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trained statesmen should guide the ship of state. The 
Greek word demokratia often gets translated as “rule by 
the people” with no mention about who these people are. 
In Plato and Aristotle’s time, demos referred primarily to 
the “common people”—those people with little or no 
economic independence who were politically unedu-
cated (Hanson 1989, 71). Ultimately, Plato thought that 
democracy would not be rule by the people but instead would be rule by the poor and 
uneducated against the rich and educated. In addition, he believed that the uneducated mass 
would be open to demagoguery, leading to short-lived democracies in which the people 
quickly surrender power to a tyrant (Baradat 2006, 63).

Aristotle ([350 BCE] 1996) disagreed with Plato to the extent that he believed that there 
were some conditions under which the will of the many could be equal to or wiser than the 
will of the few (1281b). This is not to say, however, that he thought highly of democracy. In 
his Politics, Aristotle ([350 BCE] 1996) classified regimes in regard to the number of rulers 
that they had, stating that government “must be in the hands of one, or of a few, or of the 
many” (1279a.27–28). His classification is shown in Table 5.1. He believed that regimes come 
in good and bad forms. In good forms of regime the rulers govern for the good of all, 
whereas in bad forms they govern only for the good of themselves (Aristotle [350 BCE] 1996, 
1279a.17–21). The good forms of regime were monarchy, aristocracy, and politeia; the bad 
forms were tyranny, oligarchy, and democracy (Aristotle [350 BCE] 1996, 1279b.4–10).

The concern for Aristotle was that each of the good forms of regime could be corrupted 
in that the common good could be replaced by the good of the rulers. For example, a cor-
rupted monarchy would become a tyranny, a corrupted aristocracy would become an oli-
garchy, and a corrupted politeia would become a democracy. Aristotle argues that we should 
choose the type of regime that had the least dangerous corrupt form. For Aristotle, this was 
aristocracy. Like Plato, Aristotle believed that democracy would be the most dangerous 
form of regime because it is characterized by class rule, in which poor and uneducated 
citizens govern for themselves rather than the commonweal. Some of the same fears about 
democracy—that it would result in class warfare, attempts by the poor to expropriate the 
rich, and so forth—were just as strong in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, when 
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		  Good form	 Bad form
Number of rulers	 “For the Good of All”	 “For the Good of the Rulers”

	 One	 Monarchy	 Tyranny

	 Few	 Aristocracy	 Oligarchy

	 Many	 Politeia	 Democracy

Aristotle’s Classification of RegimesTable  5.1


