Aristotle on the Politics of Marriage: ‘Marital Rule’ in the Politics
Aristotle infamously excludes women from political participation and defends the subordination of wives to their husbands.  Though there has been general agreement that he justifies this exclusion by appeal to women’s alleged psychological deficiencies, the nature of their subordination has been the subject of considerable controversy and remains poorly understood.  In an especially puzzling passage in Politics 1.12, Aristotle distinguishes three kinds of rule or authority as parts of “household management” (οἰκονομική): the “despotic rule” of a master over his slaves (δεσποτική), the “paternal rule” of a father over his children (πατρική), and the “marital rule” of a husband over his wife (γαμική, 1259a37-39).  Unlike despotic rule, paternal and marital rule are both forms of rule over free people; fathers and husbands therefore properly aim at the good of their children and wives rather than ruling them as mere instruments (1259a40, cf. 1255b16-20, 1278b30-40).  In characterizing marital rule, Aristotle describes the husband as ruling his wife “in a political way” (πολιτικῶς, 1259a40-b1). Yet he immediately proceeds to distinguish marital rule from political rule, where citizens typically alternate in positions of ruling and being ruled.  In marriage, by contrast, the husband always retains his position of superior authority (1259b1-10).  Interpretations of this distinction have varied: one recent commentator flatly declares that marital rule is political (Simpson 1998), while another treats the claim as a loose analogy (Saunders 1995), and others conclude that the passage is incoherent (e.g., Mulgan 1994).  The basic problem is this: if marital rule is analogous to political rule, then husbands and wives must both rule and be ruled; but if husbands and wives both share in rule, then marital rule will, it seems, be indistinct from political rule. The latter alternative is at odds with Aristotle’s insistence that political rule differs in kind from household management; both are evidently incompatible with the permanent subordination of wives to their husbands. 

This paper presents an interpretation of marital rule that accounts for the analogy with political rule while preserving the distinctive character of each. An analysis of Aristotle’s scattered comments about ruling and being ruled shows that sharing in rule is primarily a matter of participating in deliberation that issues in binding decisions about how others are to act. This understanding of rule has two important implications: first, participants in collective deliberation may simultaneously rule and be ruled; second, sharing in rule is compatible with certain kinds of hierarchy and subordination.  Aristotle’s explanation and justification of various forms of rule by appeal to the participants’ relative psychological capacities suggests a particular account of marital rule.  Women and men share the developed capacity for deliberative rationality, but, Aristotle asserts, in women this capacity “lacks authority” (ἄκυρον, 1260a13). Though this claim has been the subject of interpretive dispute (cf. Fortenbaugh 1977, Saxonhouse 1983, Salkever 1990, Nichols 1992, Mulgan 1994, Simpson 1998, Nagle 2006), this paper argues for an interpretation that makes clear both the justification and the structure of the Aristotelian husband’s authority over his wife. Because she is competent to deliberate about the common affairs of the household, the wife shares in rule through participating in deliberation with her husband. Yet because women are, on Aristotle’s view, specially vulnerable to practical irrationality, subordination to their husbands helps to secure the integrity of their rational agency and thereby benefits them. Consequently, wives genuinely share in ruling the household even as they are justly ruled by their husbands in a way that would be unjust for citizens to be ruled by others.  Though Aristotle’s defense of the subordination of women remains open to decisive objections, the interpretation presented here renders that defense intelligible within the framework of his theory of just rule and thereby illuminates that theory itself.  
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