Aristotle's Regime of the Americans

Introduction

The discovery of ancient texts once thought to have been irretrievably lost is a
rare event. But it does happen. The discovery a few years ago of the works of
Posidippus is a case in point. As far as the texts of Aristotle are concerned, the
most dramatic event in modern times was the discovery, in the 19" Century,
of his Athenaion Politeia or Regime of the Athenians. Not less dramatic is the
text that follows and that I offer here for the first time both in the original
Greek and in accompanying English translation. How the text came into my
hands is a complex story that would take too long to explain, so let me just say
that it involves a shadowy Hittite book dealer near ancient Scepsis in the
Troad. The text’s title of Amerikanon Politeia, taken from the opening words,
1s Aristotelian enough and, as will immediately appear, so is much of its
content. Indeed several sentences and paragraphs can easily be paralleled in
Aristotle’s Politics. This gives us, accordingly, some reason to regard the text
as his or at least as preserving genuinely Aristotelian thought.

What will give us pause, of course, is the seeming anachronism of the
subject matter. The regime of the Americans seems an unlikely, nay, an
impossible topic for Aristotle to have written about. Did he not die millennia
before the regime came into existence? This question, however, betrays an
anachronism of its own. According to Aristotle himself, as we learn from texts
undoubtedly his, the world is eternal and experiences periodic cataclysms
during which human civilization is reduced to primitive savagery whence it
slowly rises, recovering all that was previously lost, until the next cataclysm
destroys everything again. Consequently the regime of the Americans, or
something like it, has already existed many times in the past. Our current
views about the age and origin of the cosmos are not as definite or as complete
as altogether to rule out Aristotle’s speculations. If so, there is no compelling
reason to deny that he could have come to learn about an American-style
regime from ancient tales or records. There is also, therefore, no compelling
reason to deny that he could have described and assessed that regime in the
same way as he did the regimes of the Athenians and Spartans. At all events,
one should judge the text that follows, not by its anachronism (for it has none),
but by its content. And that content seems Aristotelian enough. To aid the
understanding of the content, therefore, I have divided the text into numbered
paragraphs and also marked, in the translation, where the author passes from
description to criticism.
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Description of the Regime

1. The regime of the Americans,
which they have in almost all their
cities and in their alliance with each
other, is divided into three kinds of
office in particular, most of which
are elected by the populace though
the most important ones among the
third kind are appointed by the
other offices. The three offices I
mean are the monarchy, the senate
and assembly, and the courts third.
For though the Americans
overthrew the monarch of their
mother country, whom they
accused of tyranny and fought a
war against, yet they have an
especial love for the office of
monarch and have established
powerful offices everywhere that
are held by one man and are
possessed of control over many
matters of common concern. These
monarchs they call presidents or
governors or mayors. Moreover
they allow them to hold office for
many years and they elect the same
men to the same office many times,
though in some cases they do not
allow the same man to hold the
same office more than once or
twice. In addition they put such
monarchs in control of appointing
many other offices where the
populace are given no power to do
any electing at all.

2. After the monarchy they have
the office of senate and assembly,
which they have set up as hostile
rivals to the monarchs as well as to
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each other. For the Americans are
very jealous of their monarchs and
of all those who hold office and do
not trust them as being good men,
for even though they give them
great power they want them always
to be checked in their will by others.
The senates and assemblies are
elected by all the citizens, which is
democratic and which is why the
American regime is called a
democracy. But they give these
offices rather long terms, up to two
or four or even six years, and they
elect the same people to the same
office many times over, which is
extremely oligarchic. In addition
they do not elect from among
everyone but only from among
certain overly rich clubs or political
parties, as they are called, and in
order to get elected these clubs
engage in demagoguery and
competing for votes, which involve
great expense.

3. Now these election campaigns,
as the Americans call such
competing for votes, also last many
months and even a whole year, in
which the political clubs engage in
factional fighting with each other.
Their monarchs are chosen in the
same factional way. But the
populace are not displeased at this
sort of oligarchy both because it is
open to them to join the political
clubs and to occupy high office
themselves, and most of all because
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it is they who elect the offices. For
thus they are arbiters of the factions
between the clubs and master of
these clubs’ political fortunes.
Hence it is that the populace are
always being flattered by the rich
and powerful in their pursuit of
votes to win office.

4. The remaining of the three
offices to speak about is the
judiciary, over which they also set
up another monarch, whom they
call judge or justice, though
sometimes they set up several
monarchs in the same court. But
they do not allow them, despite
their power, to have total control.
For they also require the populace
to take part in the courts, not all in a
mass but according to a selection
by turns from the citizen rolls. Thus
the populace are involved in the
deciding of almost all court cases
and especially of the most
important ones (I mean those
concerning life and death, fines,
and anything to do with the regime),
save that they are only allowed to
decide the question of guilt, while
the matter of punishment as well as
the interpreting of the law they
leave to the monarchs alone. And
about these monarchs, they are for
the most part not elected by the
populace, or only a few with small
powers are, but they are appointed
instead by the other offices, by the
monarchs and the senators.
Furthermore they retain control
throughout life, unless they commit
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some serious wrong, in which case
those who appointed them can try
them and remove them.

5. These then are the chief offices
in the regime of the Americans,
which, as we said, they call a
democracy. That it has nevertheless
many oligarchic features, with
some of these deviating to extreme
oligarchy, is clear. But they think
this to be a noble thing and even a
way of preserving the democracy.
For the regime is democratic in two
ways in particular, in the electing of
the monarchs and senates and
assemblies by all the populace, and
also in their way of life. For pretty
well every American lives as he
likes or, as Euripides says, “with a
view to what he craves.” So, since
living as they like requires
abundance of resources, they spend
their lives in getting money, and
they especially admire those who
have been successful in business
and have invented new devices for
everywhere acquiring wealth. As
even one of their monarchs once
said, “the business of America is
business.”

6. So great indeed is their love of
making money that they both put
political office up for sale (for no
one can get elected to office who
does not have much money himself,
or rich friends, or belongs to one of
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the political clubs), and use it as a
source of income. For all
office-holders receive wages for
being in office, and holding office
enables them to make money in
many ways, as especially in
receiving gifts from those of the
rich who want political favors to be
handed out to them. Further these
office-holders have control of large
public funds from taxes which they
guard and hand out to their friends
and followers among the populace.
The result is that everything is in
perpetual flux, monetarily speaking,
both up and down: private funds
coming from friends and populace
to the office-holders and public
funds going from office-holders to
friends and populace.

7. But the Americans do not, like
the Spartans, hoard their money in
secret; rather they think money is
for enjoyment in being spent
openly. So they are in love with
shopping and one cannot find a
single household in the whole land
which is not full of useful and
expensive things. For in fact they
exceed all other nations in their
possessions as well as in
discovering inventive ways of
making and selling and buying a
multitude of things both useful and
pleasant. For even the poor adopt
the same pursuit and are, through
many forms of business, forever
becoming well off just as some of
the rich through chance or riotous
living are forever becoming needy.
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For this, they say, is how they all
are equal, that all may make money
and hold high office if they want to
and if they work hard, but the
opposite if they do not.

8. Many of the nations lying round
about agree with the Americans in
this and want to have the same as
the Americans have, so that one
may say that the Americans have
become the most envied and most
imitated people of all on earth. The
land of the Americans seems, in
fact, to be naturally fitted and nobly
situated for world empire, since it
lies opposite the two continents of
Europe and Asia where all nations,
pretty much, are settled. But it is
more through their practice and
love of business than through arms
and wars that the Americans have
won empire over the earth. For they
travel to all nations to do business
and to engage in trade, binding
these nations to themselves by
self-interest on both sides.
Moreover, as we said, all others
envy the Americans for their
wealth and their possessions and
wish to be like them. So these
others imitate them by also putting
their energies into business and by
adopting the practice of elections
and oligarchic clubs, for all think,
and the Americans themselves say,
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that great success in business is not
possible without such a way of
arranging the regime.

Criticism of the Regime

9. The first thing one might
criticize in the regime of the
Americans is this supposition they
have that the regime should be
arranged for business. For, as we
say, business is only a part of the
city and of household-management
and is an instrument for doing the
work of the city and household and
1s not itself that work. This work i1s
virtue and not the making of money.
Of course it 1s useful for political
rulers to know about these things,
for many cities have need of
business practices and suchlike
revenues, just as households do,
only more so. Hence some
politicians even focus all their
political activity on these matters
alone, and among the Americans
most of all. Yet it is absurd to
suppose that people come together
in political communities for life
alone and not rather for good life.
But what is meant by the good life
and how the regime should be best
arranged to secure it we will
discuss later.

10. The matter of the offices is the
next thing one might criticize, and
first concerning the division the
Americans make of all their offices
into the three of the monarchy, the
senate and assembly, and third the
judiciary. They divide up these
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offices from each other, calling this
the “separation of powers,” and say
that the same persons should not
hold more than one of these offices
at the same time, which is a fine
thing, for one man completes one
work best, and bringing that about
is what the legislator should look to
and not bid the same man both to
play the pipes and be a shoemaker.
Accordingly it is more political and
more popular if more take part in
office since it 1s more communal
like this and the same things get
completed in a nobler and quicker
way. This is clear in armies and
navies, for in both of these
everyone, so to say, is involved in
ruling and being ruled. But while
this practice must be deemed noble,
the way the Americans do it must
not be. For they allow persons from
the same part or class in the city to
occupy all these offices at the same
time, so that one part alone in the
city is always ruling while the other
parts never do. By a part in the city
we mean the rich as one part and
the poor as another, and also the
virtuous as yet another; and we say
that there is a different regime in
each case, as that there is oligarchy
if the rich are in control, democracy
if the poor are, aristocracy or polity
if the virtuous are.

11. Now it is a base thing that in
the regime of the American they
allow the rich and those from the
political clubs to occupy all the
offices at once. But it is baser still
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to allow people from one and the
same political club to occupy them
all at once (as does happen if one
club is more influential than the
rest). For these are both deviations
toward oligarchy, and the latter
especially so. The separation of
powers, in fact, must be deemed an
oligarchic sophistry of the rich
wanting to keep the regime to
themselves. For while they impress
upon the populace that this
separation of powers is needed to
prevent any office-holder
becoming too powerful and setting
up a tyranny, they hide the fact that
all these offices are together in the
hands of themselves and their
friends. A remedy for this would be
to divide the offices, not only from
each other, but also among the
different parts in the city, so that
those who are not rich nor members
of the clubs also take part in them.
For the Americans already adopt
this arrangement in their courts
where they require the populace
always to take part. They should do
the same in the other offices as well,
as for instance in their monarchies,
since these could be occupied by
many together ruling jointly instead
of by one man. For where all are
similar and equal, justice requires,
not that some always rule and
others never, but that all take turns
in ruling and being ruled. As things
stand now, however, the offices are
all in the control of the rich and the
poor are excluded.
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12. Another complaint one might
raise about the separation of
powers is that the legislator
designed it to be a cause of faction.
For from this it is clear that he does
not think he can make the rulers
into gentlemen. Instead he thinks it
safety for the regime if they are
engaged in factional disputes with
each other, for he has set up the
three offices as rivals. Moreover,
the habit of the powerful, whether
1n or out of office, is to create rival
followings among the populace and
their friends, to set up monarchies,
to form factions and fight against
each other. Yet what is the
difference between such behavior
and the city periodically ceasing to
exist and the political community
being destroyed? A city in this
condition is in great danger because
those who have the desire to attack
it will also be able to. But the
regime of the Americans is saved
by their great numbers, as even one
of their monarchs said, for thus it is
that there are always many factions
among them and no club can
always win over the whole
populace together to its side but
they must all make compromises
and form deals and alliances with
each other. America is also saved
by its position because its distance
has acted to keep foreigners out and
to deter most who would invade.
13. Now, that the same individuals
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can occupy the same office for
many years (because the terms
themselves are rather long and the
same individual can be re-elected
many times in succession) is a base
thing, since it makes the regime
oligarchic, as was said earlier. But
it also increases crime. For criminal
activity is not as easy for those who
rule a short time as it is for those
who rule a long time. At any rate,
as regards many matters of
common concern those in office
have been conspicuous in taking
bribes and showing favoritism to
friends and followers. Serving for
long periods is a greater privilege
than they deserve and their
exercising rule in many respects by
their own discretion and not by
written rules is not safe. It is
particularly dangerous that they
should be able to appoint other and
powerful offices as they wish. For
they do not do this on the basis of
virtue or worth in those they
appoint but on the basis of
friendship, since they hand over
these offices as a prize of victory to
their companions in the political
clubs and in repayment for the
money or help these companions
gave them for their election
campaign. Many ambassadors and
judges, at any rate, are appointed in
this way. It would be better if all
such things took place according to
law and not human wish which is
no safe standard.

14. It would also be better for the
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offices not to go unaudited. Now
they are, however. They should,
then, be subjected to regular audits
according to law and in the
presence of all the populace. So let
this be done at the term of any
office and before anyone takes up
office. And to ensure there is no
theft of common funds let the
handing over of monies be done in
the presence of all the citizens, and
to ensure that rule brings no profit
legislation has to have been passed
giving honors to those of good
repute. For it is of advantage to be
kept always responsible to others
and not to be able to do whatever
one thinks good. The license or
right to do whatever one wishes is
incapable of providing defense
against the base element in each
man.

15. A very necessary thing in the
regime of the Americans is that
anyone who is going to rule must
be well off. For no one can gain
office if he does not have leisure
and can bestow favors on the
populace while soliciting their
votes. But, if one is to rule well,
being well off is not enough. An
excess of means is even an
impediment to good rule. For
whatever is exceedingly beautiful
or strong or well-born or wealthy
finds it hard to follow reason. Such
as these grow rather insolent and
wicked in great matters. In addition
those who are surrounded by an
excess of good fortune (strength,
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wealth, friends, and other things of
the sort) neither wish nor know
how to be ruled, and this is
something that begins immediately
at home when they are still children.
For, because of the luxury they live
in, being ruled is not something
they get used to, even at school. So
they only know how to rule like
masters over inferiors and not to
rule and be ruled in turn like equals.
What is most needed by those who
are to rule, especially in the greatest
offices, is political virtue. Hence
one of the most important matters
right from the beginning is to see to
it that the best are able to be at
leisure and can avoid doing
anything unseemly not only when
in office but also when out of it. For
even if the need for leisure when it
comes to office requires one to pay
attention also to prosperity, still it is
a base thing to put the greatest
offices, president and governor, up
for sale. This law makes wealth
rather than virtue to be the object of
honor, that is, it makes the whole
city to be in love with money. For
the opinion that those in control
have about what is honorable will
inevitably be followed in the
thinking of the other citizens as
well, and a regime in which virtue
is not held in highest honor cannot
be ruled nobly. One can reasonably
expect that those who buy office
will get accustomed to making a
profit out of it, since it is by having
spent money that they are in office.
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For if someone respectable but
poor is going to want to make a
profit, it would be strange if a baser
man, already out of pocket, is not
going to. That is why those should
rule who have the ability to do it
best. But as it is, these monarchs
and other offices, being set in
control of important matters, cause
much damage when they are not
virtuous but of a low sort, which is
what they have already done in the
regime of the Americans.

16. In addition, while one might
say that the senates and assemblies,
as well as the judgeships and
monarchs, would be of advantage
to the Americans if their members
were decent men and adequately
educated in manly goodness, yet
even so, allowing them to have
control over the greatest matters
throughout life (if the same
individuals happen to keep getting
re-elected) is a debatable practice.
There is an old age of thought as
well as of the body.

17. The way the offices are elected
1s also in a base condition, for
election campaigns make the thing
oligarchic. At any rate only those
who are conspicuous and stand out
from the crowd in some way are
able to win many votes, and this is
easy for the rich and notables but
hard or even, by Zeus, impossible
for the needy. It would be better
therefore if the Americans also
used the device of the lot and not
just that of election. A noble thing
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is to imitate what the Tarentines do,
for they have made all their offices
double, one set is elected and the
other chosen by lot, so that by
means of the latter the populace get
a share and by means of the former
the government is carried on in a
better way. But it is possible also to
do this by dividing up the selfsame
office and having some of the
members elected and others chosen
by lot. In this way the poor and the
men of quality lacking means can
also rule.

18. Moreover, their councils,
which they call committees, are not
in a noble condition and in
particular as regards the chairman
of them. For, on the one hand, these
councils do the advance
deliberating about what proposals
are to be brought or not brought
before the senate and assembly,
which is a very important job;
while, on the other hand, the
chairman lords it over them in the
American fashion as a monarch. So
it is base for this chairman and the
council members to be chosen
according to power and seniority, |
mean according to how many
friends someone has in the senate
or assembly and to how long he has
remained in office. For in this way
these councils, which are very
powerful and already form a sort of
oligarchy within the oligarchy,
become more oligarchic still and
the result is that, first, an extremely
small number of people get control
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and dominate all the rest in the
senate and assembly and, second,
one man gets to dominate over
them. A cure for this would be
either to have no such councils or,
if they are needed, to have them but
not to make them so powerful nor
to have their members and the
chairman elected. Let them rather
be chosen from all by lot and not
from the few who excel in power
and seniority.

19. Oligarchic too is that everyone
1s allowed to vote but not everyone
1s required to do so, whence it
results that while most of the rich
and of those in the clubs vote few
of the populace do. For what is the
difference between being able to
vote but not voting and not being
able to vote? The same result
follows. Accordingly it would be
better to compel the populace to
vote by law or even to pay them to
do so. But this does not please the
Americans, not even the populace,
since they say compulsion is
contrary to their freedom to live as
they like—as if, I suppose, they
were slaves when they choose their
rulers and free when they do not.
However, one ought not to think it
slavery but safety to live according
to the regime.

20. Moreover, it is not right that
anyone who is going to be judged
worthy of office should himself
have to ask for it. Yet this practice
is held in high repute among the
Americans. They compel those
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who want to rule first to get the
support of some political club and
then go out soliciting the populace
for their votes. But if a man is
worthy of office he should rule
whether he wants to or not. No one
would ask to rule who was not in
love with honor. Yet men commit
most voluntary wrongs more or less
from love of honor and money.

21. The Americans also have
double electing. For the political
clubs first have a primary election
in which each chooses its candidate,
and then afterwards the crowd
elects from among these candidates
which one will hold office. But it is
dangerous to elect from those
already elected. For those who elect
the candidates for the clubs are
mainly or even only those who
belong to the clubs, and thus a few
elect the candidates. In this way,
indeed, the offices can be set up by
a few people from a few people.
For if one club somewhere has
more influence among the populace
(which happens often enough
because the clubs have control over
the division of the populace into
their voting tribes), its candidate
must always win and come to hold
office. And if the clubs are all equal,
nevertheless the populace must
elect from those already elected.
The result is that if even a few are
willing to band together those
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elected to office will always be the
ones they want.

22. Above all one might blame the
demagoguery in the regime of the
Americans. All those eager for
office must become demagogues to
the crowd, as the regime guardians
used to do 1n Larissa, because it 1s
the crowd that elects them. The
same is true of all regimes where
those who provide the rulers are not
those who elect to office but the
offices are filled from high
property qualifications or from
political clubs, and those possessed
of moderate wealth or the populace
do the electing. This used to happen
in Abydos and happens now
especially in America.

23. The double electing also
increases the demagoguery,
because those who want to be in
office must solicit the populace
twice. At any rate they must go out
and about summoning the populace
and telling them who they are and
which club they belong to and what
they will do for them if they are
elected. So they must all fight each
other for the favor of the populace.
They compete, therefore, in
multiplying promises to the
populace. In addition they blame
and accuse each other, whether
truthfully or not, and this is both
base in itself (for what decent man
could willingly do such things?)
and harmful to the regime.

24. They also solicit the rich for
money to cover the costs they incur
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in advertising their opinions
everywhere and in turning the
populace away from others towards
themselves. They then in addition
make promises to these rich of
what they will do for them when
they possess office. The result is
that the regime falls into the hands
of those who must buy their office
by first selling it, and how can such
persons be fit to rule? Even if some
already have an excess of wealth of
their own and can buy office
without first selling it (for there are
certain people who can do this),
how is that better? For it is
oligarchy all the same and so much
the worse an oligarchy the fewer
and wealthier the office-holders.
The graspings of the rich, at any
rate, do more to ruin the regime
than those of the populace.

25. But though the regime is
oligarchic, they have, as we said, a
very good way of escaping the
consequences by the populace
always being able to get rich. For
not only do the Americans pursue
wealth and encourage others to do
the same (so that the multitude are
given a share in the regime), but
they also allow anyone at all to join
the political clubs and even, if he
wants to and has the ability, to
become a candidate for office. In
addition they have a great love of
forming associations with each
other, some for this reason and
others for that (as for example their
opinions in religion or economics
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or politics or the like), and of
setting up clubs to further their
common good, which they term a
“special interest”. Even the poor
can do this, and the poor, when
united, may sometimes be richer
and more powerful than a few who
are well off. Hence it comes about,
indeed, that the poor can compete
as rich against rich and turn the
oligarchic elements in the regime in
some way to their own advantage.
26. Accordingly, although the
regime is very oligarchic, yet the
oligarchy is not narrow but people
are forever entering it or leaving it.
So no one is upset to be excluded
for everyone knows he can share in
1t if he wishes, and accumulate
wealth for this purpose too. For, as
they say at any rate, everyone
should have the right to become
rich and hold office and not just
those who are already rich or come
from certain clans or families. In
this way they effect a cure and give
stability to the regime. But that
America is a rich land and nobly
adapted to business and trade is the
work of chance, whereas the
legislator should be the one
responsible for making the many
free of faction. As it is, if some
misfortune happens and the
multitude of the ruled revolt, there
1s no cure in the laws for restoring
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calm.

27. Let so much then be said about
the regime of the Americans. For
these are the things that one might
most of all criticize.



