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INTRODUCTION:
MORE THAN JUST A
WORD

The term politics is so
deeply  embedded  in
our daily conversations
that we rarely pause to
consider its origins. We
speak  o f  po l i t i ca l
campaigns,  political
parties,  and  political
op in i ons  w i thou t
thinking  about  the
ancient  roots  of  the
w o r d  i t s e l f .  Y e t
understanding  the
origin  of  the  word
politics offers far more
than  a  simple  history
lesson. It reveals how a

concept  born  in  the
city-states  of  ancient
Greece evolved into a
term  that  defines
governance,  conflict,
and cooperation across
the  globe.  By  tracing
the  e tymo logy  o f
politics,  we  uncover
the  philosophical  and
social  transformations
that  shaped  Western
civilization. This article
e x p l o r e s  t h e
fascinating  journey  of
the  word  f rom  i t s
Greek  cradle  through
Latin,  French,  and
finally  into  modern
English, explaining how
each layer of meaning
still  influences  our
unders tand ing  o f
power  and  society
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today.

THE GREEK POLIS:
WHERE IT ALL
BEGAN

From
Polis to
Politikos
To  understand  the
origin  of  the  word
politics,  we  must  first
t r ave l  t o  anc i en t
Greece,  specifically  to
the classical  period of
the  fifth  and  fourth
centuries BC. The root
of  the  word  is  polis
(πόλις),  which  meant
city-state.  However,
the Greek polis was not
merely  a  city  in  the
geographic  sense.  It
r e p r e s e n t e d  a
community  of  citizens
w h o  g o v e r n e d
themselves  through
d e b a t e ,  l a w ,  a n d

shared  identity.  This
c o n c e p t  w a s
revolutionary  because
it  placed  collective
decision-making at the
h e a r t  o f  h u m a n
organization.
From polis, the Greeks
derived  the  adjective
politikos  (πολιτικός),
m e a n i n g  " o f ,  o r
perta in ing  to ,  the
pol is ."  A  pol i t ikos
person  was  one  who
was  concerned  with
civic  affairs,  public  life,
and the governance of
the  community.  This
adjective  was  later
used  by  philosophers
like Plato and Aristotle
to describe a particular
kind of knowledge and
practice.  Aristotle
famously declared that
man  is  by  nature  a
pol it ikon  zoon  —  a
pol i t ical  animal  —
meaning  that  humans
are  naturally  inclined
to live in communities
a n d  t o  e n g a g e  i n



Origin Of The Word Politics 3

3

collective  decision-
making.

Aristotle's
"Politics"
as a
Foundatio
nal Text
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
significant  milestones
in  the  origin  of  the
word  po l i t i cs  i s
Aristotle's  treatise
Politika  (Πολιτικά),
written around 350 BC.
In  this  work,  Aristotle
s y s t e m a t i c a l l y
examined  different
forms  of  government
—  d e m o c r a c y ,
oligarchy,  monarchy,
and  their  corruptions.
He  used  the  t e rm
politike  (πολιτική)  to
describe the science or
art of governing a city-

state.  For  Aristotle,
politics  was  a  noble
and practical discipline,
distinct  from  mere
power-grabbing.  It
involved  ethics,  law,
and the pursuit of the
common  good.  The
treatise  became  the
cornerstone of Western
political  philosophy,
and  its  title  directly
influenced  the  later
Lat in  and  Eng l i sh
usage  of  the  word.
It is important to note
that the Greek concept
of politics was deeply
t i e d  t o  d i r e c t
participation.  Citizens
(free male inhabitants)
gathered in  the agora
to  debate  laws  and
policies. Thus, the word
or ig inal ly  impl ied
active  engagement,
n o t  p a s s i v e
observat ion.  Th is
participatory  ideal
w o u l d  l a t e r  e c h o
through  the  Roman
Repub l i c  and  the
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Enlightenment,  but  it
began  with  the  polis.

FROM GREEK INTO
LATIN: THE ROMAN
TRANSITION

Politicus
and
Civilis
As  Greek  influence
spread  through  the
Mediterranean,  the
Romans  adopted  and
adapted  many  Greek
i d e a s ,  i n c l u d i n g
political  terminology.
T h e  L a t i n  w o r d
politicus  was  a  direct
borrowing  from  the
G r e e k  p o l i t i k o s .
However,  the  Romans
had  their  own  r ich
v o c a b u l a r y  f o r
governance,  including
res  publica  (public
affair)  and  civitas
(citizenship).  The term

politicus  was  used  by
Latin  authors  such  as
Cicero,  but  it  often
c a r r i e d  a  m o r e
p r a c t i c a l ,  l e s s
philosophical  tone.
Cicero wrote about ars
politica  —  the  art  of
p o l i t i c s  —  a s
s o m e t h i n g  t h a t
involved  oratory,  law,
and statesmanship.
Medieval Latin kept the
word  al ive,  but  i ts
mean ing  sh i f ted .
Dur ing  the  Middle
Ages,  politicus  was
o f t e n  u s e d  i n
ecclesiastical  contexts
t o  d e s c r i b e  t h e
governance  of  the
C h u r c h  o r  t h e
relationship  between
secular  and  religious
authorities.  The  word
remained  a  technical
term,  largely  confined
t o  s c h o l a r l y  a n d
clerical  circles.  The
origin  of  the  word
pol it ics  was  thus
preserved  in  Lat in
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manuscripts that would
later  be  rediscovered
d u r i n g  t h e
Renaissance.

THE FRENCH
CONNECTION:
POLITIQUE AND
THE BIRTH OF
MODERN POLITICS

From
Latin to
Old
French
The next major stop on
the journey of the word
is medieval France. Old
French  adopted  the
Latin politicus  to  form
politique, which initially
meant "civil" or "civic."
By  the  fourteenth
century ,  the  term
began to take on more
specific  meanings
related  to  statecraft

a n d  g o v e r n a n c e .
Writers  l ike  Nicole
Oresme used politique
i n  t rans la t ions  o f
Ar istot le 's  works,
helping  to  reintroduce
classical political ideas
t o  a  E u r o p e a n
audience.
D u r i n g  t h e
Rena i s sance  and
Refo rmat ion ,  the
French  word  politique
grew more complex. It
c o u l d  r e f e r  t o  a
person's shrewdness in
managing  affairs  (the
or ig in  of  the  word
"politic"  as  in  "politic
behavior").  By  the
sixteenth  century,
politique  also  denoted
a  f a c t i o n  —  t h e
Politiques were a group
in the French Wars of
Religion who prioritized
national  unity  over
religious  orthodoxy.
This use further shaped
t h e  m o d e r n
unders tand ing  o f
p o l i t i c s  a s  a
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pragmatic,  sometimes
amora l ,  sphere  of
activity.

The Entry
into
English
English  borrowed  the
word  from  French  in
the late Middle English
period.  The  earliest
r e c o r d e d  u s e s  o f
"politik"  or  "politic"
appear  in  the  fifteenth
century,  referring  to
matters  of  state  and
g o v e r n a n c e .  F o r
example,  in 1477, the
word  was  used  in  a
translation  of  a  Latin
chron i c le .  By  the
sixteenth  century,  the
noun  "po l i t iques"
(plural)  was  used  to
describe  the  art  or
science of government.
Sir Thomas Elyot, in his
Book  of  the  Governor

(1531),  d iscussed
"pol i t ique  vertue"
(polit ical  virtue).
The  modern  spelling
politics  emerged  in
the  ea r l y  modern
period. In 1591, a book
t i t l e d  P o l i t i c k s
appeared,  and  by  the
seventeenth  century,
the  s ingu lar  fo rm
"politics"  was  used  to
denote  the  discipline.
Ph i losophers  l i ke
Thomas  Hobbes  and
John  Locke  wro te
extensively  about
politics  as  a  field  of
study,  moving  beyond
the  city-state  to  the
modern  nation-state.
Hobbes's  Leviathan
(1651) is a key text in
wh ich  pol i t ics  i s
understood  as  the
science  of  power  and
sovereignty.

EVOLVING
MEANINGS: FROM
ATHENIAN DEBATE
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TO GLOBAL POWER

The
Broadeni
ng of
Scope
The  origin  of  the
word  politics  in  the
Greek polis suggests a
local,  face-to-face
process.  Yet  by  the
nineteenth century, the
term had expanded to
encompass  national
g o v e r n m e n t s ,
international  relations,
and  even  corporate
g o v e r n a n c e .  T h e
Industrial  Revolution
and  the  rise  of  mass
d e m o c r a c y
transformed  politics
from  an  elite  activity
i n t o  a  m a s s
phenomenon.  New
i d e o l o g i e s  —
liberalism,  socialism,

conservatism  —  all
claimed the mantle of
politics as they fought
for power.
Linguistically, the word
a l s o  g a v e  r i s e  t o
derivatives:  "political"
(adjective),  "politician"
(a  person  engaged  in
politics), "politicize" (to
make  political),  and
"apolitical"  (without
political  affiliation).
Each  of  these  terms
carries  shades  of  the
o r i g i n a l  G r e e k
meaning,  but  a lso
reflects  modern
c o n n o t a t i o n s  o f
strategy, manipulation,
and public service.

Negative
and
Positive



8

8 Origin Of The Word Politics 2023-01-23

Connotati
ons
T o d a y ,  t h e  w o r d
politics  carries  both
positive  and  negative
associations.  On  one
hand, it can denote the
n o b l e  a r t  o f
governance  and  civic
participation — a direct
echo  of  Aristotle's
ideal.  On  the  other
hand, "playing politics"
implies  selfish
m a n e u v e r i n g ,
h y p o c r i s y ,  a n d
corruption. This duality
is  not  new;  even  in
ancient  Greece,  Plato
was  cr i t ica l  of  the
sophists  who  used
rhetoric  for  personal
gain rather than truth.
The  origin  of  the
word  politics  thus
contains  within  it  the
seeds  of  both  civic
v i r t u e  a n d
demagoguery.

SEMANTIC
RELATIVES AND
CONNECTIONS

Understanding  the
word  politics  also
helps  us  understand
other  key  terms.  For
example:

Policy — from
the Greek
politeia, meaning
constitution or
government.
Policy refers to a
course of action
adopted by an
organization or
government.
Polite — from
the Latin politus
(polished), but
also influenced
by politicus.
Being polite once
meant being a
good citizen, not
just having good
manners.
Police — from
the Greek
politeia through
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French. In the
eighteenth
century, "police"
referred to the
administration of
a city's civil
order.
Metropolis —
from meter
(mother) and
polis (city),
meaning a
mother city.
Cosmopolitan
— from kosmos
(world) and
polites (citizen),
meaning a
citizen of the
world.

These  cognates  show
how deeply the Greek
polis  has  influenced
European  languages.
The  origin  of  the
word  politics  is  not
an  isolated  linguistic
curiosity;  it  is  a  root
f r om  w h i ch  many
modern concepts grow.

MODERN USAGE
AND GLOBAL
CONTEXT

In  the  twenty-first
century,  politics  is
used in every sector of
human  l i fe  —  from
student councils to the
United  Nations.  The
w o r d  h a s  b e e n
borrowed  into  many
languages.  In  Arabic,
siyasa is used, derived
from  a  root  meaning
" t o  g o v e r n . "  I n
Chinese, zhengzhi (政治)
l i t e r a l l y  m e a n s
"gove rnance  and
correction."  Yet  the
English  word's  lineage
remains  tied  to  the
West.
Despite its global use,
the  origin  of  the
word politics reminds
us  that  po l i t i cs  i s
fundamentally  about
people living together.
The Greek polis was a
c o m m u n i t y  o f
individuals who shared
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decisions  about  their
collective life. In an era
o f  g l o b a l i z e d
communication  and
c o m p l e x
bureaucracies, we may
feel  far  removed from
the  Athenian  agora.
However, the core idea
endures:  politics  is
the  process  by  which
groups make decisions
that affect them all.

CONCLUSION: A
WORD THAT
REFLECTS
HUMANITY

The  origin  of  the
word politics takes us
on  a  journey  across
millennia  —  from  the
hills  of  Athens  to  the
courts  of  medieval
France, from the Latin

manuscripts  of  monks
to  the  digital  debates
of today. Each layer of
h istory  has  added
nuance  to  the  term,
b u t  t h e  e s s e n c e
remains  the  same:
politics  is  about  the
organization of  human
communities. It can be
n o b l e ,  m e s s y ,
inspiring, or frustrating,
but  it  is  unavoidable.
By  understanding
where the word came
from,  we  gain  insight
into what it  means to
be a political being. As
Aristotle wrote so long
ago,  just  as  the  polis
gave birth to the word,
so does the word still
call us to consider our
place  in  the  city  of
men.


