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Introduction 
This paper began as an attempt to pick up two 

themes of the conference, freedom and nature, and 

to work out what Aristotle made of them in the 

Politics.  It is clear that his understanding differs 

from what we live in a liberal democracy and with 

the theory with which we support it.  Nevertheless, 

it emerged that the critical question in relation to 

the two themes was that of slavery or servitude and 

in Aristotle’s terms of the existence of those who 

are naturally free and those who are naturally 

slaves.  I will begin with freedom, touch lightly on 

Aristotle’s references to nature, and conclude with 

the issue of natural slaves.
1
 

Preliminaries 
Before proceeding, I will note an important 

interpretive tool for the Politics.  In Book IV, 

Aristotle indicates that his study will investigate the 

best constitution.  He immediately gives four 

senses of ‘the best’: the best possible, the best that 

circumstances might allow, the best that a 

particular people may be able to achieve, and the 

best practicable for most peoples in most places.  

These four senses of ‘the best’ are at play 

throughout the book.
2
 

Freedom in the Politics 
Aristotle begins the Politics with a discussion of 

the origins of the polis or city.  He is clearly 

fascinated with this not so old form of life and with 

the possibilities for human excellence that it offers.  

He sees it as having emerged from natural 

communities, namely families and villages, and 

from the relationships that are found there: husband 

and wife, parents and children, master and slave.  

The ordering of these relationships and of the 

communities in which they are found calls for 

appropriate forms of rule.  Aristotle argues against 

those who claim that all rule is the same and insists 

on essential differences between household 

management, the mastery of slaves and political 

rule. 

It is evident from these things as well that 

mastery and political rule are not the 

same thing and that all the sorts of rule 
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are not the same as one another, as some 

assert.  For the one sort is over those that 

are free by nature, the other over slaves; 

and household management is monarchy 

(for every household is run by one alone), 

while political rule is over free and equal 

persons.
3
 

I take this to indicate the primary sense of 

freedom in the Politics.  Those who are capable are 

able to become free from servitude, which means 

free from being subject to a master and also free 

from labouring for the necessities of life.  Those 

who gain this freedom are called citizens and find a 

life outside the household and village, a life that 

enables them to engage with persons who are not 

family members or servants but who are similarly 

free.  It is a life in which citizens are able to 

participate in moulding their own futures and the 

future and well-being of the community. 

Who the citizen is, then, is evident from 

these things.  Whoever is entitled to 

participate in an office involving 

deliberation or decision is, we can now 

say, a citizen in this city; and the city is 

the multitude of such persons that is 

adequate with a view to a self-sufficient 

life, to speak simply.
4
 

Freedom is lost, when the city or its constitution 

fails.  Despotic rule imports the mode of the 

domestic management of slaves into the city of 

nominally free persons.
5
  Tyranny is a political 

form seriously flawed by its perversion to the sole 

interests of the tyrant. 

Aristotle deals with two manifestations of 

freedom – democratic freedom and freedom as it 

occurs in the best possible city.  We will consider 

each of these in turn. 

Democratic Freedom 
Aristotle gives much space to his considerations 

of democracy in its different kinds.  He sees both 

its strengths and its weaknesses.  It is, however, 

freedom that drives a democracy. 

Now the presupposition of the democratic 

sort of regime is freedom.  It is 

customarily said that only in this sort of 

regime do [men] share in freedom, for so 

it is asserted, every democracy aims at 
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this.  One aspect of freedom is being 

ruled and ruling in turn.
6
 

The fact that people learn to rule and be ruled is in 

itself a positive feature of democracy.  It is what 

makes the city possible.  Under a constitution in 

which freedom is prime, elections will be made on 

the basis of a majority vote, because all are equal.  

Aristotle acknowledges that often the majority 

together will achieve a better judgement than the 

few on their own.  The more radical democratic 

way, which is not without precedent, is that offices 

be distributed by lot.
7
 

The democratic position is not, however, 

uncontested.  Aristotle recognises that three 

conditions of human life lead to claims of justice: 

freedom, wealth and virtue.  Here we see the 

conflict that arises between democrats, oligarchs 

and aristocrats.
 8
  Each holds to a partial form of 

justice.  While true aristocrats (the virtuous) are 

likely to stay out of factional disputes, it is the 

contest between the poor and the wealthy that 

drives politics.  It also gives rise to a degree of 

instability.
 9
  Though each of the claims has some 

merit, complete justice will require a balance of 

proportions. 

Ultimately, Aristotle is critical of unmitigated 

democracy and the kind of freedom that it 

espouses. 

In those democracies which are held to be 

most particularly democratic, what has 

become established is the opposite of 

what is advantageous.  The cause of this 

is that they define freedom badly.  For 

there are two things by which democracy 

is held to be defined: the majority having 

authority, and freedom.  Justice is held to 

be something equal; equality requires that 

whatever the multitude resolves is 

authoritative, and freedom and equality 

involve doing what one wants.  So in 

democracies of this sort everyone lives as 

he wants and ‘toward whatever [end] he 

happens to crave’, as Euripides says.  But 

this is a poor thing.  To live with a view 

to the regime should not be supposed to 

be slavery, but preservation.
10
 

The ability to do what they want or simply to enjoy 

themselves is more than likely to lead to a decline 

in virtue, which, for Aristotle, is contrary to the 

ends of the city and damaging to human life, and in 

the end to freedom, when, as is likely, tyranny 

takes hold. 
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The Freedom of the Best Possible City 
The kind of freedom that Aristotle promotes is 

found in Book VII of the Politics, where he deals 

with the best possible regime, a kind of aristocracy 

in which the virtuous are plentiful and only they 

rule.  The question that he is pursuing is that of 

what constitutes the best life both for an individual 

and for the city.
 11
  This gives rise to a discussion 

about whether the active political life or the 

studious life of contemplation is best.
 12
  In contrast 

with Nicomachean Ethics X, 7, Aristotle concludes 

that the active life is best, because it is there that 

virtue can be exercised. 

But if these things are argued rightly and 

happiness is to be regarded as [the same 

as] acting well, the best way of life both 

in common for every city and for the 

individual would be the active one.
13
 

Nevertheless, the kind of action praised is 

thoughtful action, and the freedom sought is the 

freedom to act in relation to other persons, but with 

limits.  Again, Aristotle insists that mastery is 

inappropriate for those who are free by nature, and 

that the appropriate mode of governance is ‘ruling 

and being ruled’. 

In the first instance, therefore, this freedom is 

freedom for action and for participation in political 

activities that lead to the flourishing of the city.  

But, it is also a freedom from the drudgery proper 

to slaves engaged in catering to human needs and 

from the vulgar work of artisans, craftsmen and 

merchants, who, though they may be free, live lives 

directed away from the highest things. 

The citizens should not live a vulgar or a 

merchant’s way of life, for this sort of 

way of life is ignoble and contrary to 

virtue.  Nor, indeed, should those who are 

going to be [citizens in such a regime] be 

farmers; for there is a need for leisure 

both with a view to the creation of virtue 

and with a view to political activities.
14
 

What eventuates is a life in which leisure is 

both an end and a necessity.  It is the end of work, 

just as peace is the end of war.
15
  It is necessary in 

order that citizens will have the opportunity for 

action.  It is dependent on a liberal education that 

will make the best life possible.
16
  Aristotle is 

adamant that leisure is not play but is rather the 

availability of time and resource to put one’s 

energy into the noblest activities.
17
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We might conclude this section with a quotation 

from Thomas Hobbes that shows how different is 

his view of freedom. 

Liberty, or freedom, signifieth (properly) 

the absence of opposition; (by opposition, 

I mean external impediments of motion;) 

and may be applied no less to irrational, 

and inanimate creatures, than to rational.  

For whatsoever is so tied, or environed, 

as it cannot move, but within a certain 

space, which space is determined by the 

opposition of some external body, we say 

it hath not liberty to go further.
18
 

Here liberty is simply the absence of physical 

constraint.  This is a view with which Aristotle has 

little sympathy.
19
 

Nature in the Politics 
When we turn our focus to nature in the 

Politics, there are a number of issues that arise 

immediately and that prick modern sensibilities: the 

insistence that political communities arise from 

natural communities;
20
 the notion that man is a 

political animal, one both sociable and able to 

engage in the ordering of a community;
21
 the claim 

that the city is prior by nature to the individual;
22
 

the acknowledgement that there are some human 

beings who are slaves by nature.
23
  A city arises 

according to nature because human beings have the 

potential to form such communities and because 

the earth provides suitable resources. It comes 

about not by nature but by means of human agency 

and is, therefore, dependent on human thought and 

achievement.  Nevertheless, the development, 

successful or unsuccessful, is guided by a final 

cause, which I take to be the best possible city of 

Book VII.
24
  While all of this is part of the overall 

                                                           
18
 Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, Chapter 21, # 1 

(Oxford, p 139) 
19
 ‘For to be under constraint and unable to do 

everything one might resolve to do is 

advantageous.  The license to do whatever one 

wishes cannot defend against the mean element in 

every human being.’ Politics VI, 4 (1318b38-40), 

Lord p. 187. 
20
 Politics I, 2. 

21
 Politics I, 2 (1253a3) et al.  On sociability see III, 

6 (1278b15-1278b30). 
22
 Politics I, 2 (1253a19) 

23
 Politics I, 4-6 et al. 

24
 It is clear that ‘nature’ is being used in different 

senses here, which is part of Aristotle’s readiness to 

use language analogically (pros hen equivocation).  

Richard Kraut summarises, ‘We should therefore 

recognise at least three ways in which Aristotle 

talks about nature.  As first nature, it is what is 

already present in us prior to habituation.  As 

second nature, it is what grows into us, as a result 

of a process of habituation.  And, as perfected 

picture, for the purposes of this paper, I will go 

straight to the question of natural slaves.
25
 

Slaves by Nature 
There is no question but that Aristotle accepts 

that there are human beings that are free by nature 

and others that are slavish by nature.
26
  The more 

quoted justification for this position is based on a 

difference in quality of mind and is found in Book 

I.  The natural slave is one ‘who participates in 

reason only to the extent of perceiving it, but does 

not have it’
27
.  In other words, the slave does not 

have the ability to know ahead of time what is to be 

done, yet is capable of understanding commands 

from a master and acting on them.  This is 

identified with deficiency in the ability to 

deliberate and so a lack of practical wisdom.
28
  

Aristotle has, however, another justification in 

Book VII, which should also be taken into account.  

Here, it is spirit that accounts for the difference.  

Human beings will not be free, unless they have the 

passion to be free.  In a somewhat dubious 

argument, which one can still hear in the 

Mediterranean, Aristotle argues that the polis arose 

in Greece because its people shared both the 

spirited nature of the northern Europeans and the 

intelligence of the Asiatic peoples.  They were, 

therefore, both driven to freedom and able to 

command.
29
 These differences are natural in the 

sense that they are there at birth
30
 and that 

deficiencies are not simply overcome by 

habituation or education.
31
 

Before we criticise Aristotle’s position, we need 

to note two points.  Firstly, he completely rejects 

conventional slavery, which is most commonly 

slavery imposed on those who lose in war, but 
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could be recognised in other institutional forms of 

slavery.  His grounds are that it is unjust to treat as 

a slave one who is not naturally slavish.  He also 

proposes a form of manumission to rectify unjust 

enslavement.
32
  Secondly, the form of slavery that 

he envisages is in the household and is seen as a 

relationship in which the master provides direction 

and the slave provides labour.  Each does what he 

is good at, and there are benefits for both.  A slave 

shares in and enjoys the excellence and 

achievements of his master, something that is 

lacking for freely living artisans.
33
 

Nevertheless, there are serious difficulties with 

Aristotle’s position.  Where do slaves come from?  

Or, more particularly, need the son of a slave be 

himself naturally slavish?  There is a hint that 

Aristotle recognises this problem, but he does not 

pursue it.
34
  While he acknowledges the possibility 

of natural slaves and situates them in relationship to 

a master in the household, he does not investigate 

how they might come to be there or to be selected.  

If such an arrangement were to work in the long 

run, it would have to be institutionalised and, 

almost automatically, birth rather than capacity 

would become a prime instrument in determining 

people’s futures 

Before we attempt a resolution, it is worth 

looking at how John Locke dealt with these issues 

within the context of a modern ethic of human 

rights.  In Chapter Four of the Second Treatise, 

Locke accepts a form of conventional slavery, 

which he describes as ‘nothing else but the state of 

war continued between a lawful conqueror and a 

captive’.
35
  Nevertheless, Locke does make some 

helpful distinctions.  In the same Chapter, he notes 

that people may sell themselves into drudgery 

without accepting a condition of slavery.  Later on, 

he says, ‘A freeman makes himself a servant to 

another, by selling him, for a certain time, the 

service he undertakes to do, in exchange for the 

wages he is to receive.’
36
 

Conclusion 
In drawing all of this together, it seems to me 

that Aristotle’s insight is that there is in the human 

condition an impetus towards servitude.  He gives 

three grounds for this.  First, human beings are 

dependent on the fruits of the earth for survival, 

and their perishability places heavy demands on 

human labour.  Secondly, human beings have 

different given capacities, which are not reducible 

to differences of opportunity for upbringing and 
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education, and this puts them into unequal 

relationships with one another.  Thirdly, in many, 

particularly the strong, there is a drive to dominate 

others.  Might not these been seen in different 

forms in contemporary life?  We have overcome 

the difficulties of the perishability of crops, but are 

we not subject to the demands of capital and the 

volatility of the financial markets?  The term 

‘slave’ is offensive to us, but how different is the 

relationship between employee and manager in 

corporations and bureaucracies?  And surely, the 

desire to dominate is still around. 

The achievement of the Politics, which is in 

many ways a reflection on the success of Greek 

politics, is that Aristotle is able to carve out a space 

in which people are free and free to act in relation 

to one another in the best possible ways.  The 

Politics targets wilful domination not by 

confrontation but by proposing structures of 

governance that allow citizens to participate in the 

decision making and judgements of their city in 

ways corresponding to their different abilities. 

When Aristotle outlines his best practicable 

constitution in Book IV in distinction to the best 

possible constitution of Book VII, he describes it as 

a balanced mix of oligarchy and democracy.  This 

form, often translated ‘polity’ but better understood 

as ‘republic’, is designed to allow maximum 

participation in rule of the city at the same time as 

it recognises differences of wealth and capability.  

It is a sign of Aristotle’s realism and practicality 

that this ‘best’ constitution is composed of two of 

the deviant constitutions of Book III.  It is true, 

however, that it does not cater well for those at the 

extremes, neither the truly virtuous, the aristocrats, 

nor those that labour, the slaves. 
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