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Abstract

Slavery and its justification is a phenomenon that has manifested
itself throughout history, and Aristotle’s contribution to its
rationalization is undeniable. He considers the condition of the
slave and the ownership by the master as both natural and even
necessary, relying on specific philosophical principles that hold a
prominent position within his philosophical system. This study
seeks first to explain and analyze Aristotle’s particular conception
of the slave and slavery, along with the philosophical principles that
support this justification—namely, matter and form, nature, and
essentialism. Then, by demonstrating the flaws in these principles,
it critiques and evaluates Aristotle’s theory of slavery. The findings
of this research indicate that great thinkers rely on fundamental
principles to substantiate the validity and coherence of their claims.
If those principles are valid, the associated claims will also hold; if
not, they will collapse. The philosophical foundations used by
Aristotle to justify slavery reflect the superficial understandings of
his era, and since those principles lack philosophical robustness, his
justification of slavery is also deemed invalid.

Keywords: Aristotle, slavery, matter and form, nature,
essentialism.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Aristotle’s justification of slavery occupies a deeply

influential yet morally troubling space in the canon
of Western philosophy. Rooted in his larger
metaphysical and ethical system, Aristotle viewed
slavery as a natural and necessary institution that
mirrors the cosmic order and internal hierarchy of
the soul. By distinguishing between those who
possess the rational faculty and those who lack it,
Aristotle drew an essentialist line between the free
man and the natural slave. His concept of slavery
rests heavily on the philosophical dichotomy of
matter and form, where the master represents
form—defined by purpose, reason, and actuality—
while the slave, reduced to matter, is a being whose
value and telos are realized only through
subjugation and service to another (Aristotle,
2000). This doctrine is not merely metaphorical
but ontological: the master actualizes the potential
of the slave, whose very existence depends on this
hierarchy to achieve any degree of function or
purpose (Aristotle, 1999b). Aristotle’s notion of
“natural slavery” thus emerges as a logical
consequence of his broader commitment to
teleology and essentialism—each being has a
nature and purpose, and deviation from this
predetermined function signifies disharmony.
Slaves, according to Aristotle, lack the deliberative
rationality required for moral agency and thus find
their highest good in obedience to those who
possess reason. This conception of inherent
inequality justified not only slavery as a political
institution but embedded it in the metaphysical
fabric of nature itself (Aristotle, 2000).

However, Aristotle’s philosophical defense of
slavery faces significant internal contradictions and
philosophical weaknesses that call into question the
consistency and moral validity of his claims. The
essentialist framework he employs—assigning
immutable natures to individuals based on
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perceived capacity for reason—fails to account for
the social, cultural, and environmental variables
that shape human development (Aristotle, 2000).
By asserting that some people are inherently
incapable of rational thought and suited only for
servitude, Aristotle dismisses the empirical
variability of human faculties and their potential for
cultivation. His arguments presume a static and
universal nature for individuals without adequate
criteria for identifying who qualifies as a “natural”
slave (Aristotle, 2000). This philosophical rigidity
leads to a moral hazard: the potential abuse and
misidentification of individuals based on subjective
or culturally conditioned notions of inferiority.
Furthermore, Aristotle’s conflation of teleological
explanation with normative justification—arguing
that because slavery exists and serves a function, it
is therefore good or natural—commits a logical
fallacy by deriving an “ought” from an “is.” His use
of analogies between the soul and body or man and
animal fails to withstand scrutiny when applied to
moral and legal personhood, as it overlooks the
capacity of all humans for change, learning, and
moral agency (Aristotle, 2000). These internal
inconsistencies reveal a deeper tension between
Aristotle’s ethical theory—centered on virtue,
justice, and flourishing—and his defense of a
practice that negates the moral autonomy of a large
segment of humanity.

In addition to philosophical inconsistencies,
Aristotle’s justification of slavery is shaped by the
sociopolitical conditions of his time, which further
undermines its claim to universality. Ancient Greek
society was heavily dependent on slave labor for
economic productivity, political stability, and
cultural development. This context likely
influenced Aristotle’s framing of slavery as an
indispensable component of the polis. In trying to
rationalize and systematize existing social
hierarchies, Aristotle’s metaphysics appears less as
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a discovery of natural truth and more as a
justification of entrenched power relations
(Aristotle, 2000). His treatment of slavery can thus
be seen as a case where philosophy is subservient
to ideology, cloaked in the language of natural
order and rational necessity. Moreover, his
exclusion of slaves from participation in the
political and moral life of the polis reveals an
ethnocentric bias that undermines his broader
ethical project. By defining eudaimonia—human
flourishing—as the telos of life, yet denying slaves
the very conditions necessary to pursue virtue,
Aristotle creates a moral framework that is
fundamentally exclusionary (Aristotle, 2000). The
contradiction between his teleological ethics and
his defense of slavery illustrates how cultural
assumptions can distort philosophical inquiry,
leading to theories that reinforce oppression rather
than challenge it. Aristotle’s account, though
internally structured and rhetorically sophisticated,
thus collapses when held to the standards of
philosophical consistency and moral universality.

From a critical perspective, Aristotle’s
philosophical justification of slavery has long
served as a focal point for debates on the ethical
limits of classical philosophy and the historical
complicity of intellectual traditions in systemic
injustice. Subsequent thinkers, both ancient and
modern, have confronted Aristotle’s views with
varying degrees of rejection or reinterpretation. In
the Islamic philosophical tradition, figures like
Averroes (Ibn Rushd) attempted to reconcile
Aristotelian metaphysics with more egalitarian
ethical visions, often rejecting the notion of natural
slavery. In Enlightenment Europe, philosophers
such as Rousseau and Kant criticized Aristotle for
grounding political inequality in nature rather than
in reason or contract. Modern critics highlight how
Aristotle’s framework anticipates forms of racial
and biological essentialism that justified
colonialism and racial slavery in later centuries.
The historical endurance of Aristotle’s ideas,
despite their ethical shortcomings, reveals the
power of philosophical systems to influence social
structures across time and cultures (Aristotle,
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2000). However, their longevity should not be
mistaken for validity. Philosophical coherence and
ethical justification must be judged by their internal
logic and moral implications, not merely by
historical precedent or textual authority. In this
light, Aristotle’s theory serves more as a cautionary
example of how brilliant systems of thought can be
co-opted by the ideologies of their time,
perpetuating harm under the guise of natural order.
The attempt to rationally critique Aristotle’s view
on slavery reveals a broader philosophical
principle: any social or political claim must
ultimately rest on foundational assumptions about
human nature, ethics, and justice. Aristotle’s failure
lies not merely in his conclusions, but in the
fragility of the metaphysical premises that support
them. His essentialist ontology, though compelling
in its structure, collapses under scrutiny when
applied to moral and political life. The human
capacity for rationality, growth, and ethical
reflection is not the exclusive domain of a
predetermined elite but a potential shared across all
individuals, albeit to varying degrees. Systems that
deny this shared potential violate the very
foundations of ethical reasoning and justice.
Philosophers must remain vigilant against the
temptation to elevate descriptive accounts of the
world into normative prescriptions that reinforce
inequality. The role of critical philosophy is not
merely to describe what is, but to interrogate what
ought to be—and to do so with attention to both
reason and humanity. In evaluating Aristotle’s
account, we are reminded that even the most
sophisticated philosophical systems must be
subject to ethical review and historical context, lest
they become instruments of rationalized injustice
(Aristotle, 2000).

Ultimately, the philosophical critique of Aristotle’s
justification of slavery underscores the importance
of scrutinizing foundational assumptions that
sustain oppressive institutions. It illustrates how
metaphysical constructs, when left unchallenged,
can serve as powerful tools for legitimizing
inequality. Aristotle’s defense of slavery, while
intellectually  coherent  within  his  broader
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philosophical system, reveals how even rigorous
logic can produce morally untenable outcomes
when built upon flawed premises. The failure of his
theory lies not in a lack of reason, but in the
misapplication of reason to support a socially
constructed hierarchy. Acknowledging this, we
affirm the enduring task of philosophy: to question,
to critique, and to aspire toward frameworks of
justice that honor the full moral and rational dignity
of all human beings.
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