
 American Government Dual Credit 

 Great Books in Politics Summer Reading Assignment 2022 

 As a precondition of enrollment in the American Government Dual Credit class, prospective 

 students are asked to complete the following assignment.  The reading is taken from Aristotle’s 

 Nicomachean Ethics  , which takes the form of notes taken by Aristotle’s son, Nicomachus, who 

 recorded his father’s lectures on ethics to his students in the Lyceum.  Aristotle's  Ethics  is 

 written around the year 330 BC, as a prelude to his  Politics  , ethics being, Aristotle believed, a 

 necessary precondition to the attainment of justice in political life.  In the excerpt given below, 

 Aristotle discusses the various forms of government and how they derive from the prior and 

 elemental forms of friendship found in the family.  Here are your required tasks: 

 1.  Print and read the following text carefully. 

 2.  As you read, actively annotate each page of the text, reflecting in particular on why 

 Aristotle finds it necessary to link the forms of government to the relationships/ 

 friendships found in families, parent-child, husband-wife and brothers-sisters.  Don’t use 

 any outside sources for your annotations (except to define words), only the text itself. 

 3.  After this careful reading and annotation, type your answers to the questions given at 

 the end. You will be invited to Google Classroom for this class and the assignment will be 

 turned in though Google Classroom on the first day of class so it can be checked for 

 plagiarism.  Please do not use any outside sources to answer the questions (except to 

 define words), only the text itself.  Make sure to cite the text (direct quotes or 

 paraphrases/summaries) or any outside definitions as well using correct MLA format. 
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 Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, Book 8:10-12 

 Source: H. Rackham , ed. From the Perseus Catalog at Tufts University: 

 http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus:text:1999.01.0054 

 10.  Now there are three forms of constitution, and also an equal number of perversions or 

 corruptions of those forms. The constitutions are Kingship, Aristocracy, and thirdly, a 

 constitution based on a property classification, which it seems appropriate to describe as 

 timocratic, although most people are accustomed to speak of it merely as a constitutional 

 government or Republic. 

 [2] The best of these constitutions is Kingship, and the worst Timocracy. The perversion of 

 Kingship is Tyranny. Both are monarchies, but there is a very wide difference between them: a 

 tyrant studies his own advantage, a king that of his subjects. For a monarch is not a king if he 

 does not possess independent resources, and is not better supplied with goods of every kind 

 than his subjects; but a ruler so situated lacks nothing, and therefore will not study his own 

 interests but those of his subjects. （A king who is not independent of his subjects will be 

 merely a sort of titular king.） Tyranny is the exact opposite in this respect, for the tyrant 

 pursues his own good. The inferiority of Tyranny among the perversions is more evident than 

 that of Timocracy among the constitutions, for the opposite of the best must be the worst. 

 [3] When a change of constitution takes place, Kingship passes into Tyranny, because Tyranny is 

 the bad form of monarchy, so that a bad king becomes a tyrant. Aristocracy passes into 

 Oligarchy owing to badness in the rulers, who do not distribute what the State has to offer 

 according to desert, but give all or most of its benefits to themselves, and always assign the 

 offices to the same persons, because they set supreme value upon riches; thus power is in the 

 hands of a few bad men, instead of being in the hands of the best men. Timocracy passes into 

 Democracy, there being an affinity between them, inasmuch as the ideal of Timocracy also is 

 government by the mass of the citizens, and within the property qualification all are equal. 
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 Democracy is the least bad of the perversions, for it is only a very small deviation from the 

 constitutional form of government. These are the commonest ways in which revolutions occur 

 in states, since they involve the smallest change, and come about most easily. 

 [4] One may find likenesses and so to speak models of these various forms of constitution in the 

 household. The relationship of father to sons is regal in type, since a father's first care is for his 

 children's welfare. This is why Homer styles Zeus ‘father,’ for the ideal of kingship is paternal 

 government. Among the Persians paternal rule is tyrannical, for the Persians use their sons as 

 slaves. The relation of master to slaves is also tyrannic, since in it the master's interest is aimed 

 at. The autocracy of a master appears to be right, that of the Persian father wrong; for different 

 subjects should be under different forms of rule. 

 [5] The relation of husband to wife seems to be in the nature of an aristocracy: the husband 

 rules in virtue of fitness, and in matters that belong to a man's sphere; matters suited to a 

 woman he hands over to his wife. When the husband controls everything, he transforms the 

 relationship into an oligarchy, for he governs in violation of fitness, and not in virtue of 

 superiority. And sometimes when the wife is an heiress it is she who rules. In these cases then 

 authority goes not by virtue but by wealth and power, as in an oligarchy. 

 [6] The relation between brothers constitutes a sort of timocracy; they are equals, save in so far 

 as they differ in age; hence, if the divergence in age be great, the friendship between them 

 cannot be of the fraternal type. Democracy appears most fully in households without a master, 

 for in them all the members are equal; but it also prevails where the ruler of the house is weak, 

 and everyone is allowed to do what he likes. 

 11.  Under each of these forms of government we find friendship existing between ruler and 

 ruled, to the same extent as justice. The friendship of a king for his subjects is one of superiority 

 in beneficence; for a king does good to his subjects, inasmuch as being good he studies to 

 3 



 promote their welfare, as a shepherd studies the welfare of his sheep; hence Homer called 

 Agamemnon ‘shepherd of the people.’ 

 [2] The friendship of a father for his child is of the same kind （only here the benefits bestowed 

 are greater, for the father is the source of the child's existence, which seems to be the greatest 

 of all boons, and of its nurture and education; and we also ascribe the same benefits to our 

 forefathers）. For it is as natural for a father to rule his children, and forefathers those 

 descended from them, as for a king to rule his subjects. 

 [3] These friendships then involve a superiority of benefits on one side, which is why parents 

 receive honor as well as service. The claims of justice also, therefore, in these relations are not 

 the same on both sides, but proportionate to desert, as is the affection bestowed. 

 [4] The friendship between husband and wife again is the same as that which prevails between 

 rulers and subjects in an aristocracy; for it is in proportion to excellence, and the better party 

 receives the larger share [of good], whilst each party receives what is appropriate to each; and 

 the same is true of the claims of justice on either side. 

 [5] Friendship between brothers is like that between members of a comradeship: the two 

 parties are equal in station and age, and this usually implies identity of feelings and of character. 

 The counterpart of fraternal friendship is that which exists under the timocratic form of 

 constitution; since the ideal of Timocracy is that all citizens shall be equal and shall be good, so 

 that they all rule in turn, and all have an equal share of power; and therefore the friendship 

 between them is also one of equality. 

 [6] Under the perverted forms of constitution friendship like justice can have but little scope, 

 and least of all in the worst: there is little or no friendship between ruler and subjects in a 

 tyranny. For where there is nothing in common between ruler and ruled, there can be no 

 friendship between them either, any more than there can be justice. It is like the relation 
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 between a craftsman and his tool, or between the soul and the body [or between master and 

 slave]: all these instruments it is true are benefited by the persons who use them, but there can 

 be no friendship, nor justice, towards inanimate things; indeed not even towards a horse or an 

 ox, nor yet towards a slave as slave. For master and slave have nothing in common: a slave is a 

 living tool, just as a tool is an inanimate slave. 

 [7] Therefore there can be no friendship with a slave as slave, though there can be as human 

 being: for there seems to be some room for justice in the relations of every human being with 

 every other that is capable of participating in law and contract, and hence friendship also is 

 possible with everyone so far as he is a human being. 

 [8] Hence even in tyrannies there is but little scope for friendship and justice between ruler and 

 subjects; but there is most room for them in democracies, where the citizens being equal have 

 many things in common. 

 12.  All friendship, as we have said, involves community; but the friendship between relatives 

 and between members of a comradeship may be set apart as being less in the nature of 

 partnerships than are the friendships between fellow-citizens, fellow-tribesmen, shipmates, and 

 the like; since these seem to be founded as it were on a definite compact. With the latter 

 friendships may be classed family ties of hospitality between foreigners. 

 [2] Friendship between relatives itself seems to include a variety of species, but all appear to 

 derive from the affection of parent for child. For parents love their children as part of 

 themselves, whereas children love their parents as the source of their being. Also parents know 

 their offspring with more certainty than children know their parentage; and progenitor is more 

 attached to progeny than progeny to progenitor, since that which springs from a thing belongs 

 to the thing from which it springs—for instance, a tooth or hair or what not to its 

 owner—whereas the thing it springs from does not belong to it at all, or only in a less degree. 

 The affection of the parent exceeds that of the child in duration also; parents love their children 
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 as soon as they are born, children their parents only when time has elapsed and they have 

 acquired understanding or at least perception. 

 [3] These considerations also explain why parental affection is stronger in the mother. Parents 

 then love their children as themselves（one's offspring being as it were another self—other 

 because separate); children love their parents as the source of their being; brothers love each 

 other as being from the same source, since the identity of their relations to that source 

 identifies them with one another, which is why we speak of ‘being of the same blood’ or ‘of the 

 same stock’ or the like; brothers are therefore in a manner the same being, though embodied in 

 separate persons. 

 [4] But friendship between brothers is also greatly fostered by their common upbringing and 

 similarity of age; ‘two of an age agree, and ‘familiarity breeds fellowship,’ which is why the 

 friendship between brothers resembles that between members of a comradeship. Cousins and 

 other relatives derive their attachment from the fraternal relationship, since it is due to their 

 descent from the same ancestor; and their sense of attachment is greater or less, according as 

 the common ancestor is nearer or more remote. 

 [5] The affection of children for their parents, like that of men for the gods, is the affection for 

 what is good, and superior to oneself; for their parents have bestowed on them the greatest 

 benefits in being the cause of their existence and rearing, and later of their education. 

 [6] Also the friendship between parents and children affords a greater degree both of pleasure 

 and of utility than that between persons unrelated to each other, inasmuch as they have more 

 in common in their lives. Friendship between brothers has the same characteristics as that 

 between members of a comradeship, and has them in a greater degree, provided they are 

 virtuous, or resemble one another in any way; inasmuch as brothers belong more closely to 

 each other, and have loved each other from birth, and inasmuch as children of the same 
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 parents, who have been brought up together and educated alike, are more alike in character; 

 also with brothers the test of time has been longest and most reliable. 

 [7] The degrees of friendship between other relatives vary correspondingly. The friendship 

 between husband and wife appears to be a natural instinct; since man is by nature a pairing 

 creature even more than he is a political creature, inasmuch as the family is an earlier and more 

 fundamental institution than the State, and the procreation of offspring a more general 

 characteristic of the animal creation. So whereas with the other animals the association of the 

 sexes aims only at continuing the species, human beings cohabit not only for the sake of 

 begetting children but also to provide the needs of life; for with the human race division of 

 labor begins at the outset, and man and woman have different functions; thus they supply each 

 other's wants, putting their special capacities into the common stock. Hence the friendship of 

 man and wife seems to be one of utility and pleasure combined. But it may also be based on 

 virtue, if the partners be of high moral character; for either sex has its special virtue, and this 

 may be the ground of attraction. Children, too, seem to be a bond of union, and therefore 

 childless marriages are more easily dissolved; for children are a good possessed by both parents 

 in common, and common property holds people together. 

 [8] The question what rules of conduct should govern the relations between husband and wife, 

 and generally between friend and friend, seems to be ultimately a question of justice. There are 

 different claims of justice between friends and strangers, between members of a comradeship 

 and schoolfellows. 
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 Questions 

 Please answer the questions listed below in complete sentences and/or paragraphs (noting 

 word length where indicated).  You may use external sources to find definitions for terms only. 

 If so, provide correct MLA parenthetical citations for those sources, and do a correct MLA Works 

 Cited for those outside sources as well.  Also make sure to provide correct MLA parenthetical 

 citations for any references to the text (both direct quotations or paraphrases/summaries); no 

 need to include a Works Cited just for the text or to include the text in a Works Cited with any 

 outside resources.  However, I am really only looking for  your  assessment,  not  outside source 

 commentaries. The idea here is to interpret Aristotle’s ideas as found in the above excerpt and 

 evaluate his arguments.  That’s what college level work requires! 

 1.  According to Aristotle, what are the three forms of a good/just constitution? 

 2.  What are the three perversions of the good forms? 

 3.  What is it that makes good constitutions good and perverted ones bad? (50 word 

 minimum) 

 4.  Why do you think Aristotle makes the comparison of good governmental constitutions to 

 the relations that exist in the family?  Where does he think the good form of a monarchy 

 comes from in the family?  What family relationship does say Aristocracy originates in? 

 What family relationship does republican/timocratic/democratic government originate 

 in? Evaluate Aristotle’s argument here?  Does it make sense to you?  Why or why not? 

 (200 word minimum) 

 5.  Aristotle says that “friendship between husband and wife appears to be a natural 

 instinct; since man is by nature a pairing creature even more than he is a political 

 creature, inasmuch as the family is an earlier and more fundamental institution than the 
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 State.”  What do you think he means by this, especially in saying the love of spouses is a 

 natural instinct, even greater and more basic than our natural instinct to form political 

 communities?  (150 word minimum) 

 6.  What does love and friendship have to do with political communities?  What should be 

 the appropriate relationship between families or households (oikos, in the Greek) to the 

 state (polis, in the Greek)?  Do you think Aristotle’s discussion about this is still relevant 

 today?  In other words, what does this have to do with modern American government 

 and what form of government do we have in this country according to Aristotle’s 

 classification scheme?  (200 word minimum) 
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