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Introduction

That Aristotle’s discussion of slavery is problematic may be the most widely held
opinion about any topic in his corpus.! The commentary taking every form,
almost all regard it as unfortunate: even if he seeks to articulate a system of slav-
ery that is justifiable gua nature, the argument is riddled with difficulties - and
any defense of slavery is ipso facto absurd. In contrast, scholars have shown little
preoccupation with its inverse: Aristotle’s account of nobility.? This is remark-
able, as his most concentrated examination of nobles, viz., the fragments of his
dialogue On Noble Birth (Ilept evyeveiag), proceeds along the same lines as that
seen with his examinations of slavery: to discern what would be required for
the institution to name something true or natural, as opposed to its equivocal
employment in actual practice. As they proceed, the fragments outline criteria
for true nobility which inversely mirror those specified by Aristotle regarding
natural slavery, and which sound just as odd. In fact, true nobility creates even
greater difficulties than natural slavery for those who would subsume them along
with regular folks under a single unified kind “human”.

I Cf. FinLeY 1980; ScHOFIELD 1981; SmrtH 1983; LEAR 1988; BRUNT 1993; WiLLiaMs 1993;
GARVER 1994; DePEW 1995; ANNAS 1996; GARNSEY 1996; BENTLEY 1999; GOODEY 1999; HARVEY
2001; KaAMTEKAR 2002; KrauT 2002; DESLAURIERS 2003; FRaNK 2004; StmpsoN 2006; LockwooD
2007; HEatH 2008; KarBowskl 2012; KarBowskr 2013; FRANK 2015; KAMTEKAR 2016; PELLEGRIN
2017; Lockwoob 2019; Lockwoob 2021; Harwoob 2022.

2 Cf. FritscHE 1997; DE Vipo 2010-2011; SEGGIARO 2016; MEsqQuita 2020.
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What follows is a close examination of true nobility in Oz Noble Birth, as
taking the fragments seriously illuminates our understanding of Aristotle’s over-
all corpus. Building on recent scholarship recognizing the similarity between
true nobles and the woppaoihetg of the Politics,® we argue that true nobles also
constitute an unappreciated inversion of Aristotle’s natural slaves. Concurring
with those who contend that Aristotle’s argument for natural slaves is most
consistent if read as an empty set - even a careful critique of slavery* - we argue
that true nobles likewise make the most sense if read as a hypothetical inves-
tigation into that which would be required for the institution to name some-
thing true (as opposed to the arbitrary, equivocal practices of his time). This
reading of On Noble Birth shores up such scholarship on the Politics and vice
versa: interpreting a notoriously vexing argument as in fact a subtle critique of
socio-economic practices becomes more plausible if one finds Aristotle doing
it on multiple occasions. We conclude with a new explanation for why both
descriptions are so confounding. Traditionally, scholars explain natural slaves
via ad hominem: in this case, Aristotle is beholden to contemporary prejudices.
This may also explain the oddness of true nobles. Alternatively, we suggest that
both are most consistently read via ad absurdum: natural slaves and true nobles
are hypotheses about empty sets. For if the incoherence of Aristotle’s notorious
natural slaves is inversely mirrored in his neglected true nobles, then the cause
is presumably the same. Either these uncharacteristic problems are “evidence of
the mind-smashing force of cultural bias™ or the problems themselves point to
something deeper: “Insofar as domestic institutions ought to be strictly natural,
such a defense is also an attack.”

Our argument is broken into three sections, each with two subsections. First,
we introduce Aristotle’s dialogues, with specific attention to the fragments from
On Noble Birth. Given readers are likely less familiar with Aristotle’s exoterica than
his esoterica, we begin with some brief comments on how scholars approach
them, noting both the limitations and benefits of taking them seriously. Then
we provide an exhaustive look at the specific fragments in question, showing
the interlocutors as drawing increasingly tight circles around that which consti-
tutes true nobility as opposed to nobility by convention, and culminating in
the remarkable conclusion that true nobility requires the sempiternal existence

3 MEsquita 2020.

* E.g., AMBLER 1987; NicHOLS 1992; MCGRADE 1996; FRaNK 2005; TrOTT 2019; HARWOOD 2022.
> Dosss 1994, 71.

© AMBLER 1987, 400.
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of a supernatural apynyoc. In the second section, we return to Aristotle’s eso-
terica, comparing the fragments with his references to noble birth throughout
his corpus. We begin by briefly elucidating Aristotle’s conception of hereditary
and dispositive traits, in part to confront a recent (if anachronistic) trend among
scholars to read him as articulating something like race-thinking, and in part to
orient our discussion of the peculiar heritability of true nobility. The majority
of this section, however, is devoted to describing the only other instances in
the esoterica wherein one can find similarly superhuman qualities: Aristotle’s
naufaoretg and “God-among-humans” (0eov év avOphmorg). In the third sec-
tion, we descend into the fray concerning Aristotle’s natural slaves. We begin by
giving an overview of this notorious corner of his corpus, articulating all those
characteristics of natural slaves which have vexed scholars for centuries. We then
set natural slaves alongside their true noble counterparts, illustrating how they
both represent inverse mirror images of each other and preclude inclusion in
the natural kind “human” vis-a-vis every relevant aspect of their ostensible hu-
manity. We conclude by not only agreeing with a small but growing body of
scholarship which argues that natural slaves are so monstrously subhuman as
to constitute a null set ex hypothesi, but also by arguing that such an interpreta-
tion is made all the more likely when one takes the fragments of On Noble Birth,
with their equally monstrous superhuman true nobles, seriously.

1. Aristotle’s Dialogues and On Noble Birth
1.1 On Reading the Fragments

Ancient sources tell us that Aristotle wrote more dialogues than treatises.” Much
of the latter were lecture notes intended for assistance in instruction, whereas the
former were meticulously cultivated for popular consumption. Unfortunately,
his dialogues - often called the exoterica - have been lost; what survives exists
only in extremely fragmented form. This creates a dilemma for utilizing the
fragments. On the one hand, given the dialogues were intended for general read-
ers, they likely resembled other ancient Greek philosophical dialogues in form.?
Further, most assume they were written earlier in his career and reflected Plato’s

7 Cf. D. L. V,22-27.

8 For skepticism regarding the assumption that Aristotle’s dialogues bore strong resemblance
to Plato’s, cf. MooRrg 2020.
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influence on the younger Aristotle.” One, therefore, has grounds to presume
they proceeded elliptically, simultaneously enacting philosophical investigation
and argumentation rather than presenting formal arguments or progressing like
a treatise. Moreover, we lack almost all context or information regarding speak-
ers or setting. All this makes definitive claims based on the fragments poten-
tially as fraught as if one had only a few paragraphs of Alcibiades’ rant from the
Symposium and claimed something definitive about “Plato’s Concept of Love”.

On the other hand, rigorous examination of the fragments can help illu-
minate Aristotle’s thought and contribute to our understanding of his extant
works - often called the esoterica. Therefore, scholars should view the fragments
as “tools of interpretation which we can use to shed light on Aristotle’s extant
work - and of course the extant works, in their turn, to shed light on the views
of the fragments”; in those cases where “the extant Aristotle is sloppy or makes
assumptions incomprehensible to the modern reader, the fragments can fill the
gap.”1® With these caveats in place, we now turn to the dialogue On Noble Birth.!

1.2 The Fragments of Ilepl evyevelag

The fragments of On Noble Birth that survive are singular in a few ways. First,
unlike some other fragments, their authenticity has never seriously been doubt-
ed: Tept evyeveiog is included in all ancient lists of Aristotle’s works.'? Second,
the surviving fragments are more extensive than those of any other dialogue,
totaling three full pages of text.”® Third, based on ancient commentators we can
postulate that the extant fragments contain the main arguments of the original.*
Fourth, it has been conjectured that the interlocutors are Aristotle himself and
one of his students, Philo.” Finally, although the fragments present a position

° MesQuita 2020, 202 rejects the “Jaegerian temptation of cataloguing all dialogues as
early productions”, claiming that the “concurrence between the Politics and On Good Birth” in
subject matter argues either that they are both late compositions, or that they represent ideas
maintained throughout his career.

10 MEsQUITA - NORIEGA-OLMOS - SHIELDS 2020, 2.
' Fragments are referred to throughout according to their designations from Rosk 1886.

12 Pru. Arist. 27,2, comes closest, though still does not call it spurious; cf. D. L. loc. cit;
HEsycHius, no. 11; PTOLEMAEUS, no. 5.

3 For recent editions with useful commentary and extended testimonia, cf. GIGON 1987,
297-299; FLASHAR - DUBIELZIG - BREITENBERGER 2002, 214-217.

4 Mesqurra 2020, 209.
15 LAURreNTI 1987, 750-753; ZaNATTA 2008, 370, no. 7.
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that is certainly odd, arguably preposterous, and ultimately unsound, and al-
though they are in some ways incommensurate with other statements found in
Aristotle, they are not insurmountably different - particularly when compared
both with what he says about the maufaoietg / “God-among-humans” and
inversely with his description of natural slaves.'®

Superimposing the fragments onto Aristotle’s esoterica shows that they form
a coherent whole. The interlocutors draw tightening concentric circles around
the topic of noble birth, such that the fragments not only provide a complete
argument, but also one which bears significant similarity to other portions of
Aristotle’s corpus.”” Taken together, they articulate what will be dubbed Aristo-
tle’s defense of true nobility; as will be shown, nobility (just like slavery) admits
of true or natural definition, as opposed to definition only by convention or
actual practice.

The first fragment begins with one of the interlocutors stating the issue suc-
cinctly: “With regard to noble birth, I am wholly at an impasse as to whom
one should call nobly born” (Frag. 91 R3, I1,2)." The main speaker takes over:

Your being at a loss is quite reasonable, for among the many - and even more
so among the wise - there is division and obscurity about what is being said,
especially concerning its potential manifestation (duvapewcg).” This includes
whether it is among honored and excellent things or, as Lycophron the Soph-
ist wrote, whether it is altogether empty. For, comparing it with other good
things, he says, the nobility of noble birth is unclear, and the reverence ac-
corded it is from speech - the preference for it coming from opinion (7pog
80Eav) - whereas in truth (xata & &AnOewav) the lowly born are no different
from the nobly born. %

16 The few references to nobility and noble birth are scattered throughout Aristotle’s eso-
terica. How they relate to the present paper depends on whether he is discussing nobility by
convention (e.g., EN 1,9 1099b3-7; Rbet. 11,15 1390b16-35, pace 1390b23), true nobility (e.g.,
EN V)9 1136b22; Rbet. 1,5 1360b18-31, 11,15 1390b23), or ambiguously/both (e.g., MM 11,8
1207b19-1208a4; EE VIII,2 1248b8-1249a16; Pol. 111,13 1283a36-37).

17 L., moving from examination of how things are named equivocally (6udvupo réyetar)
to univocally (cvvdvupa Aéyetan); cf. Car. I 1al-15, VII 6a36-8b24; also ArosTLE 1980, 76-81;
for Aristotle’s political naturalism, cf. MILLER 1989; SonG 2012; MIGUENS 2017; DUKE 2020.

8 “Ohog 8¢ mepl edyevelag yd amopd, Tivag ypi) Kahelv Tovg edyevelc.

Y Atvagig 1s found frequently in Aristotle and is often rendered “capacity”. Given what
follows, it is useful to remember that it has multiple senses: “capability of existing or acting”,
“potential, as opp. to actual (3vépyeia, évreréyeia)”, and “productive power” are equally valid
(LIDDELL - ScOTT - JONES 1996, 452).

20 Eikotog v, #pny, 10010 0V dLlamopdv- Kai yap Topd TOV TOMDY Kol ndihov mapd Tdv
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Therefore, although the reader lacks any knowledge about the speakers or the
context of their conversation, the fragment is clear about what is under inter-
rogation: is nobility based on convention or does it name something true?

This equivalence, viz., from Lycophron’s summarized position that noble
birth is based on opinion to our saying it is based on convention, is due to
the explicit use of mpog d0Eav and katt & &Anbewav. Opinion concerns that
which may be otherwise (Mer. VIL15 1039b33-1040a3) and reputation - even
“good repute” (e0d0Eie) on which all agree (Rbet. 1,5 1361a25-27; cf. Pol. IV,5
1293b13-14) - is based on the general assent of others. Therefore, the speakers
are questioning whether nobility is like repute (and thus a topic for rhetoric;
Top. 1,10-11 104a3-104b18), or whether it has a definition (and thus a topic for
dialectic or demonstration; 7op. 1,5 101b38-102a17, 1,14 105b10-38). This dis-
tinction is a vital one in Aristotle; in the present context it determines whether
nobility is a societal convention based on the community’s continued persua-
sion as to opinions regarding who should be called “noble” as opposed to it
being a societal convention which is derived “from true and first things” (¢€
OOV kai Tpdtwv) which are themselves “self-evident” (81" abt®v) regarding
who 1s “noble” (7op. 1,1 100a18-101a4; cf. APr. 1,1 24a28-b3, 11,16 65a36-38;
APo. 1,2 72a5-14; DA. 111,3 428a19-24).

In the second fragment, the interlocutors elaborate on this difference of
opinion among the wise:

Just as there is division regarding what is a good height, so too is there divi-
sion as to who must be called nobly born. For some customarily think that
those who are to be called nobly born are they who come from good ancestors.
Thus, as with Socrates: for on account of the virtue (&petnv) of Aristides, his
daughter (i.e., Myrto, Socrates’ second spouse) is also fittingly born (yevvaiav
elvar).! Simonides, when asked to distinguish who is nobly born, said those
wealthy from ancient times.”

0oQP@AV TO PEV augLopnteitor T & o Aéyetan oapdg, e00VG Th TEPL THg duvapems. Aéyw 8
ToUTO, TOTEPOV TOV TYUMV £0TL Kal omovdalwv 1], kabdnep Avkdppwv O cogLothg Eypaye,
Kevov 1L waumayv. Bxeivog yop aviutapadilov £tépolg dyadoig adtnv edyevelag uev odv’
ENoY’ dpavig TO KAALog, £v AOY® Ot TO oeuvov, Mg Tpodg SOEav ovoav TV aipeow adTiig, Katd
& amOeiay 000tV Srapépoviag Tovg dyevelg TOV ebyevav (Frag. 91 R3, I1,3-11).

2L On Socrates’ relationship with Myrto, cf. Woobpury 1973.

22 Apgropnteiton 8t kabdmep Kal wepl Tod ThiKoV ayafoV EoTl, Sutm Kal del Kahely edyeveic.
Ol pgv yop tolg 8E ayaddv yovéwv eival vouiLovol, kabdmep Kol Sokpdng da yop thv
ApLoTetdov dpetiv Kol Thv Ouyatépo adtol yevvaiay eivat. Ziuovidnv 8t ool diepwTduevoy
Tiveg edyevelg, Tobg £k mdhar mhovolwv @avar (Frag. 92 R3, 1-5).
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Turning to Theognis, who finds this ridiculous, they spend some time consider-
ing his counterpoint: isn’t it obvious that a person who is wealthy now is better
off than one whose ancestors were wealthy? From his ostensibly reasonable posi-
tion, they interpolate a similarity between wealth and goodness: isn’t it obvious
that one has more in common with their immediate ancestors rather than their
ancient ones, and therefore one would rather be good rather than have ancient
ancestors who were good?

Nevertheless, the narrator dismisses Theognis along with the rest, opting in-
stead to consider what is being called “noble” in the attribution “noble birth”.

Since we see noble birth in none of these, must one look somewhere else? The
“noble” (1o €0) indicates, perhaps,® something praiseworthy and excellent, of
the same sort as a “noble face” (edmpdommov) and a “noble eye” (e06@Oaruov).
For, according to this manner of speaking, “noble” indicates something good
and beautiful. For doesn’t “noble face” mean having the virtue (¥yov &petv)
of a face, and “noble eye” having the virtue of an eye? But this is the excellence
of family (yévog), and that family which is common is not excellent. Thus, it is
evident that the excellence being named is based on having the virtue proper
to the thing.*

The fragment ends with their” first affirmative statement: “It is clear, then, that
noble birth is virtue of family.”*

The crux of the argument lies in the fourth and final fragment,” with the
discussion of the apymyog or “originator”. Summarizing their investigation up
to this point, the narrator emphasizes that they have yet to define noble birth

2 “Perhaps” should not be misconstrued as indicating tentativeness: dmov typically expresses

irony in philosophical dialogue. Cf. DENNISTON 1934, 267-268.

2 Ap’ odv ovk Emel v uNdeTEPW TOVTWY OpdueV TV eDYEveLay, oKemTéov dhhov Tpdmov; To
£0 oNuaiel L dNTov THV EMUWETHY Kol orovdaimy, olov To edmpdowmTov Kol 10 e0OYOAANOV-
dyaBov yap T f) Kahov onuaiver katd ToTTov Tov Aoyov. OVkoTv ebmpdonmov uév £0TL 10 Exov
dpetv TPoomTov, DOPOArOV 8E TO dpOaroD dpetnv; AALY uiv ot Yévog TO uév 6Irovdaiov,
10 8¢ padrov dAX od omovdaiov. Emovdaiov 8¢ Y€ popev EKaoTov KoTd TV adtol dpeThv
glva, Hote kal yévog omovdaiov moavtwg (Frag. 93 R3, 23-33).

2 Given the precedent of significant female characters in ancient dialogues (most notably
Diotima from Plato’s Symposium), and for reasons to be discussed shortly, it seems prudent - if
arguably anachronistic - to refer to the interlocutors using non-gender-specific pronouns.

26 Afjhov 80, E@ny, 6T doTiv 1) edyévela dpeth) yévoug (Frag. 92 R3, 34).

27 None of the original text of the third fragment (Frag. 93 R3) survives, and antiquity tells
us that it focuses on Socrates’ relationship with Myrto. Therefore, like On Wealth, we believe
it does not contribute significantly to this project.
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(Frag. 94 R3, 11,2-5). Euripides is invoked as claiming noble birth has nothing
to do with the past and everything to do with the present (Frag. 94 R3, I1,5-8).
The narrator rejects this as well, stating what they believe is correct: “Those who
give preference to [the yévog possessing] virtue from the beginning® seek cor-
rectly” (Frag. 94 R3, 11,8-9).”” The speaker then asserts that the sine gua non of
noble birth is the beginning or origin of the yévog, which they call the &pynmyoc.

Now this kind of thing occurs when an excellent origin springs up in/intervenes
in (&yyévntan) a family. For an origin of this kind has the productive power to
produce many fully like itself. This is the work of an origin: to make a multitude
of others like itself. When, then, some individual of this kind springs up in/
intervenes in (&yyévntow) the family, and has such excellence that their progeny
possess the full goodness of that one, it is necessary that the family be excel-
lent [...] Therefore, rather than the wealthy or the good, it is well said that the
“nobly born” should be those who come from ancient abundance or ancient
goodness. For this way of speaking seeks the truth: the origin matters above all
else. And surely not even those from good ancestors are always nobly born, but
only as many as happen to have originators (&pynyot) for their ancestors are.
Thus, when a man 1s himself good, but he does not have this particular produc-
tive power from nature such as to bring into the world a multitude fully like
himself; the origin does not have this particular productive power [lacuna in the
original] [...] virtue of family, and those are nobly born if they are from such
a family - not if their father was “nobly born”, but if the originator (&pynydc)
of the family (was).*® For not on account of the father does he himself beget a
good man, but because he was from this particular kind of family.*

28 Apyatav apetv is often rendered “ancient virtue” (Ross 1955) or “ancient excellence”
(BarNES 1984), but “virtue from the beginning” is equally possible and meshes better with the
rest of the fragments’ argument.

ALY 0p0dc tnTotow ol THv dpyaiav dpeTi)v TpoTlOévTES,

3% Brachylogy occurs in the original. More on this later.

31 SuuBalvel 8t T Totoitov, dtav Eyyévntal apyt) omovdaia &v @ yéver H yap dpyt) ToLadv
Eyer Tv dvvauy, modhd mapackevdlew oldmep adt. Todto yap ot dpyiig Epyov, molfjoat
olov avt #tepa oM. “Qrav odv EyyéviTal Tooltog elg Tig 8v 1@ Yével Kol oVt omovdaiog
BHoT Exew 10 4’ dketvou dyaBov molhdg yeveds, ToUto omovdatov avdykn elvor O yEvog [...]
®oT edAOYwg 0vK ol hovotol 00 of dyabol, GAX ol £k mhhar TAovolwv §) &k Tdion dyaddV
e0yevelg elev dv. Zntel yap 6 Moyog TéIn0f. Apy vop dvodev mdviov. OD uiv dAX o0d oi
gk TPoYOVOVY AyaddV edyevelg TAvTog, AAX doolg TLYYAVOUoIY dpyN YOl TOV TPOYOVDV SVTEC.
‘Qrov ugv ovv adtog dyadoc [1], w Exn 8¢ torany ddvouy Tiig @UoEwg Mg TiKTEW TOAAOUG
opotovg, ok Exel apyMv [...] ToradTny SVvauy, v tovtolg dpyt ToU yEvoug, Kai eDyevelg of 4o
T00UTOV TOD Yévoug 8vTeg, 0UK v O TaTHP £VYEVIC 1), AN 8V & dpyMydg ToD Yévoug. ob yip
S abTov 6 atnp Eyévvnoev dyabov, &AL 8t éx Totovtov yévoug fiv (Frag. 94 R3, 11,11-34).
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This requires unpacking, as it is potentially revolutionary. By stating that the
apynyog is the necessary origin which predetermines the nobility of a family,
the speaker not only precludes the claims of those who are of recent wealth
and excellence, but also those from ancient noble stock. For, by emphasizing
the supernatural ability of the dpynyog to pass their preeminent excellence to
all their progeny, if any individual within a so-called “noble” family exhibits
less than preeminent excellence, then this appears to threaten the entire fam-
ily’s current and prior claims to nobility. Put another way, noble birth is prov-
en experientially every generation by the shared superlative excellence of every
member of the bloodline. This belies the claims of the interlocutors’ Greek
contemporaries, both those who attempt to shore up their “noble birth” by
tracing their ancestry back to Golden Age heroes, and any noble family which
has a single blood-relation who is less than exemplary. Properly so-called, “no-
ble birth” names the (re)production, 7z foto, of preeminent excellence in and
for each subsequent generation; anything less demonstrates that the family has
called itself “noble” equivocally.*

Taken as a whole, the progression is quintessentially Aristotelian. When set-
ting out to examine something in the esoterica, Aristotle most often begins
by acknowledging that the thing in question is subject to both common us-
age and significant debate. He then describes how the thing in question is said
by the “many” and the “wise”, and at times investigates the relevant terms via
etymology and examples to see if either offers additional assistance. Only after
proceeding in this dialectical fashion, discarding that which is unhelpful and
building upon that which is useful, does he inquire into the nature of the thing
in itself and - upon concluding that it does have a proper definition - remark
on the specific ways it is said, both equivocally and truly.**

32 Aristotle is aware that excellence of stock degenerates in animals (GA IV,3 767a36-769b31;
HAT,1 486a1-487a2) and this may be related to hereditary monarchies (Pol. 111,15 1286b22-27)
and the progeny of historically exceptional persons (Rbet. 11,15 1390b21-31). MEsqQuita 2020
concludes from this that we should not overstate the case when reading On Noble Birth, im-
agining Aristotle saying, “I only claimed that archegoi ‘beget many like him’ [...] I never said
they were meant to be eternal” (p. 217). In other words, he agrees: the fragments declare that
progeny who do not share the preeminent excellence of the dpynyog indicate that the line was
never “truly” noble; thus, the argument articulated therein requires us to attribute a position
to Aristotle so preposterous as to necessitate Mesquita defending him from it. Nevertheless,
given the numerous additional characteristics which are described as both constitutive of true
nobility and which also differ from other natural kinds, we take the text at its word regarding
the eternal fecundity of the &pymyoc.

3 SacHs 2012, vii-x.
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2. Equivocal and True Nobility in the Esoterica
2.1 On Hereditary and Dispositive Traits

Though true to Aristotelian form, there are several problems with the arguments
presented by the dialogue. The first, most obvious issue is that this account of
noble birth looks like a conspicuously constructed hypothesis concerning he-
reditary and dispositive traits. The second is the interlocutors’ insistence that
true nobility involves innate virtue. The former seems both bizarre and wildly
anachronistic, whereas the latter flies in the face of Aristotle’s ethico-political
works, which are virtually adamant that virtue is not born but made via habit
- with the possible exceptions of the mopfaoiretg or “God-among-humans”.
Addressing these problems requires turning to Aristotle’s esoterica.

Regarding the first issue, Aristotle clearly has a rudimentary understanding
of heredity. Selective breeding having been recognized since the dawn of ani-
mal husbandry, Aristotle articulates his understanding of inherited traits in GA
IV,3 767a36-769b10 and IV,4 770a35-772b12.3* Nevertheless, a brief look at that
text confirms not only that Aristotle’s conception of heritable traits falls widely
short of that articulated by modern biology, but also that his description of
noble birth disagrees with his own conception of inherited traits seen therein.

Several scholars have recently imported a dispositive conception of bod-
ies and bloodlines into Aristotle, even going so far as to claim that Aristotle is
guilty of something like racism.* This is untenable: while attaching significance
to bodies and bloodlines is ubiquitous across cultures since ancient times, am-
plifying this significance to the level of socio-economic predestination via legal
codes is an epistemological leap inconceivable prior to the modern invention of
race.’® Even if, arguendo, one grants Aristotle the theoretical tools - e.g., a basic
sense of heritable traits, a theory of natural kinds - to conceive of something
like “race”, a perusal of his corpus shows him failing to get there.””

3% Cf. FaLcON - LEFEBVRE 2018, 1.

3 E.g., FritscHE 2019, 73-75; McCoskey 2012, 54, 56. DoBs 1994, 92 remarks that Aristotle’s
natural slave “has appeared even to his sympathetic readers as a racist tar-baby”, though he
is quick to point out that he considers this a misconception; for thorough refutations, cf.
Lockwoob 2021; HaArRwoob 2023.

36 Cf. TayLoR 2003, 18, 22; Harwoob 2022, 106-111.

7 BoxiLL 2001, 24-37 provides an exhaustive perusal of this hypothetical exercise, conclud-
ing not only that it fails in Aristotle’s case but also that a conception of “race” is unavailable
prior to Kant.
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More importantly, what Aristotle does say about heredity elsewhere is in
stark contrast with what he says in On Noble Birth. Aristotle is quite explicit
concerning the similarities which result through inheritance: “Some offspring
take after their parents, some do not; some their father, some their mother [...]
but these more than their earlier ancestors” (GA 1IV,3 767a36-b3).*® This is un-
surprising, being precisely what one expects from any careful observation of
inherited traits: they become more muted as more generations occur. Yet the
fragments state repeatedly that true nobles take after the dpymyog - the most
ancient ancestor - more profoundly and demonstrably than any more recent
ancestor, contradicting Aristotle’s description of heredity in the esoterica.

2.2 On the “God-among-humans”, a.k.a. the roupaocireig

The obvious place to look when comparing true nobles from On Noble Birth
to the esoterica 1s the Politics descriptions of the “God-among-humans” and
rmaufaohevs.”” Both have been a thorn in the side of scholars, as they seem to
contradict much of what Aristotle says elsewhere. Specifically, the “God-among-
humans” and mopfaociret' somehow ignore that which is determined by nature
(concerning the acquisition and maintenance of virtue) and required for jus-
tice (concerning the requirement that rule be shared) so much that they seem
to exceed the bounds of what otherwise defines humans g#a human.* What
has previously been missed is that these descriptions of superhumans from the
Politics map neatly onto the fragments from On Noble Birth, so much that the
“God-among-humans”, the mopfaoiietc, and the dpynydg may represent three
descriptions of the same individual (and their progeny).

What makes the “God-among-humans” singular is Aristotle’s insistence that
their excellence is so absolute as to be seemingly infallible (Pol. 111,13 1284a3-5).

38 Tob t& pév o1koTa YivesOaL ToIg TEKVMTAOL Th & 1) $0LKOTA, Kol Té puév otpl T 8¢ untpl
[...] kol pdAikov adToig f) Toig mpoydvolg. Aristotle’s statement that offspring share significant
traits with both mother and father is another reason for using of non-gender specific pronouns
in this discussion; cf. Rbet. 1,5 1360b31.

39 MEsqQuita 2020, 219 argues that the “distinctly unPlatonic” biological focus of On Noble
Birth further problematizes the traditional dating of the dialogue “back to the academic period”
and to “an immature, ‘fanatical Platonic’ Aristotle, as it would in the Jaegerian caricatural
approach”.

%0 On the mappaoihete, cf. RIEsBECK 2016; BUEKENHOUT 2016; BUEKENHOUT 2018; ATACK 2020,
179-196.
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Aristotle defines qgpovnoig, or political capacity, as “the only virtue that is the
ruler’s own” (1) 8¢ @povnolg Epyovtog 1dtog dpeth wovy, the excellence of the
subject being true opinion, 80Ea dinvOng; Pol. 114 1277b25-28). The superla-
tive possession of this virtue is precisely what defines the “God-among-humans”.
Should one arise, their possession of @pdvnoig would exceed comparison not
only to all others individually but also to that of the entire state combined,
rendering them “no longer properly counted a part of the polis” (Pol. 111,13
1284a5-10)." Legislation being that which “necessarily concerns equals both
with respect to birth and capacity”, and justice being shared rule among equals,
the “God-among-humans” is literally the exception to (the) rule because they
know no equal (Pol. 111,13 1284a11-12).*? This makes the “God-among-humans”
a monstrous being, as anyone who is “no part of a polis” (000v uépog morewa)
is not a human properly so called, but “a beast or a god” (#) 6nptov 1) 0edg; Pol.
[,2 1253a28-29).

It 1s important to pause here and note that Aristotle’s preoccupation with
such god-like persons is not exclusive to the Politics and that describing them
as “god-like” is no exaggeration. Indeed, Aristotle all but tells us that, rather
than coming up with the term “God-among-humans” himself, he appropriates
it from Homer. At the beginning of Book VII in the Nicomachean Ethics, Ar-
istotle examines extremes of character, in particular “brutishness” (Onpong)
and its opposite “superhuman virtue, someone heroic and divine” (EN VIL1
1145a15-19)." To illustrate the latter, he directly quotes Priam saying of Hector
that “he seemed not as a child of mortal man, but to be that of a god” (EN
VII,1 1145a20-23; cf. Il. XXIV,258-259).* Aristotle’s choice of reference here
could not be more telling. First, Priam’s immediately preceding words to those
Aristotle reproduces are, “Hector, who was a god among men” (//. XXIV,258).%
Thus, Aristotle 1s not hiding that he borrows the expression from Homer. Sec-
ond, the context of the passage is important: the mourning leader of Troy is
not simply stating that his late son’s god-like preeminence was different in kind
from regular Trojans. The quote occurs in the middle of Priam’s emphasizing
that Hector was incomparably superior to his heroic siblings (/7. XXIV,248-264).

1 OdKén Betéov TOVTOVG UEPOC TOAEWC.
4 oy v \ , o \ o . P 3 \
Apetv Ovteg Kol TNV molTikny dUvauyv: Gomep yop Oeov év dvOpwmolg eikog eival Tov
towotov. “00ev dijhov 8t kal Tv vopobeotov dvaykaiov givar mept Todg (oovg Kol T yével
Kol T} duvapet [...].
43 e a e~ s ;e , \ ,
TV Umep Nuag Apetyv, 1pmIKNV Tva Kal Ogtav.
M 0Dt Edrel Avdpog ye OvnTod mdig Eupeval aAki Ogolo.

* “Extopd 0, ¢ 0e0g Eoke pet avopdoLv.
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Third, although Aristotle ostensibly takes this moment to discuss both superhu-
man and subhuman persons, he has very little to say about the former - save
that if humans can become gods due to their superlative virtue, it is no longer
accurate to call this “virtue” or them “excellent”: these terms apply to humans,
whereas such a person is more than human (EN VIL1 1145a23-26). In short, it
is not hyperbole to say that a “God-among-humans” is mythic in their superior-
ity to regular folks. Aristotle tells us that this is what he has in mind.

Returning to the Politics, Aristotle says that the “God-among-humans” is so
radically superior to all others that it would be impossible to live with them.
Considerations of human justice fail, as “there is no law on those of such a
sort. For they are themselves a law” (Pol. 111,13 1284a13-14).* There are two
possible responses to such a god-like being. On the one hand, they could - or,
more properly, should - be instantaneously, gleefully invested as an absolute
monarch, for “it is left that all gladly obey (a God-among-humans), as it were
according to nature, and that those of such a sort be kings eternally in their
polis” (Pol. I11,3 1284b32-34).”” This outcome would result, however, only in a
polis whose populace was composed of citizens themselves sufficiently adept
with @povnoig such as to recognize that the best man in the best regime would
rule as Zeus rules the cosmos (Pol. VII,3 1325b28-30). On the other hand, of
course, this is extremely unlikely. Therefore, Aristotle says that should a “God-
among-humans” arise in anything less than the most just polis, they would be
ostracized - and he even says that this terrible fate would be based on a kind of
political justice (Pol. 111,13 1284b16-17; cf. EN'V,9 1136b15-1137a4).

One might expect Aristotle to assuage both our incredulity upon hearing
of an individual plucked from the Golden Age of Heroes, and our horror that
justice could entail condemning such a god-like person to a fate worse than
death. Instead, he doubles-down: all his illustrations of such monstrous good-
ness are pulled from myth. For example, he compares the appearance of a “God-
among-humans” among regular folks to Antisthenes’ fable describing a council
among animals wherein hares ridiculously claim equality with lions (Pol. 111,13
1284a16-17), and reminds us of the Argo stranding Heracles due to the demigod
so exceeding the other Argonauts that she/they could not bear him (Pol. 111,13
1284a24-25). Following these allusions to fables, heroes, and demigods, Aristotle
adds a third potential response to the emergence of a “God-among-humans”:
execution (Pol. V,18 1288a35-b5). Again, though such extreme actions may strike

46 R , 5w , s 5 ,
Katd 8¢ 1dv toobtov ok ot vopog: adtol yap eiol vouog.
47 Aetmetar tolvuy, Omep Eouke meukéval, mel@eobal TG TOLOVTE TAVTAG AOUEVOS, HOTE
Baciréag elvar Tovg TolovToug Adiovg v Talg TOLESLY.
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us as exceeding the strict definition of justice, he reiterates that they are justified
based on the radical distance between the preeminent @pdvnoug of that one and
the combined @pdvnoig of everyone else in anything less than the best polis.

In his final comments which directly invoke the “God-among-humans”, Aris-
totle elaborates as to who he considers to be included in his descriptions. “But
when at all events a whole family, or some one, happens to surpass all others
with respect to their excessive virtue that they exceed the virtue of all others,
then it is just that the family be king and lord of all, or that the one be king”
(Pol. 111,17 1288a15-19).* That is, “God-among-humans” may refer not only to
the possibility of a single heroic individual springing up in/intervening in a polis,
but also to an individual who is the originator of a bloodline of similarly, de-
monstrably superlative progeny. In both cases, the most just response would be
to invest such god-like persons with rule; yet in both cases, this would only hap-
pen if the rest of the polis were capable of recognizing their true preeminence.
In sum, Aristotle’s altogether brief comments on the “God-among-humans” are
as definitive (viz., there are exactly two just responses to their existence: absolute
removal or absolute investiture) as they are disruptive (viz., this person threatens
everything else he says about justice, shared rule, the definition of citizenship,
and even humanity considered as a natural kind).*

All this is strikingly similar to Aristotle’s description of the mappaociretc, as
the “king everywhere” is its own conundrum. The Politics is famously less pol-
ished than other works in Aristotle’s esoterica, and the opfaoiretg offers a case
study of such messiness.”® As mentioned before, Aristotle is unequivocal that
the best form of government would be an absolute hereditary monarchy under
someone who clearly would be a “king everywhere” - except when he says that
such kings no longer arise these days (Pol. V,10 1313a3-4), or that the best form
of government is one in which not men but laws rule (Po/. 111,11 1282b1-6), or
that the best form of government is one in which all citizens share rule (Pol.
II1,7 1279a38-b3; 11,11 1281a39-b15). For those expecting precision, such com-
peting claims are bound to frustrate.”

48 o ! . o B N~ o \ ~ ’ ’ EREY \
Otav ovv 1) YEvog OAoV 1) kKal TV dhAwv Eva Tiva ouufpt) dtapepovto. yeveabol Kat apetnv
t000UTOV Ho0 Vmepéyewy TV Ekeivou Tig TOV dAhwv Tdvtwy, TOTE dikalov T Yévog eival Totto
Baothkdv Kal KupLov Tavimy, Kol Bactiéa TOv Eva todTov.

4 Cf. FRaNK 2004, 93.

50 E.g., Pol. 11l ends with a lacuna in the text (scholars debating whether IV or VII should
follow), and several times in VII and VIII Aristotle promises to elaborate later without doing
so; cf. SacHs 2002, 211, n. 193.

31 To be fair, Aristotle warns against expecting the precision found in inquiries concerning
that which cannot be otherwise; compare, e.g., Pol. VII,8 1328a20-22 with Mez. V,5 1015a34-b1.
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On closer inspection, all of Aristotle’s arguments for absolute, hereditary
monarchy in this specific case are valid.”> If someone arose in a polis who de-
monstrably possessed excellence such as to be incomparable to all others com-
bined, then the logical response is their elevation to absolute monarch. If this
preeminence were somehow demonstrably hereditary, then the logical response
is the same: their progeny must continue as absolute monarchs. Justice demands
that such persons rule; one can no more share rule with them than Antisthenes’
hares can claim equality with lions. Their superlative judgment both includes
our best interests and exceeds our ability to achieve them, so recognizing one’s
own fallibility entails ceding power to someone infallible. Any other response
only proves that we are not listening to the rational part of our souls and are
demonstrably lacking in @povnoig. In each case, these statements are subjunc-
tively conditional and their conclusions follow ex hypothesi.

At this point the similarities between the Politics moppaoiletg and the
apynyog of On Noble Birth should be clear, though at the time of writing only
one publication has recognized this.”® This is unfortunate, as they are not just
similar but also mutually illuminating. It was argued above that scholarship
based on the fragments is justified insofar as it provides “tools of interpretation
which we can use to shed light on Aristotle’s work” when “the extant Aristotle
is sloppy or makes assumptions incomprehensible to the modern reader”.”* The
nappaoctheg is precisely such a case, so scholars must look to the rest of Aris-
totle’s corpus to see if he elsewhere describes similarly preeminent individuals
for clarification. Upon finding such similarities in Oz Noble Birth, it has been
proposed that Aristotle likely supplied additional explanation of his position
on absolute hereditary monarchy via the exoterica.

This paper agrees, but goes further. Scholars have failed to recognize that
the moppaorets / “God-among-humans” of the Politics and the dpynyodg from
On Noble Birth beggar belief for the same reason: they describe individuals who
push to the breaking point a unified definition of humanity. That is, even if the
fragments’ superhuman true nobles fill in the blanks for the Politics’ superhuman
raufaoketg / “God-among-humans”, taken together they fail to provide a ro-
bust account for such a monstrous, godlike nature. Put bluntly, the difference

52 NicHOLS 1992, 59-62, 74-79, finds the “God-among-humans” a rhetorical contradiction:
they possess “extreme” virtue, yet EN 11,6 1106b5-18 states that extremes are always vices.
She concludes that, as Aristotle could not be unaware of such an obvious contradiction, the
“God-among-humans” must be a hypothetical ideal humored by Aristotle due to its theoretical
validity. This inadvertently supports the present argument.

3 MEsqQuita 2020.

% MEsquiTa - NORIEGA-OLMOS - SHIELDS 2020, 2.
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between these individuals and the average person is so dramatic as to force us
to question whether they can be considered human.

Before rejecting this as absurd, it behooves us to ask again whether Aristotle’s
corpus contains any other similarly bizarre descriptions of monstrous persons.
And, of course, it does: no part of Aristotle is so consistently regarded as “slop-
py” as his monstrous natural slaves. Superimposing Aristotle’s superhumans (i.e.,
true nobles, the dpymydg, the mapfacireve, and the “God-among-humans”) onto
what some have dubbed his “subhumans” (i.e., natural slaves) provides fecund
material for (re)interpreting both, as they are profoundly similar in their extra-
human characteristics.”® Therefore, the next section focuses on natural slaves,
arguing that true nobles constitute their inverted image, so much that the frag-
ments provide a hitherto unappreciated key for deciphering this long-debated
corner of Aristotle’s corpus.

3. Aristotle’s “Natural” Slaves
3.1 Another Hypothetical Account

Scholars have debated exactly how to read Aristotle’s natural slaves for centuries.*
Understandably, the commentary is so extensive that an exhaustive review would
exceed the space available to the present project. Fortunately, it is also unneces-
sary. The following will summarize those issues typically noted in the scholarship,
to provide a sufficient comparison for true nobles and an interpretation of both
as argumenta ad absurdum which demonstrate, ex hypothesi, that actual slaves and
nobles are based in arbitrary conventions rather than nature or truth.

Natural slaves differ from other humans (including actual slaves) in (1) their
limited royog, (2) their proper £pyov, (3) their ability to acquire dpet, and - as
a result of these - (a) their incapacity for complete gurio and (b) eddaupovia.”
Natural slaves are referred to as differing from other humans as much as the
latter differ from beasts (Pol 1,2 1253a10-18; 1,5 1254b3-28; 11,5 1263a35-40).
If nature were to distinguish them somatically, they would be as demonstrably

5 E.g., GARNSEY 1996, 123; ScHOFRIELD 1981, 139.
56 E.g., ViTorIa 1538/1991, 239-240, 250-251; Las Casas 1550/1992, 32-48; cf. HuxLey 1980.

37 Pol. 1,1 1252a32; 1,2 1253a10-18; 1,5 1254b15-1255a2; 1,5 1254b3-28; 1,13 1260a10-14;
11,5 1263a35-40; DA 1,3 406b24-25; 111,3 428a16-25; I11,9 432a30-b2; 111,10 433a10-15; 111,10
433a31-b4; 111,10 433b28-31; 111,11 434a5-10; EN 11,3 1112a18-1113a14; VI,5 1140a25-b6; HA
1V,8-9 534b29-536b24; cf. Sacus 2012, 5, n. 50; Lockwoobp 2007.
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different from other humans (including, presumably, actual slaves) as these oth-
ers are from gods - but unfortunately nature does not (Pol. 1,5 1254b34-37).
Their indistinguishable physical appearance would lead common sense to as-
sume that they are members of the same natural kind, yet Aristotle tells us this
is insufficient for definitively determining something’s definition.

Should anyone take Aristotle’s criteria seriously and attempt to implement
his natural system, it would be impossible to supply the number of slaves as-
sumed necessary for the economic status quo of the polis.”” Some claim that
Aristotle characterizes all barbarians as slaves by nature (Pol. 1,2 1252b8-9). But
the characterization is not even his (he is quoting EUR. L4 1400), and anyway it
results in an obvious circular trap: what supposedly makes barbarians natural
slaves is removed once they are removed from a barbarian polis.®® Aristotle’s odd
comment that their acquisition is akin to hunting (Pol. I,7 1255b37-9) has long
been recognized as insufficient.®’ Hereditary slavery is a non-starter (the prac-
tice being both exorbitantly expensive and socially frowned upon).®? Indeed, in
spite of Aristotle’s frequent assertions that “human begets human” (&v6pwiog
yop dvOpwmov yevvd, Met. XII,3 1070a28) and that “one human is not more
‘human’ than another” (o0 yap éotv Etepog étépov AoV dvbpwmog, Cat. V
3b39-4al), his descriptions of natural slaves are so markedly different from eve-
rything else he says about humans that it is not only unclear who they are and
whence they come, but also whether they could even be considered human.®

This brief overview demonstrates why so many find Aristotle’s “defense” of
natural slaves “inconsistent and incoherent”,** “peculiar and strained”, even “a
disaster”.® Simply put, natural slaves “are not fully human” according to Aris-
totle’s own criteria.®® As a result, the consensus has been that the whole affair
is uncharacteristically, insurmountably muddled, even “evidence of the mind-

8 One might object that Aristotle says 7 &pa popgi @ooig (Phys. 11,1 193b17). Yet popen
in this case does not simply mean “physical appearance”. More to the point, he reminds us
frequently that things are defined according to work and capacity (e.g., mavta 8¢ @ Epyw
dprotan kol ) duvaper, Pol. 1,2 1253a23); cf. BALME 1980; SHIELDS 1993.

% Harwoob 2022, 118-119.
0 Cf. Lockwoob 2021.
¢l Cf. AMBLER 1987.

62 More importantly, attributing an understanding of hereditary, dispositive traits to Aristotle
would return us to the pre-modern racial-thinking anachronism already discussed.

0 Cf. Phys. 11,1 193b8; 11,2 194b13; 11,7 198a26; 111,2 202a11; WarD 2008.
% Dosss 1994, 71.

5 Wirriams 1993, 118, 115.

6 ARNHART 1987, 54.
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smashing force of cultural bias”.”” Yet these ostensible problems disappear if,
rather than assuming the existence of natural slaves, one reads Aristotle as hy-
pothesizing what would be necessary for natural slaves to exist. Thus, recently
some commentators have argued that Aristotle’s criteria for natural slaves are
so damning as to constitute an empty set, a subtle recognition that slavery’s
actual practice is problematic, and even a subversive argumentum ad absurdum
which exposes all slavery as ipso facto unjust.®®

3.2 Comparing Natural Slaves with True nobles

If natural slaves flummox us due to their subhumanity, true nobles invert the
problem due to their superhumanity. Superimposing the arguments from Oz
Noble Birth onto the discussion, one can see this unappreciated inverse similarity:

1. A natural slave’s limited Adyog is so irreversible that it compels their being
ruled, thus defying the strict definition of just, shared rule.®” Though Aristotle
does not mention Adyog vis-a-vis true nobles, their preternatural excellence
implies that their possession of Ldyog is likewise so preternatural as to com-
pel their ruling, thus defying the strict definition of just, shared rule.”

2. A natural slave’s difference in £pyov turns it into “living tool (which) seems to
have very little that is human about it”.”" A true noble’s preternatural excel-
lence and fecundity turn it into an indefatigably effective being which seems
to have very little that is human about it.

3. The natural slave’s inherent incapacity for apet precludes it from potenti-
alities constitutive of humans g#a human, condemning them to be incapa-
ble of (a) complete uhioc with non-natural slaves (i.e., the distance between
them makes complete @uria impossible) or (b) achieving evdaupovia (i.e., hu-
manity’s Télog 1s inaccessible if a person’s Gpet is irreparably dependent).”

7 Doges 1994, 71. Cf. SMpsoN 2006 for an alternative account which regards natural slaves
consistent.

68 Respectively: AMBLER 1987; FRANK 2005; PANGLE 2013; TrOTT 2019; HARWOOD 2022.

% Heatn 2008.

70 While political justice involves both natural and conventional aspects (which themselves
vary), and is based on Aristotle’s overall discussion of justice in EN'V,7 (Lockwoob 2005-2006),
Aristotle defines it as that which is due among equals and thus as entailing shared rule; cf.
NEV,6-7 1134b1-35; V,11 1138b5-18; Pol. 11,2 1261a22-32; 111,4 1277b13-16; 111,9 1280a11-13;
111,12 1282b16-17; also, SacHs 2012, 259-260; FrRank 2004, 93.

71 GARNSEY 1996, 123; cf. DEvECKA 2013.

72 Aristotle mentions the possibility of qulio between slave and master. Yet given the natural
slave’s preclusion from &pet (save in a limited and vicarious way through participation in
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The true noble’s inherent possession of dpetr) guarantees it the potentialities
constitutive of humans g#a human, predestining them to be incapable of (a)
complete quita with non-true nobles (i.e., the distance between them makes
complete guhio impossible) or (b) failing to achieve happiness (i.e., human-
ity’s téhog 1s unavoidable if a person’s dpet is total).”

True nobles and natural slaves are inverse mirror-images of each other, extremes
which either vastly exceed or woefully fall short of what otherwise defines hu-
manity. Their differences from regular humans are so extreme that one must
question whether Aristotle’s criteria preclude them from inclusion in the same
kind, or whether he believes that such “natural/true” kinds exist.

Indeed, in the only passage in Aristotle’s corpus wherein he directly compares
all five groups - natural and actual slaves, true and conventional nobles, and
everyone else - he all but encourages these suspicions. At Pol. 1,5-6 1255a1-b3,
Aristotle packs a tremendous amount of significance into a deceptively brief bit
of text, calling out the conventional separation of the two groups (actual slaves
and actual nobles), highlighting the essential differences which separate the other
three kinds (natural slaves, true nobles, and regular folks), and emphasizing the
misconception of mistaking the most high-born for the most low-born. Thus,
we will spend some time unpacking this passage.

Noting that some maintain a strict separation between slaves, nobles, and
everyone else, Aristotle interprets this as an implicit recognition of the differ-
ence between regular folks and “the natural slave of which we spoke at the be-
ginning”, as opposed to the difference between actual slaves and freepersons.”
Then, unexpectedly, he creates a parallelism between this implicit recognition
of the differences between natural slaves and actual slaves with the differences
between true nobles and conventional nobles: “the same principle applies to
nobility [...] there are two kinds of nobly-born [...] one absolute, the other rela-
tive” (Pol. 1,6 1255a29-35).” Thus, he reminds us of the radical distance be-
tween actual slaves (who are called such equivocally) and natural slaves (whom

that of their master) and their being defined as only a part of their master, they are incapable
of complete friendship with either their master or another natural slave; cf. Lockwoob 2007.

73 Cf. EN VIII,7 1158b29-1159a12.

7 Kaitol tav 1010 AMéymaty, 000Ev &hho tntoiiow fj T gioel dothov dmep EE dpyilg elmopey.

5 Tov adtov 8t TpodTOV Kal mept evyevetag [...] dg 3V T TO pEv amhdg evyevig [...] 10 & ovk
Amh®C.
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he likens more to beasts than humans) by equating it with the equally radical
distance between conventional nobles (who are called such equivocally) and
true nobles (whom he likens more to gods than humans). Regular folks are
separated out as different from both natural slaves and true nobles, whereas
actual slaves and conventional nobles are no different from regular folks save
in their (mis)fortune of being equivocally regarded as different. And, to solidify
both the distance between truly different groups and the way in which human
convention conflates true difference, he provides his most potent example of
all: Helen of Troy being a slave.

Aristotle’s invocation of Helen is thick with significance which would have
been unmistakable for his contemporaries; ensuring that this is not lost on to-
day’s reader requires some exposition. First, as mentioned above, whenever Ar-
istotle provides examples of such superlative individuals, he invariably avails of
myths and fables. Helen is this and more: regardless of whether Aristotle’s Athe-
nian audience considered 7he lliad history or mythology (or both), all would be
aware of just how impossibly Other Helen was. She was not just the offspring
of any god, but the king of the gods: Zeus. Traditions vary regarding whether
her mother was Leda (a Spartan queen), or Nemesis (a terrifying goddess).” We
misunderstand her as being superlatively attractive, whereas the ancients knew
her to be literally terrifying. In her first appearance in The lliad, the Trojan el-
ders comment among themselves that she lays waste to civilizations by her very
presence, men literally losing their minds and flinging themselves toward ruin,
as she 1s as horrifying to look upon as a deathless goddess (ZZ 111,156-160). The
word Homer uses is aivog (the poetic form for dewvoc), and although not ex-
clusively reserved for the horror felt in the presence of monsters and gods, it
is a favorite description of the dread mortals and gods alike feel before Zeus.”
This is an argument based in tradition rather than hyperbole based in rhetoric:
just as Zeus could threaten chaos but instead maintains the cosmic order and
ensures justice due to his horrifying power, so too Helen could threaten chaos
but instead leads to the creation of human order due to her horrifying beauty.”®
In short, Helen is not just another example of unachievable god-like status.

76 BURKERT 1985, 185.
77 LIDDELL - SCOTT - JoNES 1996, 40, 374.

8 Being the catalyst for the Oath of Tyndareus - the first vopog binding mortal kings to
one another - and “What holds democracy together is the Oath”, LycurG. Or. in Leocr. 79; cf.
BURKERT 1985, 248-254.
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She tops the list of most capital-O Others from which Aristotle can choose to
illustrate his point.”

Second, the quote Aristotle chooses to invoke Helen could not be more ap-
propriate. In this quote from Theodectes’ lost tragedy Helen we hear the epony-
mous demigod expressing, simultaneously, that her lineage makes her “the most
nobly-born” and yet some would dare treat her as the most lowly-born: “On
both sides the issue of divine roots / Who would deign address me as servant?”
(Pol. 1,6 1255a37-38).% This stresses both just how august one should under-
stand Aristotle’s true nobles to be (read: on the level of Helen), and just how
unjust actual slavery can be (read: on the level of calling a demigod a servant).
The quote thus brilliantly illuminates his arguments that true nobles and natu-
ral slaves are persons categorically different from conventional nobles, actual
slaves, and everybody else, and it is only through unjust convention and igno-
rant opinion that these categories are erroneously allocated.

Aristotle solidifies the significance of this passage as he brings it to a close.
After reiterating that all this is an attempt to give an overview of the difference
of opinion on such matters, he underlines the all-important distinction between
what people say and what is. In the same breath, he remarks that people think
“Just as from human springs human and from beast springs beast, so also from
a good man a good man”, only to qualify immediately that “in fact, nature of-
ten wills to make this so, yet is not able” (Pol. 1,6 1255b1-3).%!

Rich as this passage may be, it brings to the fore a pair of paradoxes found
at the heart of Aristotle’s description of true nobles. When placed alongside the
fragments from On Noble Birth, the passage also illustrates that these paradoxes
bear uncanny similarity to perennial difficulties found at the heart of Aristotle’s
description of natural slaves. By referencing a demigod who is “on both sides
the issue of divine roots”, his invocation of Helen both echoes his description
of the dpynydg and reiterates the unresolved question of how true nobles could
arise. And by attributing complete virtue to true nobles as their birthright while
failing to provide an example of what this looks like - viz., though his mythi-
cal examples are superhuman, they hardly could be said to possess complete
virtue in the Aristotelian sense - he underscores (rather than elides) the threat
that hereditary virtue poses for his ethical theory overall. Thus, we will unpack

7 Cf. BURKERT 1985, 203, 205.

80 Oeimv & & dugoiv Ekyovov primudtov / tig dv mpocelmeiv AELdoeley AdTpLy.
81 “Qomep 2E avOphmov dvOpwmov Kol &k Onplov yiveoBar Onplov, obtw Kol EE dyaddv
dya0ov- 1) 8t @ioig Bovletor pEv T00To TOLETV TOAMAKLG, OV HEVTOL SUVaTaL.
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these two paradoxes, finding that they are ultimately unresolvable and that they
mirror problems long recognized in Aristotle’s account of natural slavery.

By repeatedly availing of mythic tales to illustrate superhuman greatness,
the Politics reminds us that the fragments repeatedly say that the superhuman
apymyog is the sine gua non distinguishing true nobility from regular folks. Helen’s
being “the most nobly-born” is not hyperbolic but literal, as she comes from
the highest apymyol - if any parent could claim to be an dpynyoc, it would be
a god (Pol. 1,6 1255a26). Nevertheless, the origin of true nobles is only com-
plicated by this observation. Specifically, there is no way to reconcile the origi-
nation of the dpymyog itself. First, they present a paradoxical issue of heredity
which is more daunting than the aforementioned quandary regarding whence
natural slaves come to be. As stated above, what makes true nobles so distinct
is their combination of preternatural &pet (i.e., their preeminent excellence)
and indefatigable dUvoyug (i.e., their guaranteed preeminently excellent prog-
eny). Both exceed that which defines humans g#a human, and both require an
apynyog as ancestor. That is, no one can claim noble birth lest all current and
prior members of their yévog likewise can claim noble birth, going back to the
apynyoc. But the dpynyog cannot themselves claim noble birth. If the defini-
tion of “noble birth” requires that the nobly born are themselves offspring of
the nobly born, this either leads to infinite regress (noble birth extends back a4
infinitum, so there cannot be an dpymydg) or contradiction (the dpymyog cannot
claim “noble birth”, so noble birth can never begin). Therefore, it is unclear
how true nobles come to be - just like natural slaves.

Clues may be found in the pun contained in ¢yyévnton and the conspicuous
use of brachylogy in the fourth fragment. Although both are common in ancient
Greek, Aristotle may be using them here to indicate the logical problem created
by the &pynyoc.®” Regarding the first: since the dpymydg cannot be “born into” a
non-noble yévog, they must “intervene in” or “spring up in” a non-noble yévoc.
Of course, this points out rather than solves a problem which is not trivial. The
sudden emergence of such a categorical greater arising from such a categorical
lesser is anathema to Aristotelian biology.*’ Regarding the second: Aristotle’s use
of brachylogy comes closest to naming the problem concerning the origination
of the dpymyog outright, though the speaker immediately retreats from it. Read
literally, it states, “Those are nobly born if they are from such a family - not if

8 Cf. SmMYTH 1956, 674-677 (§§ 3017-3018).
83 Cf. FritscHE 1997, 189, n. 21.
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their father was ‘nobly born,” but if the &pynyog of the yévog.” Brachylogy tells
us to complete the sentence by ending with “was”, even with “was nobly born”.
But the refusal of the speaker to state this directly makes brachylogy in this case
all-too-conspicuous: the speaker cannot say that the &pynyog “was nobly born”,
because the &pynyodg cannot be “nobly born”. Indeed, this may even provide
an additional reason for Aristotle’s always availing to god-spawned heroes when
providing examples of such superhuman persons. It may be that the only way
one can avoid the logic problem presented by the dpynyog is to postulate that
true noble families are sired by the gods.®* Or, if such tales are not to be be-
lieved - let alone to be the foundation of important socio-political structures
- then these logical inconsistencies found at the heart of the texts’ arguments
may indicate that all this is purely hypothetical. So much for the origin of the
apyMyos: it appears to be unresolved, and unresolvable.

As for the second paradox regarding virtue, it is arguably even more irrecon-
cilable. If true nobility is proven experientially by the shared preeminent excel-
lence of every member of the yévoc, then &petn is their birthright. This guaran-
teed possession of virtue is practically unique in Aristotle’s corpus and thereby
presses one to inquire which virtue is indicated. It seems impossible that it is
moral virtue. Aristotle’s ethical works are almost unanimous that moral virtue 1s
only possible via specific conditions (e.g., habituation over time through repeated
virtuous acts, etc.), and although subject to chance (e.g., being born destitute or
experiencing profound misfortunes can preclude or forestall its development),
it is nonsensical to assume its possession from birth.® It seems similarly impos-
sible that it is political virtue. Aristotle’s political works are almost unanimous
that political virtue is only possible via specific conditions (e.g., shared rule in
a proper household and polis, etc.), and although subject to chance (e.g., being

8 FritscHE 1997, 188-189, interprets the &pymyog as representing the dpym within each noble
which guarantees their excellence: “[TThe different families become the different biological
species and the more universal genera which then can be treated in syllogistic logic [...] The
species precisely never incipit. For, whenever it begins anew, it has already begun without the
originary moment of inception (though, of course, the originator begins in a mythological
time which need not coincide with any empirical time).” Rather than solving the problem, this
replaces it with two more: complicating our understanding of the work é&py1 does in Aristo-
tle’s corpus and fragmenting our conception of Aristotle’s definition of “different biological
species”.

8 The most explicit statements occur at EN 11,1 1103a17-b5 and II,5 1106a2-10; cf. GraI¢
2019 for why this cannot be explained via divine or natural good luck (evtvyio) a la EE VIII,2
1246b37-1248b7.
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born a barbarian or experiencing profound misfortunes can preclude or forestall
its development), it is likewise nonsensical to assume its possession from birth.%
But if it is neither moral nor political, what virtue is intended?

The answer is found in the caveat “almost”. Aristotle’s ethico-political works
are almost adamant against preternatural claims regarding ethical and political
virtue - save in the monstrous cases of the subhuman natural slave and the su-
perhuman moppaohetg / “God-among-humans”. The latter possesses moral and
political virtue infallibly, whereas the former lacks moral and political virtue
irremediably. The true noble’s possession of these virtues confuses because it
inversely mirrors that debated for centuries regarding the natural slave’s preclu-
sion from these virtues.” The confusion arises because what Aristotle says about
these specific individuals seems so different in kind from what he says about
all other humans. The solution may be that true nobles and natural slaves are
not real members of the same kind as humans, but rather hypothetical inves-
tigations into that which would be required for either institution to be true/
natural (rather than equivocal / by convention). Remove the assumption that
all three groups need be classified under the same natural kind, and their mon-
strous qualities - i.e., true nobles’ exceeding and natural slaves’ falling short of
the rest of humanity - cease to be a problem.

Unlike the case with natural slaves, the fragments are mostly silent regard-
ing the true noble’s £pyov and Adyog - save for the odd claim that the £pyov of
an apyn 1s “to make a multitude like itself”. Nevertheless, given their universal
possession of dpetr), one may speculate both that all true nobles possess seem-
ingly infallible L0yog and thereby can perform the £pyov proper to their yévoc.
Again, if one assumes they are real members of the natural kind human, then
this sounds absurd - and one must correct or reject Aristotle’s descriptions.
Yet if one wishes to take the fragments seriously, then they describe true nobles
as so different from the rest of humanity as to appear hypothetical - inversely
mirroring the precedent of Aristotle’s hypothetical natural slaves.

In fact, noble birth is astonishingly more capable of manifestation and pres-
ervation than the essential traits of other kinds - be it natural slaves, humans
gua human, or any natural kind. Aristotle says that every natural kind is subject
to nature’s caprice, as individuals are subject to material conditions arising from

8 E.g., Pol. 1,6 1255b1-5; VII,1 1323b27-29.

87 Natural slaves lacking access to virtue has been considered sufficient to render the argu-
ment for their existence unsound, be it moral (even if they can approach it vicariously through
their masters; cf. Lockwoob 2007) or political (fout court; cf. TROTT 2019, 175-192).
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congenital (dis)advantages and subsequent (mis)fortune.®® By contrast, true nobles
need not strive to cultivate dpetn or achieve their téhog - unlike every other natu-
ral kind, they are preternaturally évrehng, “complete”.®’ Striking as this sounds, it
again inversely mirrors natural slaves: they cannot strive to cultivate dpet (save
vicariously, though this is fraught with confusion) or achieve their téhog - unlike
every other natural kind, they are irreversibly atelng, “incomplete”.”

Finally, attempting to read Aristotle’s descriptions as prescriptions is as im-
practicable for true nobility as it is for natural slavery. No Athenian noble family
could withstand the scrutiny entailed by the fragments, as any family member’s
falling short of supernatural excellence would dissolve every family member’s
claim to nobility. Again, this inversely mirrors natural slaves: virtually every actual
slave would need to be manumitted if Athens were to implement Aristotle’s natu-
ral version. If taking Aristotle’s natural slaves seriously threatens to unravel “the
more fundamental political question of the naturalness of the polis, and hence of

88 E.g., EN1,8-9 1099b2-110029. At EN 1,8 1099b3-7, Aristotle describes noble birth as an
external good similar to wealth, political influence, attractiveness, etc. This is an example of
noble birth by convention: given it is one of a list of conventional goods (rather than natural
or true), given their possession is subject to fortune (rather than preternatural), and given they
are described as either conditions of achieving ed8aiwovia or instrumental goods (whereas
true nobility seems to require ones accomplishment of their téhog), Aristotle cannot intend
true nobility here; cf. LEUNISSEN 2017.

% Or évreléyeia, yet even this “three-ring circus” of a neologism coined by Aristotle con-
tains the requirement that everything is a better or worse example of its own kind only “by
the continuing effort of holding on in that condition” whereby it is always already working
toward its téhog (SacHs 2002, 203); true nobles break this requirement by always already being
gvtenge.

%0 GARVER 1994, 175; cf. Lockwoob 2007. LEUNISSEN 2017 argues forcefully and convincingly
that Aristotle’s ethico-political works cannot fully be understood in isolation from his biologi-
cal and metaphysical works. In particular, she emphasizes that character is fundamentally a
result of material conditions rather than being embedded in the formal being of the thing (“not
once does [Aristotle] explain character in terms of the definition of an animal”, p. xxii). Thus,
it is nonsensical to discuss humans’ - or non-humans’ - character outside of considering the
external factors which affect such moral luck in the creation of character; these environmental
factors include both physical conditions (e.g., temperature is causally related to temperament)
and socio-political ones (e.g., being educated in a certain way, being able to participate in
a particular kind of polis), as the latter “completes human beings in a way that cannot be
achieved by nature alone, but that also cannot be achieved by going against human nature”
(LeuntsseN 2017, xxiv-xxv; cf. Pol. V11,17, 1336b40-1337a3; EE VII,2, 1237a2-3). LEUNISSEN 2017
thus supports our paper, as natural slaves and true nobles are the exceptions which prove
the rule: their diametrically-opposed characters are inviolable by definition, rendering them
immune to the (dis)favorable external, environmental factors which otherwise continuously
determine all others.

91



WILLIAM H. HARWOOD - PARIA GASHTILI

practical life overall”,”! then Aristotle’s true nobles pose no less of an existential
threat to Athenian vopou and selfunderstanding. The operative word here is “if”.
Alternatively, if one reads Aristotle’s descriptions as hypothetical investigations
into what would be required to make unjust, arbitrary, and equivocal customs
into just, natural, and true ones, then the explicit threat to Athenian life melts
alongside the difficulties found in both accounts - though their status as implic-

it critiques of unjust, arbitrary, equivocal vopol remains intact, even inevitable.

Conclusion

Although hitherto mostly ignored by scholars, interpretations of On Noble Birth
will likely follow the same two approaches as prior interpretations of Aristo-
tle’s natural slaves.”” On the one hand, there is the longstanding tradition that,
when it comes to slavery, Aristotle’s otherwise keen mind is incapable of over-
coming his times. Recognizing the actual institution of slavery as random and
unjust, he attempts to construct a just, natural alternative. Even granting him
the enormous grace required to see this as well-intended (if woefully naive and
subsequently appropriated by racists), he neither could discover a practicable
alternative nor could he uncouple its ostensible necessity for the polis.”® This
interpretive lens is easily applied to the fragments of On Noble Birth. Recogniz-
ing the actual institution of nobility as random and equivocal, he attempts to
construct a true, natural alternative. Even if defending nobility strikes us as less
insidious than defending slavery (insofar as it does not echo the global catas-
trophe of white supremacy), it still props up an arbitrary social, economic, and
political structure which unjustly stratifies society up to the present. As with
slavery, he neither could discover a practicable, true alternative nor could he un-
couple its ostensible necessity for the polis. In short, the oddities found within
both accounts are explained via ad hominem: natural slaves and true nobles are
“incoherent”, and the whole thing is correctly “catalogued as evidence of the

mind-smashing force of cultural bias”.”*

1 GARVER 1994, 175.

°2 This division is for convenience; as stated above, the commentary on natural slaves is vast,
including some who argue its overall coherence, e.g., StMPSON 2006.

% For white supremacists’ - particularly in the United States - appropriation of Aristotle in
defense of racist-projects, cf. WisH 1949; WigsEN 1976; for why this fails, cf. BoxiiL 2001; TAYLOR
2003; Lockwoop 2021; Harwoob 2023.

%% Dogss 1994, 71.
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On the other hand, some interpret the very incoherence of natural slavery as
evidence that Aristotle is arguing against its practice; mutatis mutandis, the same
interpretation can be applied to true nobility. If the subhumanity of natural
slaves belies any argument for actual slavery, then the superhumanity of true
nobles belies any argument for actual nobility. Natural slaves are so “incoher-

ent” that “we are forced to wonder whether Aristotle is teasing us a bit”.”

By detailing that which would be required to make these socio-political struc-
tures just, it is the character of Aristotle’s defense of natural slavery to defend an
institution that is scarcely similar to actual slavery; insofar as political and do-
mestic institutions ought to be strictly natural, such a defense is also an attack.”

One could easily replace “natural slavery” here with “true nobility”. Indeed, if
either interpretation has credibility, then it supports the other: reading Aristo-
tle as penning a hypothetical alternative to an actual institution which fails so
spectacularly that it belies said institution is much more believable if one finds
him doing it repeatedly. By arguing that slavery is only just if it entails enslave-
ment of demonstrably subhuman individuals, his indictment of actual slavery
is unavoidable. By arguing that nobility is only true if it entails ennoblement
of demonstrably superhuman individuals, his indictment of actual nobility is
likewise unavoidable. Rather than being the victim of contemporary prejudices,
Aristotle may be critiquing them.

Faced with these options, we side a fortiori with the latter. And, at the risk
of reintroducing ad hominem considerations after having just exorcised them,
they fit with what we know of Aristotle’s life. What else should one expect of
a metic, who has strong Macedonian ties and lives in Athens during a time of
extreme anti-Macedonian sentiment, who has a history of flouting social con-
ventions - including his marriage to Pythia (who was from a family of former
slaves), his subsequent relationship with Herpyllis (who was either his slave-cum-
concubine or his slave-cum-wife), and culminating in his unabashed deification
of his late friend Hermias (the barbarian-slave-cum-king, who was the subject
of Aristotle’s only known poetic paean) which resulted in his indictment and
flight from Athens?”” What else would one expect of someone with this history

% AMBLER 1987, 397.
% AMBLER 1987, 400.

7 Cf. NataLl - HutcHINsON 2013, 37, 60-64; Harwoob 2022, 107-108, 111, n. 42, 117, n. 80;
Harwoob 2023.
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who recognizes the arbitrariness and injustice of long-standing Athenian tradi-
tions? Prudence would demand that he organize any written critique of such
traditions in a manner that allows for plausible deniability; e.g., by penning
ostensible “defenses” of these institutions, which - by hypothesizing a natural
or true alternative that results in an empty set - thereby illustrate the arbitrary
injustice and equivocal nature of their actual practice. Such a reading of Aris-
totle’s problematic “defense” of natural slaves has only recently received much
attention, partially due to it attributing rhetorical subtlety to Aristotle’s writing
- a position shunned by many scholars today, though encouraged by antiqui-
ty.”® Taking the fragments from On Noble Birth seriously renders this reading
much more plausible.
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Summary

Although the commentary on Aristotle’s problematic discussion of slavery is
vast, his discussion of nobility receives little attention. The fragments of his
dialogue On Noble Birth constitute his most extensive examination of nobility,
and while their similarity to the wapBaowketg of the Politics has recently been
recognized, their relevance to natural slavery has hitherto gone unnoticed. Yet
by declaring that true nobles - particularly the god-like dpymyodg - preternaturally
possess superhuman characteristics, Aristotle precludes their easy inclusion in the
kind “human” in a manner inversely mirroring the preternatural subhumanity
of natural slaves. Building on recent scholarship which argues that Aristotle’s
“defense” of natural slaves is better understood as an indictment, Oz Noble Birth
becomes most coherent if read as a hypothetical investigation into what would
be required for “nobility” to name something true rather than equivocal, with
the conclusion that “true nobility” is an empty set.

Keywords: Aristotle’s dialogues; Aristotle’s fragments; Aristotle’s politics; On
Noble Birth; Peri eugeneias
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