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By Donald M. Gooch


The actual differences between a normative (ought) vs. an empirical (is) argument is often a fuzzy line and fraught with problematic interpretations.  The normative point often reaches into the empirical world to ground its perceptions, and empirical observations can often be colored by normative predispositions.  However, in terms of conceptualization, the two are distinct.  The argument presented here (and I leave it to the reader to determine whether this argument is normative or empirical) is that, while Aristotle’s The Politics is steeped in detailed empirical observation, description, and explanation, a specific normative framework based around the nature of the politiea, the importance of koinonia in the polis, and nomos in the governing of the city-state.  


In many respects, Aristotle’s The Politics is an empirical work that involved observation, categorical description, and explanation.   In Books IV through VI Aristotle goes to painstaking lengths to describe the different varieties of democracy and oligarchy.

“…there are also differences among the notables—differences based on their wealth…which is the reason why cities whose strength lay in cavalry were in former times the homes of oligarchies.  These oligarchies used their cavalry in wars with adjoining cities:  we may cite the examples of Eretria and Chalcis and of Magnesia on the Maenader and many other cities in Asia Minor.”

Here we see not only the powerful explanations of empirical facts (why cavalry based military might led to oligarchies), but also the contextual examples of real-life illustrations of the causal link he makes between the two concepts.  The concept of oligarchy itself is an empirically based distinction between other ‘varieties’ of governance that have empirically observable distinctions. 

“A constitution is an arrangement in regard to the offices of the city.  By this arrangement the citizen body distributes office, either on the basis of the power of those who participate in it, or on the basis of some sort of general equality.”

And here we see Aristotle’s powerful talent for categorical conceptualization in creating a definition of the constitution and how it relates to governance.  Indeed, The Politics is an amazing work of descriptive and explanative empirical work that would stand up well against much of the quantitative and qualitative research done to this day.

However, it is just as evident that Aristotle’s normative framework informs his interpretation and thus explanation for the empirical realities of the polis, and thus the prescriptive nature of much of the argument in his work.  Indeed, in his argument regarding the inherent tension in the koinonia between the ‘rich’ class and the ‘poor’ class…we can see how his views are informed by his own position on the spectrum of economic power (wealth).   That Aristotle’s emphasis on moderation both in the architekton and in nomos itself, culminates in his arguing powerful for a polis dominated by ‘the men in the middle’ is an archetype for the normative or prescriptive case for good government.

These normative conceptualizations form the basis by which he distinguishes among the stable or ‘good’ forms of government and the unstable or ‘bad’ forms of government.   Indeed, the reliance on nomos as a stabilizing force in Greek society and as the foundation for good government is, in essence a normative argument promoting a particular variation on government over another.  This is in no way meant to disparage this conceptualization, as the power of much of Aristotle’s work is derived from his normative framework.  Thus his distinction between those governments who act in accordance with the nomos of that particular polis, and those which fail to do so (instead depending on the whim of the ruling body) is very much a normative judgment regarding the importance of stability in society and the way government provides a good to its citizens.  In fact, eudaimonia is inherently a normative concept, and its dependence on nomos is a normative judgment.   Indeed, in even the most evidently empirical chapters in The Politics we can find the string of Aristotle’s normative framework at work.

“It follows that it is the task of the same branch of knowledge to consider first which is the best constitution, and what qualities a constitution must have to come closes to the ideal when there are no external factors to hinder its doing so, and secondly which sort of constitution suits which sort of civic body.”

Aristotle’s work is a normative argument on good government to be sure.  But it grounds these normative arguments, and thus becomes all the more powerful, through its reliance on empirical observation.  Aristotle doesn’t ignore the problems of civil disorder and constitutional change, as one might be tempted to do in promoting nomos as a good in civil society.
  But the very essence of his description and articulation of koinonia represents his normative aspirations for the polis.  In The Politics we find Aristotle positing a structural basis for explanation and description of government and a classification system that relies on rigorous definitions to differentiate the governments and the empirical results of said governments, however these judgments are made within a normative framework on the best government for the polis, the best relationship between the good citizen and the good government, and on why certain forms of government are better than others.  Indeed, it is difficult to conceive of a more powerful proscription against unstable and tyrannical governments and prescription for stability in a nomos based on moderation.  
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