
NOTES AND DISCUSSIONS 

IMPIETY AND POLITICAL UNITY: ARISTOTLE, POLITICS 1262a25-32 

I 

In the Republic, Plato argues that the communism of women and children will 
transform what citizens feel for one another. Instead of private households-private 
families-the city will in a sense be one large family. As a result, citizens will all 
feel intense familial affection for one another (see Resp. 463B-465B). In Politics 
2.3-4, Aristotle criticizes this communism of women and children. Most of Politics 
2.3 is devoted to demonstrating that such a communism will not increase affection, 
but will actually fragment or destroy any already existing affection, thereby creating 
disunity in the city, the opposite of Plato's intention. At the beginning of Politics 2.4, 
Aristotle claims that the communism of women and children (minus the intended 
affection) will lead to further problems (Pol. 1262a25-32): 

TI 6i Kcai T&a ToaUotTai 6uCoEpeia; oi0 pa5iov euXa30pr0lva Toil TaUTTlv KaTaaK8Udo0oucG 

TzV Kotvoviav, olov aiKiag KIai (povouS aKouSioUS , TOU g 6? EKOUUCioUq1 Kai [dXagI Kai 

Xotiopiag;' (v oU6Ov oti6v cyt yivc0eaol TnpO6g cazpag Kai prT?pag Kai zOUq prn Tn6ppw 
rf cuyye7 veiaq 6VTag, dioaxp pip6O To ii aro0ecv daXa Kai ITXEiov Cu[pfaiVstv dvayKaLOV 

dyvoouvTcov i yvcpptO6vTcov, Kai 7yvoPsvcv Tziv [tv yvoppti6vT(ov evXEzTat T&gs vopIt- 
oPsvai; yiveaoai0 X6UCTE1 , TZV 6i PrLS6epiav. 

And further, for those arranging this community, it is not easy to avoid such difficulties 
as outrages, involuntary homicides (and voluntary), fights and verbal abuses. None of 
these is holy when it happens to fathers and mothers and those not remote in kinship, as 
[distinct] from those who are remote. But these necessarily occur more often among 
those who are ignorant [of who their relatives are] than among those who are acquainted 
[with them]. And when they do happen, it is possible, among those who are acquainted 
[with them], for the customary atonements to be done, but not among those who are not.2 

Aristotle's meaning is clear enough: Because citizens will not know who their real 

(i.e., natural) relatives are, certain impious acts will occur more frequently-violent 
and abusive acts that are unholy when committed against one's close relatives-and 
the city will be unable to do anything to expiate these actions. It is, however, a bit 
more difficult to ascertain the point of this criticism. One view, with a great deal of 
initial plausibility, is that Aristotle actually believes that certain actions are impious 
or unholy (in the religious sense), and that much ill would befall the city if the proper 
remedies were not initiated. Newman, in a note on this passage, seems to support 
this view.3 But at the end of the note, he leaves open the possibility of another kind 
of interpretation: 

1. The TOUbg 6 Eicouoioug is omitted in some MSS. 
2. Except where indicated, translations from the Greek are my own. 
3. W. L. Newman, The Politics of Aristotle, vol. 2 (Oxford, 1887), 241. Most scholars working on the 

Politics do not consider this issue. Those that do for the most part follow Newman. For example, Jean Au- 
bonnet, trans. and ed., Aristote, Politique: Livres I et II (Paris, 1960), p. 138, n. 9, writes: "Aristote dans la 
Politique, comme un Hellene ayant les sentiments religieux de son temps et de sa race, ne neglige pas la 
consid6ration de T6 ;Otov." (He cites Pol. 1335b25 for support of his view, but this interpretation is in- 
correct: see n. 6 below.) Cf. Robert Parker, Miasma: Pollution and Purification in Early Greek Religion 
(Oxford, 1983), 124. Most recent works on the Politics do not consider this issue at all. One exception, 
A. W. Saxonhouse, Fear of Diversity: The Birth of Political Science in Ancient Greek Thought, (Chicago, 
1992), p. 161, n. 6, claims "Aristotle ... is not so much worried about 'watering down' love as opening up 
the door for impieties." I will argue for the opposite interpretation: Aristotle is concerned with impiety 
only to the extent that it undermines political unity. 
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Indeed, if Bernays is right (Theophrastos' Schrift uber Frommigkeit, p. 106), the Peripa- 
tetics thought little of expiatory sacrifice, so that Aristotle here may be speaking some- 
what exoterically.4 

That is, Newman admits that it is possible that Aristotle himself did not believe that 
certain actions were unholy in the religious sense of the term, but instead was argu- 
ing solely on the assumption that the citizenry would have such beliefs. This would 
not be unusual for Aristotle, who often argues dialectically, i.e., from ev6oca, "rep- 
utable opinions." 

I should like to present a version of this second type of interpretation-one that 
takes into account Aristotle's purpose in Politics 2.3-4: the criticism of the commu- 
nism of women and children as a means to the unity of the city. I believe Aristotle 
wants to show that his own rejection of the communism of women and children can 
be defended in part by appealing to certain religious E'vWoa (namely, those suggest- 
ing certain acts are impious and cause pollution). But I do not think Aristotle be- 
lieves the holy (in the religious sense) is a legitimate moral concept, for he believes 
that "the gods" do not concern themselves with human beings. He does think, how- 
ever, that most citizens do believe impiety is a legitimate moral concept, and he be- 
lieves the fact that they do would diminish the unity of the city. 

II 

Aristotle rarely uses the term octov-holy. We find it at Nicomachean Ethics 
1096a16 and Politics 1335b19-26, and in neither case does the term have a neces- 

sarily religious meaning.6 But in our passage Aristotle refers specifically to "the cus- 
tomary atonements" (Ta& voptioptvaq . . . X6et;q), which suggests that this use of 
OItov is religious. Acts that were not OtIov might bring pollution (diacspa) to the 
city, and this pollution had to be removed through purification rites, exile, etc.7 This 
must be what he means by "customary atonements." And yet this should strike us as 

4. Newman is citing Jacob Bernays, Theophrastos' Schrift uber Frommigkeit (Berlin, 1866). On Aris- 
totle's exoteric lectures and writings-those open or available to the public, and thus most likely presented 
with the views of the public in mind-see W. K. C. Guthrie, Aristotle: An Encounter, in A History of Greek 
Philosophy, vol. 6: (Cambridge, 1981), 53-59. 

5. In the first chapter of the Topics, Aristotle writes (100b21-23): Ev6osa 5& Ta 8OKoUVTCa nadtv f TroTi 
tX?eiotts TOt5o 00(pOiq, Kai TOUTOtI fi stnitv if TOi TtkEiCrOtK; fi TOi; PdkiOTa yvspipot; Kai ?v560lot; 
("Reputable opinions are those that seem so [i.e., reputable] to everyone or to most people or to the wise, 
i.e., to all of them, or to most, or to the most well-known and reputable"). The Topics is a lengthy discussion 
of dialectical argument, which is (100al9-20): ou3koyi(seo0at nepi navTO6 TOi TIpOTeOvToq; sTpop3XiaToc; 

4 Evboa . . . ("to argue from reputable opinions about any problem put forward"). Aristotle believes that it 
is important, if possible, to demonstrate that what one believes can be reached through an argument that be- 
gins with reputable opinions (or at least most of the reputable opinions or the most important of them). (See 
Eth. Nic. 1145b2-6.) 

The exact nature of Aristotelian dialectic is a highly controversial issue among Aristotle scholars-one 
that I cannot begin to touch on here. But see, for example: G. E. L. Owen, "Tithenai ta phainomena" in 
Logic, Science and Dialectic: Collected Papers in Greek Philosophy, ed. by Martha Nussbaum (Ithaca, 
1986); T H. Irwin, Aristotle's First Principles (Oxford, 1988); and Robin Smith, "Aristotle on the uses of 
dialectic" Synthese 96 (1993): 335-58. 

6. Eth. Nic. 1096a16 says that holiness requires that we honor truth (i.e., that there are no Forms) above 
our friends (i.e., the Platonists). Pol. 1335b25 states that with respect to abortion, what is holy is defined by 
reference to perception and life. The former sounds more like justice than piety; the latter may be religious, 
but is not necessarily so. Cf. Eth. Nic. 1166b5 and Pol. 1253a36, where Aristotle connects unholiness or im- 
piety (dvoatoupycov, dvostcxaTov) with the lack of virtue. 

7. For an excellent discussion of this topic, see Parker, Miasma. See also Walter Burkert, Greek Religion, 
trans. John Raffan (Cambridge, Mass., 1985), 75-84. Aristotle does not actually use the term piastc0t in the 
present passage. 
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odd, for there was in intellectual circles a move away from the traditional views on 

pollution, and Aristotle, it seems, was a part of this movement.8 For instance, ac- 

cording to the traditional view, a son killing his father was an act which led to pollu- 
tion (perhaps indelible pollution), no matter what the reasons for the father's death 

(see, for instance, Soph. OT 1182-1530 passim; cf. Aesch. Eum. 652-56, and Sept. 
681-82). Aristotle, however, when discussing the accidental killing of one's father, 
calls it unfortunate (dTuX~S), but makes no mention of its unholiness or the need for 
atonements ([Mag. Mor.] 1195a18-22, Eth. Nic. 1135a15-30, Eth. Eud. II 9). In a 
different passage, he calls striking one's father unjust, but he does not call it unholy 
(Eth. Nic. 1159b35-1160a7).9 What then is the purpose of his religious use of Ocnov 

in Politics 2.4? 
Before answering this question, I should like to look briefly at the Republic's 

account of how such crimes will be avoided. Plato writes (Resp. 465A-B; cf. Ar. 
Eccl. 636-43): 

Kai pTlV OTt 7s vEsTCspo0 cpe(Tp6TEpov, av Pu1 apXOVTSE npoaTadTT0oitV, ou6Ts kko tid- 

?e50at eCiXSpalC?et RtOT? OU6T TUZrTCIV, wg TO SiKOl. ol4pal 6' O58O XXoS c TttpdoSt- 
iKavo) yap Tz) (puXaKc K06ovTz, a a i6Sc, ai6kS ptv )5 yoviOv p1 &Trcoea0at 

sipyou70a, 6&o0 6 T TO T) iKoXovTI TOV5 o Xou pon0e0iv, TOD6 p?v o; uei , to0q 68 (bg 
d6EX(o6u, TOU0 O? X6 TIaripaCq. 

Unless the rulers command it, it is likely that a younger man will never attempt to do vio- 
lence to or strike an older man. And I don't think he will dishonor an older man in any 
other way. For there are two sufficient guardians preventing him, fear and shame: shame 
keeping him from touching his parents, fear that others will help the one who suffers, 
some as sons, some as brothers, and some as fathers. 

This remedy depends on each person actually feeling close familial affection towards 
his fellow-citizens. But Aristotle believes he has shown that no such affection will 

exist among the citizens of the best city of the Republic. Instead, he takes the actions 

and attitudes of the average Greek as something of a given (or at the very least it is 

something that must be taken into consideration). And experience tells us that wher- 

ever there is a community of people, there is the chance that arguments, abuse, and 

fights will occur. This is especially true when men are drinking, and where there are 

men of all age groups.10 The possibility even exists among members of the same fam- 

ily, but the situation would be particularly bad in the absence of familial affection.11 
Now what exactly is Aristotle up to? It is unlikely that he himself accepts the doc- 

trine of pollution, and yet he thinks that in some way it is problematic. Since he is dis- 

cussing affection and the unity of the city and how Socratic communism precludes 
them, he may believe that the communism of women and children, combined with the 

8. See A. W. H. Adkins, Merit and Responsibility: A Study in Greek Values (Oxford, 1960), 102-108, 
136-38, and Richard Sorabji, Necessity, Cause and Blame (London, 1980), 289, 292-93. 

9. Although I claim Aristotle does not accept the traditional view of pollution, I do not mean to suggest 
that he did not, for example, regard the killing of one's father (even involuntarily) as especially horrible- 
more horrible than killing a stranger. To this extent his views are similar to the traditional religious ones. 

10. See Antiphon, Third Tetralogy 3.2 and 4.2, where the topic is a youth who has killed an older man 
in a drunken brawl. See also Arist. [Pr.] 3.2 and 3.27, where drunkenness is tied to poor judgment and 

troublemaking. 
11. For some examples of improper actions committed against family members, see K. J. Dover, Greek 

Popular Morality in the Time of Plato and Aristotle (Oxford, 1974), 187, 248, 273-75. 
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ordinary Greek's view of impiety and pollution, somehow leads to a decrease in unity 
or affection. 

According to Aristotle, the violent impious acts mentioned at 1262a25 would oc- 
cur in the best city of the Republic, even with its communism of women and chil- 
dren. In addition, there would be a sense among the people that impious crimes had 
been committed without the city knowing it, in which case there would exist pollu- 
tion that had not been removed (either through purification rites, or penalties of exile 
or death). Adkins writes that the belief in pollution 

is not a belief restricted to tragedy or legend; belief in "pollution" and its consequences 
is an everyday feature of life even in Athens in the fifth and fourth centuries: a belief 
which does not belong merely to some hypersensitive priestly class, but is part of the out- 
look of the "ordinary Athenian."12 

Aristotle's account depends on this outlook. What effect might it have on a city? Ar- 
istotle does not tell us, but sober speculation is possible. 

There are, I believe, two factors involved in the so-called ordinary Athenian's 
view of the failure to atone for impious acts that, when combined with the commu- 
nism of women and children, would not be conducive to a city's unity: fear and 
shame. Fear of the pollution brought about by all types of impious acts will be felt. 
Men will become suspicious of their neighbors, fearing that by eating at the same 
table with some person, for example, they might inadvertently become polluted too: 
The man sitting next to me struck someone last week who might have been his fa- 
ther.13 And there is also the fear they will feel for the fate of their city-a city that 

may be doomed for its failure to atone for an impious act.14 In the case of shame, the 
seat of the emotion is in the person who might be polluted. For example, the morning 
after the night of a drunken brawl with an older man, a young man wakes and reflects 
on what he may have done, i.e., he may have struck his own father. As a result, he is 
ashamed to come face to face with other men. Oedipus says that he will not be able 
to look at his parents when he gets to Hades (Soph. OT 1371-74), and a line from 
Agathon states that "When I consider that I am doing wrong I am ashamed to look 
my friends in the face" (Nauck, frag. 22).15 

III 

If my account of Politics 1262a25-32 is correct, then Aristotle's point need not 
be that these acts will actually pollute the city and, for example, bring about famine. 
Instead he might be saying that given the views of the average Greek, there will be 

12. Adkins, Merit and Responsibility, 89. See Parker, Miasma, 24. On pollution and its expiation, see 
Parker, passim, and Adkins, 86-87, 92. 

13. See Parker (Miasma, 10) who writes, "religious danger is almost always potentially communal in 
Greece." 

14. On fear, pollution, and the ill effects of pollution on man, see Parker, Miasma, 318. With particular ref- 
erence to the family, see pp. 122-24, 133, 205. On pollution and its danger to the city, see pp. 128-30, 257- 
80, and consider the following passage from Herodotus, 6.139: "After the Pelasgians killed the [Athenian] 
children and women [i.e., the Athenian women they kidnapped, and the children these women gave birth to 
in captivity], the land did not bear fruit, and the [Pelasgian] women and flocks did not give birth as they did 
before." (Cf. Soph., OT 23-30, 97-102, 236-43.) 

15. Translation from Dover, Greek Popular Morality, 236. (Cf. Xen. Mem. 2.2.14.) On the general misery 
and separation from others that follows being polluted, see Eur., Her. 1279-1302. 
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an overabundance of fear and shame in Plato's best city; and the offspring of fear 
and shame-distrust and alienation-will greatly preclude unity and affection. 

Although it may be impossible to go beyond speculation on this issue, there are 
two advantages to my position. First, Aristotle's criticism at Politics 1262a25-35 is 
no longer a marginal point tossed at Plato in passing. Instead it becomes part of the 
broader project in Politics 2.3-4, namely, to show that the communism of women 
and children does not produce unity (as Plato claims) but actually reduces it.16 Sec- 

ond, my interpretation is more consistent with what Aristotle says elsewhere about 

religion. 
Aristotle does not believe in the traditional Greek gods. He uses the term "god" 

(0C60) to refer to parts of the world like the Prime Mover and celestial bodies (Metaph. 
A and Ph. 8). He even calls the elements gods (Gen. Corr. 333b19-21). The truths of 

philosophy, however, will not be grasped or believed by everyone. Most people hold 
the traditional beliefs about the gods17 (see Poet. 1460b35-1461al, Cae. 284a4-23, 
Pol. 1314b38-1315a4) and these traditional beliefs are important (Metaph. 1074bl-5): 

tcapa6o60tt 6i ectap& TOV dpaictiv Kai ItcattitaXaiv ev ? 60Uou oaXCltr t KaTaXEcXeitPVat 

TOiq 6(TZrpov ot OI coi T? EioIV OtTOI Kai tEptXE?t T 6 Oiov Tl0 V 6onrv (paIctv. TC 6? Xour& 

plOtKOKg f6rI nipoofCKTat nrp6 Trzv Ic1teiO TiOv rtoOXiv Kai irp6bg Trv ?ig Tro0 v6toug Kai 
T6 CTUov(pcpOV XpflotV.... 

From the most ancient times it has been handed down to posterity, in the form of a myth, 
that these [i.e., the unmoved movers] are gods and that the divine embraces [or en- 
closes] the whole of nature. The rest was added later in mythical form with a view to 
the persuasion of the many and with a view to its legal and beneficial use. 

The city's attitude toward religion must take into consideration-be shaped by- 
what most men actually think, even if their beliefs are not true. Fortunately, the city 
can use these beliefs to its own advantage. This is why, even in the best city of the 

Politics, there are priests and temples devoted not to the Prime Mover, but to the 

traditional gods.18 Usually belief in the divine can be used to improve civic virtue 

and habituate citizens toward proper action. In the case of impiety, however, I do 

not think Aristotle is concerned with the promotion of inherently proper civic behav- 

ior. His point is that it must be recognized that citizens will have strong beliefs 

about what is and is not unholy, and the failure to construct a constitution accord- 

ingly could undermine the city's unity.19 

16. Aristotle's criticism is perhaps best characterized as a dialectical argument which functions as an aid 

(ouvepy6v) in answering some other question (see Top. 104b 1-11), in this case, Is the communism of women 
and children a proper political arrangement? This kind of argument from iv6o,a (here, that certain acts are 

impious and cause pollution) does not establish the claim that the communism of women and children is 

improper, but supports it. 
17. See W. R. Connor, "'Sacred' and 'Secular': 'Iepd Kcait octa and the Classical Athenian Concept of the 

State," AncSoc 19 (1988): 171-85. On p. 184 he writes: "Popular attitudes were likely to be strongly in favor 
of the view that sacrifices and worship of the gods were essential for civic well being." 

18. Pol. 1328b12-13, 1329a27-34, 1330al3, 1331a24, 1335bl5, 1336bl6; cf. 1299al7, 1322b8-22. 
19. I have left unanswered the question: Is Aristotle's criticism of Plato on the issue of impiety and po- 

litical unity successful? As I see it, an affirmative answer to this question depends on an affirmative response 
to two other questions: (1) Does Aristotle, in the other parts of Politics 2.3-4, succeed in showing that the 
communism of women and children is improper and/or impractical? (2) Is it wrong for Plato to present his 

picture of the best city without concern for what the average Athenian might think? I think the answer to the 
first question is "yes" and to the second "no." But to defend this would take me beyond the scope of this 

essay. 
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According to Aristotle, Plato in the Republic (at least when describing the com- 
munism of women and children) forgets the tenacity of traditional religious views.20 
In Plato's best city, there will still be murders, abuse, fights, etc. The communism of 
women and children, Aristotle argues in Politics 2.3-4, will not make a city one big, 
happy family. And since the citizens of this city will not know who their real family 
members are, their religious views (which will surely be the traditional ones), com- 
bined with these "impious" actions, will produce fear and shame-and thus distrust 
and alienation-thereby undercutting the unity of the city.21 

ROBERT MAYHEW 
Seton Hall University 

20. In the Laws, a later dialogue generally regarded as less utopian than the Republic, Plato does seem 
to take traditional religious views into consideration. See Laws 868b-869e, 871a-d, and Trevor J. Saun- 
ders, Plato's Penal Code: Tradition, Controversy, and Reform in Greek Penology (Oxford, 1991), 301-4. 

21. I should like to thank Alfonso Gomez-Lobo, Henry Richardson, Gerald Mara, and two anonymous 
referees for their helpful comments and criticisms. Any remaining errors are my own. 

THE SIMILE OF THE TALUS IN CICERO, DE FINIBUS 3.54 

In his discussion of the Stoic doctrine of things indifferent and preferred, Cicero 
has Cato use a simile involving the talus, one of the Roman forms of dice. The Ro- 
mans had two forms of dice, and a game involving either was called an alea. The 
tessera was a cube bearing different marks on each side, as does our moder die, and 
it was thrown in threes. The other form of die was the talus, or knucklebone. The ori- 

ginal talus was the knucklebone of certain animals, and later was made of other ma- 
terial in the same general shape, like the Greek aotpdyakos. The talus was rounded or 

pointed on its two ends, which were unmarked, and marked on the remaining four 
sides, of which two were apparently wider than the other two. The wider two sides 
bore the numbers three and four; the narrower two sides bore the numbers one and six. 
The tali were thrown in groups of four. The best throw, called a Venus,1 revealed four 
different numbers; the worst throw, four of the same. But the point of the simile for 
Cicero's purposes concerns the shape of the talus, not the rules of the game itself. The 
simile is as follows: 

... ut enim, inquiunt, si hoc fingamus esse quasi finem et ultimum, ita iacere talum, ut 
rectus assistat-qui ita talus erit iactus ut cadat rectus praepositum quiddam habebit ad 
finem, qui aliter, contra, neque tamen illa praepositio tali ad eum, quem dixi, finem per- 
tinebit, sic ea quae sunt praeposita, referuntur illa quidem ad finem, sed ad eius vim na- 
turamque nihil pertinent.2 

... for it is, they say, as if we imagine that we have, as it were, the goal and end to throw 
the die so that it stands upright-and thus the die which will have been thrown so as to fall 
upright will have a certain preferred inclination towards that end; and the die thrown 
otherwise will have an inclination against that particular end; but nevertheless the pre- 
ferred inclination of the die will not pertain at all to the stated goal of standing upright. 

1. OLD, s.v. "Venus," 2b. 
2. The punctuation of this passage follows that of M. R. Wright in her 1991 edition (Warminster). 
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