does
not  always  ennoble;  in  many  ways  it  corrupts,  for  office-holders  are
sometimes  ruined  by  the  prerogatives  and  temptations  of  power.
Accordingly he suggests  that  authority of political office be limited not
only  to  protect  politicians  from giving  in  to  their  own worst  instincts
(Politics 1318b39 – 1318a1), but also, and more importantly, to safeguard
the subjects against the possible abuse of power. From these reflections
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Aristotle is led to the conclusion that a government of rightly constituted
laws may be preferable to a government of men. He writes: 

Therefore, he who asks the law to rule is asking
God and intelligence and no others to rule; while
he  who  asks  for  the  rule  of  a  human  being  is
importing a wild beast, and anger perverts rulers
and  the  very  best  of  men.  Hence,  law  is
intelligence without appetite (Politics 1287a28-32). 

The special property of law anywhere including in politics and or
governance is that it is a neutral judge as opposed to an interested party.
Aristotle remarks that “when men seek for what is just they seek for what
is impartial; for law is that which is impartial (Politics 1287b3-5). He goes
further to quickly point out that  man will  not be better than brutes or
beasts if he chooses to conduct his life without law. Accordingly, Aristotle
advices that “in a well-blended regime, one should watch-out to ensure
there is no transgression of the law…” (Politics 1307b29),  and it is very
important in every regime “to have the laws and management of the rest
arranged in such a way that it is impossible to profit from the offices…”
(Politics 1308b32).

The Place of Law in Politics
There are moments in Aristotle’s conception of politics that he feels so less
confident  of  the  morally  edifying  qualities  of  political  participation.
Sometimes  he  speaks  as  if  politics  were  a  struggle  of  passions  with
political  process,  a  captive  to  the  selfish  interests  of  individuals  and
groups. On these occasions Aristotle reminds us that political power does
not  always  ennoble;  in  many  cases  it  corrupts,  for  office-holders  are
sometimes ruined by the prerogatives and temptations of power. Aristotle
suggests  that  authority  of  political  office be limited not only to protect
politicians from giving in to their own worst instincts (Politics 1318b39-
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1319a1), but also, and more importantly, to safeguard the subjects against
the possible abuse of power. From these reflections Aristotle is led to the
conclusion that a government of rightly constituted laws may be preferred
to a government of men: 

He  therefore  who  recommends  that  law  shall
govern seems to recommend that God and reason
alone shall govern, but he who would have man
govern adds a wild beast also; for appetite is like a
wild animal and also passion warps the rule even
of  the  best  men.  Therefore  the  law  is  wisdom
without desire (Politics 1287a28-32).

           Aristotle sees law as a great restraining force in the political
community. Law for him represents dispassionate reasoning, wisdom and
social conscience. Politics or the political society expresses its will through
law and as such both are identical. Law gives the politician and the ruler a
moral  quality  which  he  cannot  otherwise  have.  In  this  sense,  law
determines  morality  of  the  political  community.  There  is  no  supreme
power  over  law  in  the  state.  Aristotle  argues  that  political  society  or
government  that  is  based on law will  have lesser  evil  in  contrast  with
arbitrariness and rule of man. In the words of Sabine, “The supremacy of
law is accepted by Aristotle as a mark of a good state and not merely as an
unfortunate necessity.” According to him the wisest person cannot replace
rule of law because whereas law is impersonal, even the most passionless
ruler cannot become impersonal. Hence, law or put accurately, rule of law
conceived  as  some  apolitical  arbiter,  is  mostly  a  fiction.  The  special
property of law anywhere including in politics is that it is a neutral judge
as opposed to an interested party. Aristotle remarks that “when men seek
for what is just they seek for what is impartial; for law is that which is
impartial (Politics 1287b3-5).
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           Aristotle observes that no state can thrive or function without a
formidable legal  framework otherwise such state could be described in
Hobbean perspective as heading back to the state of nature. He believes
that the knowledge of law is helpful for good governance which is the
central concern of politics. Law conditions and shapes politics through its
role or practice of justification, legislation and structure of obligation. He
avers that sovereignty of the state should be vested in the laws alone. For if
it is vested in the poor, they will be tempted to distribute the wealth of the
wealthy  among  themselves  and  can  do  so  being  in  majority.  If  the
sovereignty is vested in the tyrant, he can coerce the citizens in order to get
his personal agenda or intentions achieved. Aristotle does not also favour
the idea of vesting the sovereignty in the rich because they can always be
tempted to amass more and more wealth for their personal use. He does
not also favour the idea of giving sovereignty to few selected persons on
the ground that those who are debarred from getting their honour or what
are  due  to  them  from  the  state  can  feel  disgusted  and  thus  create
problems,  which  is  most  improper.  Hence,  the  most  appropriate  and
desirable thing to do is to allow sovereignty to be vested in the law and
nothing but the law. By this, we do not however mean that sovereignty
should reside or be vested on abstract law in the strict sense, this will be
quite impossible. It rather means that legal stipulations should squarely be
the guiding principles for rulers in the discharge of their responsibilities at
all times. For law can be no better than the people who make it, having
been legislated by one class or another, law will likely reflect their interests
and biases (Politics 1282b6-13).
           Aristotle argues that law is always greater than the statesman, the
politician. For him, law is essential to political society and to allow a will
or power above it is to abrogate it. He understands rule of law as carrying
out  the  government  or  governance  not  in  an  arbitrary  manner  but  in
accordance with the regulations and enforcement of these regulations by
the willingness of the people. A good law for Aristotle is one which is not
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affected by  desire;  it  is  exclusively  based on reason.  The law therefore
contains rational elements; it is always objective rather than subjective. It
offers by the neutrality of its procedures, the best guarantee that political
judgments will be rational, objective and fair. Once made, it does impose
restraints  and does  generally  ensure the reasonable impartiality of  due
process.  Laws  should  always  be  changed,  if  new  and  better  ones  are
available. But before the changes it is essential to understand the spirit of
the change and its elements. He puts it thus: 

Hence  we  infer  that  sometimes  and  in  certain
cases laws may be changed, but when we look at
the  matter  from  another  point  of  view,  great
caution would seem to be required for the habit of
lightly changing the laws is an evil, and when the
advantage is small, some errors both of lawgivers
and rulers had better be left; the citizen will not
gain  so  much  by  change  as  he  will  lose  by  the
habit to disobedience (Politics 1282b7-8).

Aristotle wants political power to be exercised in accordance with the law
since rule of law is one of reasons for politics and political association. Put
differently, when the supreme power in man coincides with the greatest
wisdom  and  temperance,  then  the  best  law  and  the  best  constitution
comes into being.

Prudence as a Political Paradigm
Prudence  or  practical  wisdom is  the  virtue  that  Aristotle  attributes  to
successful politics and leadership. It has to do with the capacity to bring
diverse kinds of information to bear on a decision to act. It is the ability to
govern and discipline oneself by the use of reason. A leader’s actions and
decisions, his framework for leadership shows whether he is prudent or
imprudent.  Such  framework  or  leadership  approach  determines  the
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success or failure of such a leader. For Aristotle, prudence accounts for a
leader’s superior ability to see what is good for himself and for the people.
It  enables  the  leader  to  actually  aim  at  and  secure  the  best  things
attainable to man by action.
         Prudence is the basis for Aristotle’s claim that politics is the “master
science” of the goods, of all other arts and sciences (Nicomachean Ethics
1094a26-b5; 1141b24-28). Aristotle, in his Psychology, describes the soul as
the nature of humans to live according to reason. This gives rise to his
division of the soul into components or parts: the rational part which is
the zone of intellectual virtues; and the irrational part otherwise known as
the appetitive part  is  the sphere of  moral  virtues.  Aristotle  argues that
because human nature is to live according to reason, the rational part rules
the appetitive part (Nicomachean Ethics 1097b25-1098a4). Prudence is the
intellectual virtue that engineers this rule of reason over appetitive. It is a
“superlative virtue” in the sphere of action. It offers technical knowledge
about  what  existing  political  circumstances  are  and  ethical  knowledge
about what is good for humans generally. Prudence requires foresight, the
capacity to estimate, with a sure, dependable and accurate direction for
the future. A prudent leader is conscious whether a particular action will
lead to the realization or actualization of the good or not. This means that
imprudence leads to inaccurate prediction of the consequences of action.
         A prudent politician’s or leader’s motive for any action begins with
his  general  concept  and  understanding  of  the  human good developed
through pursuing the right kind of pleasure (Nicomachean Ethics 1151a16-
17; 1141b16-21). This motive, the ultimate end of action, is drawn towards
a  specific  end  by  the  apprehension  of  actual  circumstances,  and  these
circumstances  set  conditions  to  which  one  who  would  do  good  must
conform. A prudent leader is supposed to tailor the technique of acquiring
wealth  to  the  service  of  human  good.  He  is  supposed  to  be  a  good
manager who uses public wealth to serve the good of the people.  At this
point, Aristotle’s view on prudence is a major lesson that politicians and
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leaders in Nigeria must learn especially those of them who find pleasure
in  grandiose  living  and  extravagance.  They  purchase  private  jets  and
acquire  state-of-the-art  automobiles  with  high-ranking  buildings  in  the
face  of  increasing  poverty  in  the  land;  when  the  vast  majority  of  the
populace  is  wallowing  in  penury,  abject  poverty  and  deprivation,  our
political leaders live in opulence.  According to Aristotle, a prudent leader
must limit the resources or amount of wealth generated for the common
good because prudence entails sagacity or shrewdness in the management
of affairs. Just like a prudent household manager (Politics 1256b27-29), a
prudent  politician  or  leader  knows  not  only  how  much  wealth  is
conducive to the good of the household and state but also desires only
that amount of wealth required. This means that prudence has moral and
economic components. The role of moral virtue in prudence is to make
sure that the irrational part of the soul, the will, submits to the authority
of  the  intellect  (Nicomachean  Ethics 1102b12-1103a1).  This  implies  that
intellectual  and moral  components  are  required  to  enable  prudence  to
fulfil its ruling function. It is an intellectual virtue that cannot be exercised
without moral virtue. Hence, imprudence results if the rational side does
not have an accurate knowledge of what is good or if the irrational side is
not  conditioned  by  habit  to  follow  the  rational  side’s  dictates.  The
economic  component  of  prudence  hinges  on  the  fact  that  prudence
requires skills and good judgment in the management and utilization of
resources.  A politician or leader must therefore have constant vision of
good for the people overtime and in the face of changing circumstances.
He plans and pursues a coherent project and programme of action. He
holds to the good end, believes it  and consistently pursues it overtime.
According  to  Aristotelian  standard,  a  prudent  leader  ensures  that  his
means to the end must be consistent with the general principle of good.
The means must be part and parcel of the end rather than just a technique
for  achieving  it  (Nicomachean  Ethics 1105a32-33).  A  prudent  leadership
requires  moving  the  political  environment  in  a  particular  direction:  a
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direction that elicits loyalty and support from a variety of followers. He
cannot afford to be admired rather than followed.

Again,  prudence  is  a  function  of  education and experience,  and
nature. This means that politicians and leaders need to have experienced
circumstances  that  prepare  them  to  be  prudent  in  the  position  they
occupy. They must always learn from experience. When a leader fails to
learn,  when  he  fails  to  understand  the  realities  of  his  political
environment,  when  he  fails  to  demonstrate  wisdom and experience  in
dealing with such realities, it is important for the citizenry to ask question
because one who holds ends or uses means that do not fit reality snugly
cannot  hope  to  change  circumstances  for  the  better.  Prudence  from
Aristotelian  perspective  is  the  ability  to  understand  circumstances,
understand the likely consequences of alternative courses of action, and to
make better choices for the good of the people. A prudent leader must be
able to identify the best possible good in changing circumstances

Politics as Economics
Aristotle is the first to analyze the basic economic phenomena. He believes
that the domains of politics and economics mutually influence each other
in an ongoing dynamic fashion. Politics affects economics and economics
is largely part of politics. For Aristotle, the primary meaning of economics
is  the  action  of  using  things  required  for  the  Good  life.  He  classifies
economics as a practical science that is concerned with both the household
and the polis;  it  deals  with the use of  things required for the good or
virtuous life. As a pragmatic or practical science, politics and economics
are  aimed  at  the  good,  and  thus,  fundamentally  moral.  The  fact  that
Aristotle  sees  economics  as  embedded  in  politics,  gives  rise  to  the
argument  from  different  quarters  that  the  study  of  political  economy
begins  with  him.  The  fact  is  that  the  human ideals  and  activities  are
economic in nature and because they concern individual’s satisfaction of
the basic needs and necessities of life, namely food, shelter and clothing;
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they are also political because the process of satisfying these needs within
the context of an orderly society implies taking decisions for the good and
welfare of all (Bogliolo 1977:19). Parallel to Aristotle’s view is that of Osai
when he writes:

The  interchange  of  political  decisions  and
economics  decisions  is  therefore  the  primary
focus  of  political  economy  as  politics  and
economy  stimulate  and  affect  each  other  in
numerous and immense ways; matter-of-factly,
this  relationship  produced  the  coinage  of
political economy as a discipline (2004:28).

The  position  is  that  economic  factors  do  influence  the  political
arrangements of any society, and political arrangements are necessary in
order to lay a firm and stable base for economic growth and prosperity,
and regulate economic relations and intercourse between the inhabitants
of the state. Aristotle argues that one of the justifications of the state is the
economic advantage which division of labour and exchange can confer on
the citizens of the state.
             The inclusive or relationship between politics and economics in
Aristotle’s perspective is basically understood from the point of view that
both  domains  are  concerned  with  the  satisfaction  of  the  welfare  and
wellbeing of the people. The fact is that the ultimate object and the prime
mover and initiator and organizer of all economic and political activities
and indeed of all human activities on earth is man. Aristotle sees man as
the essence and basis of both economic and political activities. Therefore,
politics  cannot  be  meaningful  and  worthwhile  or  highly  rewarding  in
isolation from economics,  nor can economics be treated and concluded
without  politics.  The  passage  from  politics  to  economics  is  possible
because of the fundamental fact that human needs fall within the realms

Critical Analysis of Aristotle’s Conception of Politics      211



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                    

of politics and economics. Hence, man is not only a homo politicus, a zoon
politikon but he is also a homo aeconomicus.
 The  word  “economy”  is  used  by  Aristotle  in  the  sense  of  the
“science of household management”. The major contribution of economics
or household management is based according to him, in the acquisition of
wealth and its relationship to the household and the political society at
large. This simply means that the art of making wealth is not different
from the art of household management.  In the Politics, Aristotle delineates
the  historical  development  of  money  from  its  initial  existence  as  a
commodity. He discusses the art of making or getting wealth, acquiring
property or money which is central to economic consideration. Aristotle
does  not  condemn  the  acquisition  of  wealth;  rather,  he  argues  that
acquisition of wealth is good provided we must not lose sight of the fact
that wealth is to pursued for the sake of living a virtuous life which is
what it means to live well, rather than for its own sake. He thinks that
wealth is necessary for maintaining the household and for providing the
opportunity to develop one’s virtue. For instance, generosity is one of the
virtues listed in the Ethics, but it is impossible to be generous unless one
has possessions to give away and one cannot give away what he does not
have.  Aristotle argues that one who places primary importance on money
and the  bodily  satisfactions  that  it  (money)  can buy is  not  engaged in
developing his virtue and has chosen a life which, however it may seem
from the outside or to the person living it, is not a life of true happiness.
 For him, wealth, property or money is good because no man can live well
or live at all, unless he is provided with the necessary things that make life
comfortable  and  worth  living.  But  the  art  of  household  management
should provide only for those things that are necessary to life and useful
to  the community,  the family and the state (Politics,  1253b 24-5).   Only
these, according to Aristotle constitute elements of true riches despite the
fact that the amount of property and wealth or money which is needed for
a good life is not unlimited. Just as Solon says, “No bound to riches has
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been fixed for man” (Politics, 1256b30-35).  Contrarily, for Aristotle, there is
a  boundary  or  limit  fixed.  That  limit  is  in  accordance  with  what  are
necessarily required or needed in the household or state. In other words,
excessive acquisition of material wealth is unacceptable and unnecessary.
This is the difference between Aristotle and the contemporary Nigerian
society  where  politicians  and  leaders  believe  that  the  pursuit  and
amassing  of  wealth  without  limit  is  not  only  acceptable  but  even
admirable. As politicians and leaders, Aristotle believes that we ought to
be more concerned with the wellbeing of the members of the society for
money making is beneath the attention of the virtuous man or ruler. 

Conclusion
Politics, no doubt, depends for its existence on concepts and institutions.
Aristotle’s  conception  of  politics  helps  us  to  explicitly  understand and
practice politics. It is more or less a blueprint for ideal conceptualization of
politics  and its  practice.  His  conception of  politics  is   comprehensively
articulated in such a way that any country that builds her political practice
in  line  with  it  would  not  have  only  achieved  the  aim  and  essence  of
politics but would surely experience high level of development. This is so
because the way politics is conceptualized has a great influence and or
betokens its practical reality. Politics in Nigeria for instance, seems to be
founded  upon  wrong  conceptual  premises  while  the  political
consciousness of most of its practitioners seems to negate ideal political
realities,  and  thus  responsible  to  why  the  country  has  politically  and
economically progressed retrogressively. The crudity of action and abuse
of power that are often associated with certain classes  of  politicians in
Nigeria  and  elsewhere  on  the  African  continent  and  beyond  is  an
aberration  rather  than  an  integral  element  of  politics.  In  politics  what
should be of utmost importance is the good of the citizens and not the
might of the state. Insofar as politics is for the good of humans, its end is
achieved.  In  order to be able  to achieve its  end,  the activity of  politics
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should  include  among  its  concerns  an  analysis  of  government,  its
structure,  limits,  policies  and  practices  to  see  if  they  are  conducive  to
human good. Any policy or practice that goes against the good of humans
must  be  discountenanced.  The  role  of  politics  is  therefore  to  organize
humans to live in harmony with one another in such a way as to facilitate
progress for the individual and the society at large. The politician who lies
and  deceives  is  an  aberration  from  the  noble  science  and  practice  of
politics. Such a one should not claim to represent politics but should be
denounced.  Aristotle  has  no  doubt  therefore  laid  a  foundation  for
subsequent fruitful conceptualization of the nature and characteristics of
politics.  It  is  for  his  range,  depth  and  profundity  that  intellectuals
throughout the world continue to pay well-deserved homage to him as
“the  master  to  those  who  know.”  He  was  a  great  pioneer  in  political
science, and no discussion of politics is ever complete without reference to
his brilliant insights and methods of analysis.
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