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Natural Right and the Problem of 
Aristotle's Defense of Slavery 

Darrell Dobbs 
Marquette University 

Many social theorists, appalled at the moral enormities made possible by the modern scientific con- 
quest of 
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cause as irrelevant to the primary business of humanity, which it takes to be the 
quest for power over the natural world. 

Modern science, however, no longer possesses the irrefragable authority that it 
once enjoyed. Many social theorists, appalled at the moral enormities made pos- 
sible by the modern scientific conquest of nature, now suggest a serious considera- 
tion of the restoration of natural right as a standard for human affairs (see, e.g., 
Maritain 1943; Lewis 1947; Rommen 1947, 135-58; Strauss 1953, chaps. 4-5; 
Murray 1960, 275-36; Veatch 1971, 106-38; MacIntyre 1984, 51-78, 146-203; 
Kass 1985, chap. 10; Budziszewski 1986, chaps. 1-4; Masters 1990, 204-7; and 
Rhodes 1991, among others). Although natural right's hon4.72 Tm
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do not comprise the full range of symptoms Aristotle assigns to the natural slave 
and so cannot count as its typical instance). The pervasive and unrelenting influ- 
ence of a dysfunctional culture can inculcate a slavishness so ingrained by habit as 
to become a second nature. This second nature forecloses all independent access 
to the human telos. Consequently, the preservation of the slave's capacity for shar- 
ing in this telos depends wholly upon his membership in the despotic partnership. 
At the same time, for Aristotle, the identification of the slave as property is intel- 
ligible only if the humanity of the slave is respected and the slave is never mis- 
taken as an instrument of production. The due elaboration of these discoveries 
will demonstrate that Aristotle's account of natural slavery is coherently formu- 
lated, and that it incorporates a reasonable standard for justice in the conduct of 
despotic government and thus provides a solid basis upon which we can condemn 
the actual practice of slavery wherever it involves abuse and injustice. 

THE NATURAL BASIS FOR DIVERSITY IN GOVERNMENT 

We must begin our consideration of Aristotle's defense of natural slavery at the 
beginning of his account of politics. Aristotle opens his work by exposing the mis- 
conception of certain of his predecessors concerning the nature of government. He 
observes that "those who believe that the same person is fit to be statesman, king, 
household manager, and slave-master do not reason beautifully" (1252a7-9, also 
1253b18-20). We note that Aristotle does not say that his predecessors believe 
falsely, only that they fail to reason in a.68 Tm
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everywhere. No natural language is included as part of the innate tool kit with 
which infants are equipped. Yet feral children, who pass a certain age without the 
benefit of the nurture of such a mother tongue, turn out to be permanently and pro- 
foundly disabled. Clearly, it is the lack of necessary cultivation, as distinguished 
from a simple congenital deficiency, that accounts for this disability. With a view, 
then, to the critical role of language in facilitating the developmental maturity of 
reason, we deem natural something we know to be a cultural artifact. 

Moreover, when we use phrases like mother tongue or fatherland to describe such 
cultural artifacts, we uncover the interpenetration of nature (physis) and conven- 
tion or law (nomos). With this discovery, it becomes clear that to be "in accord 
with nature" one must harmonize with physis as it is found subsisting within the 
nomoi of a particular political community. "Just as mankind is the best of animals 
when he has attained maturity (teledtheis), so too is he the worst of all when sepa- 
rated from nomos and the 
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inasmuch as it is forced" (1253b20-23). Aristotle knows, of course, that an unjust 
slavery may be wrongly clothed in the venerable robes of nomos. But he maintains 
that the quarrel over the justice of slavery can only be joined if one first acknowl- 
edges that even superiority in force necessarily involves a distinguishing ex- 
cellence (arete) of some sort (1255al5-17). One cannot ignore the presence of 
excellence and maintain a credible claim to have judiciously considered the justice 
or injustice of 
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warrant emancipation. Finally, the congenitalist view is incompatible with 
Aristotle's endorsement of slave-raiding. The philosopher finds that "war is right 
by nature" when it is waged against "human beings whose nature, as it has devel- 
oped (pephykotes), is to be ruled but who are yet unwilling" (1256b23-26). Wars, 
as we know, are not waged against particular individuals; they are fought one 
country against another. But the misfiring of nature responsible for congenital dis- 
abilities is idiosyncratic. Retarded children are known to have perfectly normal 
siblings. So a war conducted for the express purpose of acquiring slaves could 
hardly be called "right by nature," if natural slaves were produced exclusively (or 
even generally) by the misfiring of nature. Nor should this surprise us. For the 
concept of congenital disability does not fully comprehend the elements assem- 
bled by Aristotle's teleological analysis of slavishness, which of necessity subsumes 
more than what is merely native to the slave. There must be some other etiology 
of the natural slave, as Aristotle understands him; for the misfiring of nature will 
not suffice. It is time to renew our search from the beginning. 

Let us start again with Aristotle's most definitive statement of the disability 
particular to the natural slave. Searching for the underlying, psychological basis of 
the natural slave's inferiority, Aristotle explains that the slave "does not possess 
wholly the deliberative capacity" (holds ouk echei to bouleutikon, 1260al2). This 
passage is ordinarily interpreted as asserting that the natural slave "lacks entirely" 
the capacity for deliberation; this, too, is a permissible construction of the Greek. 
But "lacks entirely" does not mean quite the same thing as "does not possess 
wholly." The former stipulates a much more absolute incapacity than is suggested 
by the latter. Yet in other passages Aristotle is hardly absolute in his assessment of 
the slave's intellectual deficiency. Aristotle finds the development of a consider- 
able sophistication of technical thought to be perfectly compatible with slavishness 
(1327b27-29). Moreover, he expressly warns against exaggerating the intellectual 
shortcomings of the slave. One should not deny slaves a share in reason "by claim- 
ing that commands alone are to be used; for one should set forth what he has in 
mind (nouthete'teon) more to slaves than to children" (1260b5-7). A properly cir- 
cumspect reading of the phrase holds ouk echei to bouleutikon would conclude 
that the natural slave possesses the deliberative capacity at best in some partial or 
one-sided fashion, i.e., "not wholly." But in what sense is the deliberative capacity 
given to such one-sidedness? In what, by contrast, does wholly sound deliberation 
consist? 

Now, Aristotle defines deliberation as a search for the manner and means 
whereby one's objective may be achieved "in the most expedient and noblest way" 
(rhasta kai kallista, Nicomachean Ethics 11 12b 17). A concern for the noble or beauti- 
ful (kalon), the philosopher repeats, characterizes all excellently performed human 
actions (Nicomachean Ethics 
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understand the developmental dynamism inherent in Aristotle's account of delib- 
eration. A merely instrumental rationality cannot account for the continuity and 
elevation of taste that accompanies the development of a child into mature adult- 
hood. The shortcoming of the instrumentalist perspective stems from its neglect 
of the independent role that the kalon plays in human deliberation. If reason were 
to operate only instrumentally, as a calculator of the most expedient means to a 
given end, it would follow that the ends we pursue must lack rational foundation. 
For these ends would fall to one in a manner completely exogenous to the solely 
rational activity of instrumental deliberation. Of course, such ends may change 
over time; but this change does not occur as a result of any rational process, nor is 
such change more reasonable than its opposite. 

According to Aristotle, too, the determination of ends initially originates out- 
side of deliberation. Deliberation operates only in the search for means; one's ends 
are determined by one's social context, tastes, and character. But the determi- 
nation of ends is ultimately open to the influence of rational deliberation, in 
Aristotle's view, even in the search for means. The mere consideration of expedi- 
ence cannot open our ends to the light of reason, for expedience is wholly a func- 
tion of a posited end. So instrumental rationality is trapped in a vicious circle. But 
it is characteristic of the kalon, even as it inheres in a particular instrumentality, to 
adumbrate in some measure the natural end or motive of all excellent human ac- 
tivity (1115bl2-13; 1122b6-7). The splendor of our human finality penetrates 
even our workaday world in the form of the kalon. By virtue of its presence in an 
available instrumentality, the kalon is open to deliberative reason; and insofar as it 
is the kalon that is thus open to deliberation, we may say that our end is accessible 
to reason. So the influence of rational insight into the human telos is at work in 
one's life and character, even as one is selecting instrumentalities to achieve other- 
wise immature objectives. Aristotle supposes that as one chooses the most kalon 
means even to juvenile ends, these ends themselves will gradually mature and be- 
come more kala. The philosopher suggests that an ambition for distinction, for 
example, might be most easily facilitated by mere eccentricity in personal groom- 
ing or dress (1267b22-28). But this identical ambition is more nobly facilitated by 
performing the honorable services that establish one's reputation as a good citizen. 
But honor, Aristotle says, is only very nearly (schedon) the final motive of the polit- 
ical life. As we become trained in the habits of the political life, we divine (man- 
teuometha) that honor is not quite good enough to be our final end. We grow 
indifferent to the regard of the ignorant and wish to gain the respect of competent 
judges, who pay homage only to true excellence. Eventually, in other words, the 
desire for mere distinction yields to something more discriminating, self-sufficient 
and elevated, namely the desire for phrone'sis or virtue in its entirety (Nicomachean 
Ethics 1095b22-31). This movement from the mere ambition for distinction to a 
desire for excellence possesses continuity and marks an advance in reasonable- 
ness-it represents a genuine development from callowness to maturity. Thus, 
immaturity in itself is no dead end; one can get to a desire for excellence from a 
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counterproductive nurture can undermine the capacity for deliberation and pro- 
duce a society of slaves. The intellectual and emotional capacities of the members 
of such societies are not so much congenitally limited as they are culturally de- 
formed. Such culturally pervasive instances of slavishness are both more prevalent 
and more comprehensive of the teleological considerations essential to human 
flourishing than are the instances of slavishness caused simply by the occasional 
misfiring of nature. Moreover, by suggesting that culturally induced slavishness is 
natural, Aristotle reinforces his teleological account of politics against those who 
would respond to the existence of dysfunctional cultures by becoming haters of 
culture or civilization simply. (We have already taken note of his warnings con- 
cerning the dangers of this potential antinomianism.) Hence, Aristotle's assess- 
ment of the slavish character of entire cultures must be reckoned as integral to his 
analysis; it cannot be dismissed as some cultural bias that somehow slipped the 
leash of the philosopher's rational control. 

Moreover, culturally pervasive slavishness is perfectly compatible with certain 
refinements of intellect, provided these are technical in character (1327b27-29). 
The intellectual formation of slavish societies is bent toward conquering chance, 
for this is what most distinguishes the technical side of human accomplishment 
(1258b35-36). But excellence in technet is possible quite apart from any search for 
noble and beautiful instrumentalities. The exclusive concern of techno is the end 
result; the product of techno' possesses its value quite apart from the process from 
which it comes (Nicomachean Ethics 1094a3-6, 1139bl-3, 1140al-16). The slave 
is disinclined to take the kalon into consideration in his selection of means to 
achieve particular artistic objectives; and because such consideration is not required 
by techno, nothing hinders the natural slave in his quest for technical distinction. 

The natural slave stands at quite a distance from "the human being whose 
disposition is best both in body and in soul" (1254a37-39). Aristotle suggests that 
we consider this human being, in order to see what it is, that is ". 0 1 285.0 1 157.38.39). 
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the next person may get there from here.) Aristotle's joining of the statesmanly 
and royal in his description of the relationship of orexis and nous suggests why 
such a relationship is possible only where the soul is well-disposed. 

On Aristotle's account, orexis enjoys a temporary priority over nous; for it is 
more important that youngsters be brought to like the right things than that they 
understand or can explain why these things are right. "We perform base deeds on 
account of pleasure, and we hold back from noble ones on account of pain. Hence, 
as Plato says, it is necessary to have been led immediately from childhood so as 
both to rejoice and to experience pain at the proper things. For this is right educa- 
tion" (Nicomachean Ethics 1104b9-13; see also Politics 1340al6-18). Aristotle 
thus endorses the notion 

that by rejoicing and feeling disgust in the right way, a child will praise what is noble; being re- 
ceptive to noble things, he will take them into his soul and take sustenance from them and be- 
come noble and good. He will rightly blame and hate what is ignoble, despite being a mere youth 
as yet unable to grasp reason (logos). But he who is thus nurtured will welcome logos when it does 
come, recognizing it above all on account of its kinship. (Republic 401e3-402a4; see also Laws 
653a5-c4) 

For his part, Aristotle maintains that the "kinship" between true understanding 
and right tastes is so close that the ruling principle archer' ) in the soul may be 
termed either appetitive intelligence (orektikos nous) or thoughtful appetition 
(orexis dianoetike) (Nicomachean Ethics 1139b4-5; see also 1139a29-31). This ro- 
tation of terms, each serving now as governing adjective and again as governed 
noun, is the grammatical representation of the process of human maturation, in 
which orexis rules and then is ruled in turn. Aristotle regards this kind of rotation 
as a hallmark of statesmanly or political rule (1259b4-5; 1277a25-27). Of course, 
this in no way alters the fact that right orexis is ultimately subordinate to mature 
nous; but this subordination has the form of the submission that is characteristic of 
subjects of kingly or royal rule: namely, a recognition of the king's surpassing 
virtue, yet fundamental kinship (1259bl4-15). 

We must note in this account that the natural (albeit temporary) hegemony of 
orexis, as well as the kinship of orexis with nous, depend upon a youth's openness 
to the kalon. Aristotle and Plato agree that it is impossible for appetite to be 
rightly formed, i.e., for it to develop naturally, where there is a lack of responsive- 
ness to what is noble and beautiful. Now, the slave's soul, though unquestionably 
appetitive, is unable to attend to the kalon in its decision making. It would be in- 
appropriate, therefore, for a person in such a condition to be ruled in either of the 
ways that the intellect and the appetite of the best-disposed human being are re- 
lated. Those who are unresponsive to the kalon should not follow their appetites, 
nor do their appetites bear a foreshadowing kinship with reason; their souls are 
not yet up to the level of statesmanly or kingly rule. In this 
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whatever his skill at hypothetical deliberations, the natural slave has no insight 
into what is fundamental-the reasonableness of the first principles, so to speak. 
It follows that the 
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instrument of production, as opposed to property, is employed strictly with a view 
to the achievement of an extrinsic product. One cares for an instrument of pro- 
duction in order to sustain or increase the instrument's marginal productivity. In 
Aristotle's estimation even a carpenter's tools benefit when used appropriately. 
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culture in the formation of the natural slave. If a dysfunctional culture has en- 
gendered slavishness, then perhaps a restorative culture could correct this condi- 
tion. I would suggest that it is with a view to this possibility-and not on the 
Machiavellian grounds alleged by many commentators-that Aristotle recom- 
mends that in the best polis citizens should "tender freedom as a prize to all 
slaves" rather than holding their slaves without condition or limit (1330a31-33). 
Whether the slave is reformed or not, however, it remains the case that the right- 
fulness of a master's dominion is conditioned upon the subordination of his own 
conduct to the natural order. Despotic rule is right by nature only where the parts 
played by master and slave are themselves "governed by a rule in accord with the 
status of their natural development" (1255b5-8). The acknowledgement of this 
limitation and its corresponding responsibilities is essential to what Aristotle 
means by speaking of the master's property in natural slaves. Absent these condi- 
tions, natural slaves would still exist though natural slavery could not. 

As we have noted, certain occupations must be deemed inappropriate for the em- 
ployment of slaves. Other occupations are more congenial. Aristotle thus distin- 
guishes the rightful employment of a slave from the illiberal exercise of the 
mechanical arts. The slave is essentially a partner in the life of his master 
(1260a39-40); "and inasmuch as life is conduct (praxis) not production (poie'sis), the 
slave takes part as a subordinate in matters dealing with praxis" (1254a5-8). The 
circumlocution "matters dealing with praxis" embraces the possibility that slaves 
may be employed in domestic service-say in the preparation of meals-insofar as 
this employment plays a part in the natural function of the household, for example, 
the master's extension of hospitality to friends. This form of employment is op- 
posed to serving as a means for for for Tm
("and )T4j
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nothing to remind him that it is the nature of beings 
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82a7-85b7). Thus, in diametric opposition to the banausos, the farmer is trained 
in the habit of bringing his own deliberate choices into harmony with the endoge- 
nous agency and telos of the plants he cultivates. 

If the farming life does not fully inculcate virtue, Aristotle suggests, it at least 
mitigates the ordinary human vices. The philosopher's reasoning here is compact 
but important. Aristotle observes that 

farmers are busy on account of not having much substance on hand (ousia), so that they are un- 
able to hold frequent assemblies. Because they do not have what is required for that, they spend 
their time at work and do not covet what belongs to others; instead, working is more pleasant 
(htdion) to them than politicking and governing, provided there is not a great deal to be gotten 
from office. (1318b 1-16) 

Farmers, while not possessing any great wealth, will nearly always have on hand 
something more than a subsistence level of the necessities of life; urban dwellers, 
by contrast, are the first, the most desperately pressed, and often the exclusive vic- 
tims of agricultural shortage. This stability of provision breeds a sense of hardy 
self-confidence in farmers. At the same time, the stores on hand are never as great 
on a family farm as in the urban marketplace. Two mutually reinforcing conse- 
quences follow from this. First, farmers have not the leisure to involve themselves 
in ongoing political affairs, "so wherever a farming people . .. sets the tone of po- 
litical culture, the law rules rather than men" (1292b25-27). Apart from the offer 
of a truly remarkable bribe, farmers find it more pleasant to work their land than 
to get involved in politicking. "Politicking" (tou politeuesthai, 1318b1 5) is not to be 
identified with politike', the natural mode of cultivation essential to the realization of 
the human telos. For Aristotle links politicking and covetousness in this passage. 
Politicking evidently refers here to the low but familiar art through which one 
seeks office by appealing to the greed of some and the envy of others. Now, farm- 
ers are uninterested in politicking, as Aristotle says, because they "take more plea- 
sure" in working their land. This pleasure, to be sure, is indicative of character 
(Nicomachean Ethics 1104b3-5). So it is as a matter of character, inculcated by the 
agricultural life, that farmers enjoy a certain resistance to envy and covetousness- 
even if this character has not fully ripened so as to include the full-blown virtues of 
justice and liberality. Secondly, the absence of great wealth characteristic of agrar- 
ian life shelters the farmer from the fabulous and desire-inflaming opulence of fin- 
ished goods, which one finds in abundance in centers of commerce. This feature 
of the farming life again inclines toward virtue, even if it does not provide for the 
final harvest of moderation (sdphrosyne). Aristotle thus suggests how the culture 
of agraria tends to better the character of her denizens. Farmers are confident 
enough in their own livelihood to be unmoved by jealousy, but they do not have so 
much at any one time as to be corrupted by luxury. Whatever their other short- 
comings, thosej
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comes to influence the slave's perspective, he will tend to think in terms of natural 
metaphors. Rather than likening himself to raw material, to be shaped at the will 
of external agency, he may begin to understand himself (no less than the plants 
and livestock in his care) as a being with a natural telos, which properly bears upon 
his conduct. Moreover, the farmer learns from experience that despite his best ef- 
forts there will sometimes be poor harvests. The practice of agriculture thus tends 
to reward and fortify one's efficacy, but also to chasten one's pride in his own au- 
tonomy. In other words, the farmer grows precisely as he learns that he cannot 
make plants grow. By taking the nature of things more seriously, the farmer will 
be less inclined to disparage his own activity as merely a process of production. He 
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