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ARISTOTLE ON WOMEN

It is notoricus that Athens in the fifth and fourth centuriss 3C combined pride
in its democratic institutions with slave cwnership and male dominance, In
genaral, thesa laiter institutions were matier neither for pride nor for apcldgy.
They were taken for drant.ad. Boun wers indead ub guitous in the world ths
Athenians knaw.

It is also notorious that Aristoils was an apﬂlcgz of bcvn siavary and
male supremacy. Since he is z key figure in the history of philosophy, and
scmﬂtf‘mﬁ of -a father figura for Thomists, his supposed beliafs have proved ussful
for consciousnass-raising. In recent decades of civil-rights a-gi‘éiicn over the
ireatment of Blacks, slavery was the hot thems; more lately that has fallen int
a condition of banizn neglect, and the staius of women has been mors popular.
In neither casz has precision in ths presentation of Aristotle’s banightad viaws
been either sought cr cbiained. In the cass of slavery, the facts ars guite éasy
to check. In the case of women, they arzs not; availakle scholarship nct only
misinterprats but mis-states essential poinis. The following inquiry was prompted
by awareness that acceptad positions did not account for all the data. It was
expacted that a survey would zncover 2 number of incompatible theses from
different contaxts. But a check of passages thrown up by Banitz’s indax suggast.ed
that, on the contrary, Aristotle has a consistent view which is not gquits what
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is ganerally supposed, though that view has difficultiss which k
confront. 4 ' '

The aim of this paper is nol o vindicate Aristoila, His ; inicns may be
thought of as a set Ot mutually reinforcing fictions, an. their g enerax tendency
may in fact be more offensive o contamporary enlightanad unanghu than tha
positions usually ascribed t3 him. The aim is tg give an account of what thosa
positions may be taksan, on a rz2asonable intarpretation of his surviving words,
to have been,

In undarstanding such issues, it is essential to bear consiantly in mind
Amstct fundamental ap 'rr‘ac"x based on his worid view—even pecple who Knos

thasa vary wall keep fcrga?;ting about them. Aristoils’s world is a world without
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.beginning or =nd, a steady-state worid in which man is a part of nature. Human
institutions, though interrupted by catastrophes, are part of an unchanging -
natural order, The world makas no progress, has noc history. Human oeings do
not, therefors, have to discover or invent their humanity; traditional views must
be basically ‘cdrrect, and widaspread institut;icns such as piracy, slavery, and

~ patriarchy, must be fundamentally right.l But only fundamentally right. Aristotle
almost always subverts traditions, showing that existing beliefs and practicas

-are perverse variations on what is right. His work is thus a curious combination
of canvsarvatism and radicalism. It is characteristic that his ethics combines
an zmdérwriting of traditcnal moral values with radical claims for the
intallectual life that are basad on a re-thinking of the basis of that morality
itself, This means that we have to read carefully. We maks mistakes if ws misread
his qualifisd endorsements. It is all too sasy t.d slip i'nt.o the assumption that
he is endorsing the popular errors that he is corresiing by subvertiﬁg them
from within, Matters are nng helpad by tha fact that tha upshotl is not always
claar, and that when the upshot is clear we cannotl always ses Arisioile’s
Jjustification for drawing tha line between basic truih and supsrficial perversion
Jjust where he does. . '

In the case of slavery, the pitfalls are familiar. Aristotle is oftan quoted
as () justif‘ying slavery, (ii) Justi?ying the Gresk policy sf enslaving
“barbarians”, and (iii) saying that a slavz is not a human being but a “living
tool™, But most of the people who write on this topic really know that none
of these trus statzments is true in what seems to be its obvious sense. First,
siavery is a justifiable institution only because there is a difference betwszen
the ability to formulata a policy and the ability to follow instructions.2 Sgmacna

who has the latier ability without the former is a “natural slave”, needin

m

' somezone with the former ability to provide the plans, and benefiting from that
canditiaﬁ. It is justifiable to make such a parson a slave even by force, since
hd hy{mthesi the natural slave has no grounds for approving or disappraving
any actien or pclicy. But it is only such pecplé whoss enslavement can be justifisd,
and the argumant does not show that there are any such paoplad And in any
case, in real life the peoplz who are slaves are those who happen to have been

snslaved. And that practice is not justified. Aristotls does not approve but
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condemns the practice of slave-taking and slave-keeping as it existed in his
society—or in any other, fﬁr that matter. If Aristotle is a champion of siavery,
it is of a form of slavery that never existed?

Second, Arisiotle says that if there are whale nations of natural masters
and other natigns of natural slaves, slave wars are justified. ’I‘hls, he says, is
what explains the claim by the Greek poets that "Greeks should not anslave
Greeks”—they think Greeks should anslavn barkari ar_is, who are natural slaves
(Politios 12 2b 6-9), But the fact that the thesis in quastion underlies and axplains
the poets’ claim does not justify the claim, nor does Aristoile say it does; the
statement remains hypothetical®

Third, it is quits true that a3 slave, 35 such, is an obedient instrument.
That is how the condition of slavery as such is defined, But a szavé is also
a human being, and one can relate to a slave as toc a human being. And it is
not even true that a slave is a “living tool” in any sense that would permit
substitution of inanimate tools: slaves cooperate in the living of our lives (8
MEv y&p Solhog kowwwvos Zwhc, Politics 1260a 39; of, 1253b 33 - 42542 ),

The result of all this is that unqualified statements aboui Aristoils’s vizws
cn master/slave relations tend to be misleading. Arisiotle says in so many words
‘that the word “slave™ is radically ambiguous—=&ixfic yxp héyeron T8 Souhedew

. kol 6 SoGhog (1255a4-5). The implications of a statement about such relations
dapend on whather tha subdact is the relations between natural slaves and natural
masters, or between de factec slaves and de facto masters; and on whethar one
is talking about their relationship gua master and slave, or guz human beings—
and so on. And matiers are further complicated by that famous p pitfzll for novices,
the need to distinguish betwaen what Arisictle asserts and what ha accapis as

- being the prevailing view (Soxel
' W do have to be careful. For instancs, Aristoils says that the status
{r&Z1gc—the word refers precisely to civil status and not, for instance, to how
peopls are treatad or ssteemed) of women and slaves (though different slsewhere)
is the samz in naticns in which all are slaves. But the context makes it plain
that he is not talking about “naticns of natural slaves” hare, but about nations
which are under despctic rule sc thaz the status of all but the ruler is tha

of slave, and a woman can cmy ke the slave of a slave.t
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Aristgtle deals with relations between men and women in two distinct
contexts. In the Fthics the context is that of perscnal bonding and parenthocd
(1161b16-1152a34); in the Politics the context is economic, and master/slave
relations are taken up at the same time. The latiar passage is ganerally
misunderstocd nowadays because its readers come from urban backgrounds and
read it as if it were concerned with apartment-dwellers in a cash econcmy. It
is not. It deals with the family as opposed to the city, but its subject is the
oixix, the homestead: in effact, ths family farm. The homestezad is said tc b
mpdrepov ki kvayxodrepov than the city (£¥ 1102aid) which, though natural,
is a product of political activity. Part of the significance of the homestaa
that the prototypes of the basic political relationships (monarchy, cligarchy,
timocracy, democracy, tyranny) are found in it and based on it. But the homastaad
i5 in itself fundamental and ineradicable, because it is the condition of human
existence: it is the locus of food supply and géneration, the basis of human
survival (cf, D2 Anima 3 415a23-26). The homestead as thus conceived is an
independent social and aconomic unit. According io tha kay passage in Falitics
I, there are within this unit three relationships: man/wife, masier/slava, parsnt/
child. Since the homestead is a policy-making and policy-following entity, its
mambers, as thay enter mto its constitutive relat.;ons, arz differentiatad by ths
way their policy-making (“dehberatlve”) functicn operates. In the slave, it is
not operative: tha slave as such has no say in how the farm is run. in the child,
it has not developed yet, is not yet operative: the child will help run the place
on maturity. In the wife, it is complete but &eypous not in control. That leaves
the patriarch to make the decisions. . _

The main question for this paper is what &xupov means here. In what sansa
is the wife’s deliberative faculty “not in contrcl™? The prevai ling view,
represented by W. W. Fortanbaugh,? is that it is not in control becausa waman
are ruled by their emotions. My claim is that this is quite wrong, for four-reascns.
Firsi, no Aristotelian text supports the view that women are ruled by their
emotions. Second, several texts tell against it. Third, the immediaté context (as
my paraphrase was meant to suggest) coniradicts it., And fourth, that is not

how Aristotle uses the word sxupov elsewhers,
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On the first paint, all one can say is that supporting guotations are always
from other authors, not all of them Greek.-One eminent scholar (whom I do nat
name because it was in an unpublished paper) cited La Jonna e mobils—an
irrelevance significant as indicating how carelessly nerpla assume. that this mwst
be what Aristotle means, becausa the stzreotype is so famhar. But I suggestad
above that one must be careful, in reading Aristotle, to distinguish between what
he.is saving and what ha is re.jeciing in subverting traditicns from within. |

The second point is easier to support. In the Zihics, Aristotle says that
children and animals cannot have euom;.mvw:, and that young. pzople cannot
prof 1tab1y study ethics, because thesy cannct frame and follow policies
(1099532-1100a4, 1095a2-42), He does not say that women cannct be happy. So
presumably they can; the argument from silence is conclusive hera, Again, in Z¥
VIII, he says of human pair-bonding that women and men come togeiher for sex
and stay together (a) because of the children, (b) to divide the choras, the
partners having their own sgherss of responsibility, and () “because of virtue” s
out of mutual liking and respect (1152a319-29. Nothing is said of any supposed
dependence or incapacity of the femzle; on the contrary, each is a responsikle
contributer to the partnership: s480c y&p S1dpnrten T& ¥pre ke Foriv Frepu
&uSpog Kol wvmxér;' énxprololy o0y &hhdhowg els TO kowdv TiBévTec TX
Pix (1162322-4). And again, in Politics II, where he chjects tc Plato’s rejection
of sexual differentiation among the Guardians in tha Republiz, he does not do
sa on the basis of female incapacity for government. His objection is rather
to the use of analogies from brute beasis in an area whers cultural arrangesments
are decisive: &romov &€ ki 76 &k TV fnpiwy moretoBo THY mxpaBondy, ST
Set T wit: Emrndedmw The puveirog ToTe dvSpkoiy, oip oikocwouime odSev
péreoTwv (1264b4-4), If that means anything, it means that the objaction is not
that Plato defies psychology bixt that he ignores the rzquiraments of division
of labour in the homestead. ' R

The third and fourth paints, dealing with the context and with Arisiotle’s
use of &xupow, will be taken up later,

The foregoing suggests that thes difference in autherity betwszen men and
women in the household depends on the functions they fulfil in the household.
But than, why shaould those funciions call for the female to play the subordinate
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pai-t.? e are prepared to find that Aristotla does think women inherently inferior
1o men. And so he does—in some respectsS, But we recall Aristotle’s insistence
that terms like "equal™ and “unequal” are not to be used absolutely: ons must
say in what respect the alleged equaliiy obtains, and make surs that the equaliiy
is relevant tc the practical issue to be decidad cf. Palz’t:b; 177, 128Ca 10-2D),
In what precise respsct does Aristcile say that women are inferior to men?
People often say that t}'_xe infericrity is physioclogical; but this is misizading,
because it sounds as if women were organically defective (e:g. because lacking
-a penis)ﬁ The infericrity Aristotle speaks of is indeed iﬁfericrity af thes body,
but it is a matier of chemistry. The essential difference between male and female
lies in what they coniribute to the offspring they generate: it is the differsnce
between the female’s blcod, which provides the mattar, and the male’s seminal
fluid, which provides the form.l0 The seminal fluid is blood that has gone through
a further process of -néing, or cooking—Aristotle’s all-purposs word for the
pracesses of metabolism (Fen. An. IV, 755840, This sexual differentiation in
reproducticn is found in all well?developed spacies of living things. But why?
Afistotle gives one of his annoying non-answears: because it is ketter to have-
the matter-supplier and the form-bearer separate (743b200.11As to why it is better,
we are given no hint; perhaps we should supply o;ie from the remark in the
Politics about why wife and slave should not be the same in the housshold: naturs
generally uses different things for different purposes (1252b 1-5). But once the
differentiation is allowed, evarything else fcllows, The child has to grow where
the matter is, in the mother and later with the mother. All physiological
differences between the sexes either result from this fact or follow diractly from
the male being better cooked. In neither case are they unequivosal supericrities,
and in the former case it is inéppmpriate to speak of “better” or “worse™ at '
all, since the diffarences ars functional. In most animal species, the femals iz
larger, slower, softer; the male is smaller, more active, more aggressive, and
tougher in the sense that it is more likely to have large 'nams,' tusks and other
hard bits (Part, An. 441b32), The same chemical difference that makeas the famale
the matter-su?plier makés it less mobile and hence more apt to stick around

with the young ones; so everything fits.
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It is obvious from this that femalas ara not going to be flightier or more
emotional than males. We might rather expect the opposite. But Aristotle does
not say that eithar, What he does say is that in most species there are typical

~ differences in tamperament between the sexes; that these tend to follow a common
pattern; and that these become more marked to the e:_c’c.ent that a speciss has
ﬁeor;, that is, character traits or personality. It follows that ths typical
differences between male and female will be mcre clearly marked in humans than
in any other spscies. - _
Aristotle’s description of the differences in question is indeed male-srientad
in the precise sense that women are described by their differences from men
and men are not described at all. But the differences are not in the direction
of greater flightiness,

Woman is more compassionates than man, mora easily moved to

tears, ... more jealous, more guerulous, more apt to scold and

to strike. The female is also more daspondant and despairing

than the mals, more shameless and more given to falsehood, morsa

geasily deceived and of more retantive memory. She is 3l1s0 more

wakeful and more shrinking. And in general the female is less

quick to take action than the male and needs less food (¥isz,
An, IX.4, 608k 8-15),12

Men are mobile, aggressive, tough, simpie-mindad and hard to teach; women are
passive, tender, devious-minded and easier to teach. ’

The Historia Animaliuz is a descriptive work, and no attempt is made to
derive these stereotypes from the initial chemical difference and the ghysiclegical
and functional differentiations that follow from that. But as we lock at the
alleged differences we may reflect that, not'only do they fail to add up to malzs
peing more governed by reason than females, but they do not add up Lo malas
being better than females in any clzar sense. Males zre not so much beiter as
bossier, and Aristctle says just that. The word he uses is ﬁ:yepovtxtsfepov (Pl
125952), | -

Does Aristotla not say, then, that women are infarior to men? Yes, but
his statements are more nuanced than is sometimes supposed. Consider, for
instance, his most notorious statement, that a woman is in a sanse a "monster”
(Tépmg) (G2n, An. 76785) It turns out that the point of this is to say Awhy wcmen

are not monsters. A weman is a monster in just the same sense as a child that
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resembles neither of its ;ﬁarents} it is a departure from type——btut -ixnt, we-may
inf‘ef from the analogy, in human terms defective. Whereas a monstrous birih, ‘
in the literal sense, is a product of accidental necassily, a mersa failure of the
form to realise itself, female births are a natural necessity——if there ara to
be human beings, somabody has to be mother, So the cpaking process has to be
incomplate in half the species. The inferiority is metaphysical: the reason for
not simply saying that males and females differ in the amount of cocking (without
implying that either amount is better than the other) is that form is inherently
better than matter and that cookingis form-giving; and that to be a form~-
bearer is "more divine” than to be a matter-supplier. |
Beyond that, howevér, is At‘he clear implicati‘on that it is better to be
dominant than to be submissive, better to be active than to Se passive. Tha
activity of thes malz in generaticn (729a25-35) is part of the general fact that,
as we have seen, males are physically more activé than females (it is because
males move around and ihéure themsalves in the womb that more malss ars born
defective than females, G2n. An. IV, 775a8). When males are said o be superior
to females, the word used is kpe{rrwv, as opposad to xeipww; not Behriwv or
gueivwov, But this is a word with a very distini:tivg flavour, It do=s nct always
‘ connote superiority in the sanse of betterness at all. When Thrasymachus in
Fepublic 1 defines justice as to 1ol xpeirTovos Luudépov, the whols point is
that the stronger are not better in anything other than their superior power,
and no ona has yet translated that phrase as “the interast of the beiter.” Whan
the word does connate a more general superiority, as whan yoic is callzd
K‘pé‘flc‘rov in Xstaphysics A7, or as when ocne man’s work is said to be xp=iTTov
than another’s at £¥ 1133ai3, thers is often a sense of overreaching or holding
sway. L5J sums up the tendency of the word’s most venefable'uses as “stronger,
braver, s'upericr in rank”, with iis converses xeipwv as “infericr in bedily
strength or courage or in rank.” And now when we look at the ona flat asseriion .
of male superiority in Politics I, we can appreciate the nuances: £v1 5& 19 &ppsv
- Tpoc TO BRAU $UcEl TO pEV kpelTTOov TO B& xslpov, kxl TO pev Epxov 1O &
&pxduevov (1254513, The context is that of dominance. To use such a word in
Aristotle’s world (or in ours) is already to endorse mals values. And yet, whan

discussing the virtues of men and women in Polizics I, Aristotle obsarves sirict
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parity. (When issues of superiority and inferiority are mooted, he speaks of “the
male” and “the femala™; but he speaks of the virtues of "men” and of “women.™
The statement that the owppoocvvn of a man would be pushinass in a woman
is balanced by the statement that the &wdpeix of a woman would be cowardice
in a man.!3 The complamentariness of function in the homesizad is matched by
a complementarinass of virtues. And this is very impartant, for to be better
is simply to excel in virtue. To séy that men are better than women is to say
that they excel women in human virtues. Aristotle is careful.not to say that,
and what he does say'jrules it out. One has only to realize that cwhpooivn,
no less than &vdpeix, is discussed in the ZéAics as.one af the human virtuss,
and that to better than somecne or scmething else is necessarily tc excel in
some virtue, to realize that Aristotle has ruled out of court the possibility that
women as such should be inferior to men as such. .

The functions of husband and wife in the homesiead are different. The

man acquires, the woman preserves, as suits the mobility of the mals and the
' immabi}ity of t.hé female. It would be lunatic to say that one of these functicns
Awas better than the other, and Aristotla does not say it. What he dces say,
in Pesliiiss 111, is that the differentiation of function sxplains the differentiation
of appropriate excellence ar “virtua” mentioned in Book & ?ﬁ-'net KXl OlKOVOMix
éfér;& cvdpoc Kok FUvEIRSC TOU iV FRp kTGOS TAC 5% duhdTTEw Zpyow
or{y L2TT020-29084 o -

We are now finally in a position to return to the context of the statement
in which Aristotle says that the wife’s deliberative power is &xupow. What we
find Aristotle éctually saying there is exactly what we should by now be expecting
him %o say—-something entirely incompatible with thé notion that women ars
too emotional to be left to their own devices.

The relation of man and wife is political: that is, it is baéad cn the
presumption of equality. Wife defers io husband not because of any innate
superiority but because his is the leader’s rcle. In typical political organizations,
people take turns to exercise this function; but, even there, the person wha'is
in office for the time being is treated as a superior, with respect and deferénce—
just as the piece of gold thati used to be Amasis’s washpct is worshipped whan

it is made into a statue. That is the analogy Aristotle draws, and it makss no
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sanse at all unless men and women are, so far as their ability tc run their lives
- goes, equal. This; is the immediate context of the statement that thas wife’s
deliberative power is &xupow, and commentators tend to ignore it. 15
But what does the word #xupov mean anyway? Aristotle elsewhere, if
Bonitz’s mdex can be relied on, invariably uses it in the same one of its saveral
meanings—a meaning that Fortenbaugh, for mstance, does not mention. It is
the sense in which a superseded contract or an overruled YA oM i5 Fxupow.
It is simply not operative. A contract that is axupov is not for that reason
a worsa contract than the one that is in effect. The idea that Aristctle holds
that women’s intellectual faculties ars somehow éithar defective or at the mercy
of their feelings in a way that is not true of men is mere moonshine. All he
is saying is that, in the household, wives do nat make the policy decisions but
defer to their husbands. '
All this may still lzave us wondering why men éhould te the decision-makers.
The fact that a_s'males they are more active and bossier may suggest that thay
are likely to taka the lead, but not neécessarily that it is better that they should

do so. It is not obvious that acquirers are bettar decisiori-makers than preservers,
or that tha temperamentally cautious, calm, and gentle famale should not maksa
the decisions. Indeed, since the two make separate contributicns to the economy,
it might seem reascnable for them to reach decisions jointly. In fact, this is
- what Aristoile does say, in the passage wheare ha deals most directly with the
issue.
The husband’s rule depends on his worih or merit, and the sphers
- of his rule is that which is proper to a man. Whatever is more
suited to a woman he turns over to his wife. Sut whensever 2
husband takes the authority over all matters into his hand,
he transforms the associaticn into an oligarchy, since in doing
so he violates the principle of merit and does not rule by virtue
of his superiority. Sometimes the wife rules because she is an
heiress. But of course this kind of rule is not in terms of

excellence or virtue, but is basad on wealth and power, jusi as
in oligarchies (£¥ VIII, 1150b32-37) ,

But we note that the division of powers comes about through delagatizcn: the
husband hands over {(gmodiSwow) c2rtain mattars to his wife, Wa are still left

wondering why the man has this authority. Is it because, as the acguisitive cne,
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he is in coptact with the world outside the walls and knows what must be done
to succeed in it? Canceivably; but I think the 2xplanation lies elsewhere,

I think the situation envisaged is that described in Xenophon’s Sconomicus.
The position is incorporated in the quasi—Aris{otaliar; Economica 1, and endersed
in Politics VII; but it is the terms of Xanophan’s explén;tion that ars addressed
most directly to our concerns hers, The situation, clearly envisaged as noramal,
is that of a 35-year-old man marrying a girl of fourtesn. He teaches her how
to run the household, he says, beéause she has as yet had no chance to learn
anything. "What knowledge could sha. have had when I tock her for my wifa?
She was not yet fifteen years old!” (Zzon IV, 4-4), But now th.at'. she has been
taught, "In my house, my wife is quite capable of locking after things herssif”
{nkvu (kv Srowelwy, £con. VI 3); and the wife contributes as much to tha
househoeld as the husband does, because sha contrsls expanditure as ha controls
income (III, 15),

It is clear enough that if normal houssholds are thus conétitutad the
husband will be the senior partner. But perhaps the disparity in ages is simply
a fact of Greek upper—-class mores, arising precisely from the fact that the man
was sxpected to lead and provide.l® We need some independent reason for the
difference in ages; and Ar_iétotle provides.one. The reason is hygienic. Ideally,
men should marry women twenty years younger than themsealves, becauss the
children of those who are too young or too old tend to be defective and waak:
wbmen should bear children between i8 and 30, men between about 37 and 50,
And the reason why men should start begetting at about that age is so that
the next generation will be ready to take over when father is ready to retire
{Politics VII L4, 1335a12-27). The point is that in an indepesndent housahold one
of the partners must be mature, and it can hardly be the woman.? |

We may still feel like asking, however, why nature fixes things this way.
It is not too hard to imagine a. world in which women start bearing children
at age 35, recruiting young studs to do the outside wark under their wise
direction. Aristotle has no explanation to offer of why the world should not s

like thati. In a way, he needs none; if the best medical opinion says that a cerizin

age span proves bast for bearing and begstting, that is that. Culture doss not .

defy nature, but is itself natural. But, since the facis might have been ctherwise,
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Aristotle’s system calls for a ieleological explanation; and the explanaiion,
though he does not offer it, might well be that the maturs partner is the mals
because the male, on account of the busy and asseriive character with which
his chemistry endows him, is fpepovidrepov-18 It is in just such ways that
Aristotle’s closely-argued and weli-integrated views of sex relations may bas szen
as a tissue of mutually supporting prejudices. ‘ ‘

A real problem in Aristotle’s treatment, compérable to the lacunae laft by
his failure to lock beyond two generations, is: what happens to widows? Clearly,
those young wives are going to cutlive their husbands; and they will then be
mature, in no need of guidance, and such that their deliberative faculty need
not be ¥xupow, As it happens, Aristotle does hava something to say about them,
though within the conventions of Athenian law. We saw that according to £¥
VIIl.a domestic economy is."cligarchic™ and misrun if the husband intarferes
in the (r'unn.ing of the household or if the woman makas all the decisions. This
last, Aristotle says, is what happens with heiressas (émikhnpo, 1164ad), These
“heiresées” are not, as today’s reader easily supposas, marriageakble daughters
of the rich and pbw'arful, the Barbara Woolworth type. Under Athenian law, a
widow must remarry because the law forbids her ioc handle property. But the
new husband does not contirol his wife’s estate. She is trustee for her first
husband’s children, and can sue h.er husband for mishandling the estata, She thus
has tremendous leverage aver her husband, and obviocusly may take the laad in
the family: she is, after all, not an inexperienced child. This is the sort of heirass
Aristotle has in mind. And wé note the ésymmetry of Aristotle’s languasge: an
oligarchic husband wrongly intrudes in the wife’s domain, an aligarchic wife
wrongly assumes power in the family as a whole. That is, though husband and
wife have separate spheres of interest, it is taken for granted that the wifs’s
spher‘é is part of the husband’s and is delegated to her by him. odx &yx8n
Tohukolpxvin, as Aristotle says at the end of Hetaphysics A "

It is not the case, then, that Aristotls thinks of women as primarily child-
bedrers. The chemical differsnces betwaan male and.f‘emale are necessitatad by

"their different reproductive functions, the anatomical differences ariss fron
thosa functions, and the innatz tendencies to temperamental differences ariss

from both§ but the practical differentiation of husband’s and wife’s roles dapends
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on the division of chores in the homestead, and on the fact that somecne has
to stay around. The relevant steregtype of the family farm is one still familiaf.
I have already mentioned that Aristotle’s ohjection to Plato’s use of animal
analogues in his advocacy of ihe abolition of sax roles in the Republiz is that
it ignores the human institution of household utganizgtinn, o{govo;ufﬁ:. Wa may
naw add to that his explicit statement that equality of sexes would not work
‘on the farm, because "Who will see to the house while the men are se2eing to
the business of the fields?” (1244b 2-3, Barker trans.) In relation to Plato, of
course, this is merel'y stupid, an amusing or exasperating pefiis; but we note
once more that Aristatle*s appeal is toc a natural separation of functions, not
to any supposed intellectual or emotional incapacity of women to taks axecutive =
~ roles. | _
The differentiation of sex r‘ol.as belongs ta the context of the homestead,
the oixix, But man is by nature a political animal: the possibilitiés of human
life are fulfilled only in tha city. What comes of sax differentiation in ths city?
Aristotle fails dis’astrnus’l'y to come to»gripsl with this question. & city is
originally a union of households; and in such a union it ssams obvious that it
should be the outside workers, the males, who get together. Bui in the city as
such it is (as it were) only these ouiside relations that matter. The male acquires
a new role. The female plays no part in the city as such: womsn are noi, or
should not be, citizens, because they are restrictad ta the homestead and do
not contribute to the life of the city as sﬁch. Besides, a city is more than a
union of homesteads: it is centred on a town, and landownears in'craasihgly live
in town. And, in the town, neithef the internal nor the external chores of the
homestead remain. The town context replaces the man’s life with the richer life
adumbrated in the Fihics; but what sort of life does a Greek town provide for
the wife? Aristotle sa;/s nothing at all, anywhere, about the lives of women
otherwise than in the homestead éontext; he ignores what is surely the fact,
that in an urban environment, this context has vanished and not been replaced—
or, inscfar as it does remain, has become vestigial. Aristotle is aware of the
problem, in a way. He points out that, just as huskand and wife 2ach constituta
half of an oikix, S0 a city consists half of men and half of woman (1259b14),

and in a city that makes no provision for the lives of woman half the citizen
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body is laft u’rxm&ex;fév—a word which it would be hardly tendenticus to
translate here as “unprepared for civic life™ (12560648).17

How can Aristotle have got himself into this mess? Essentially, it is becauses,
although it is only in a city that human potentiality is fulfilled, no accommodation
is reached between three ways of looking =t the city. From one point of view,
it is an association of homesteads; and, as such, -the‘ homestead retains its
essential “zconomic™ function. From ancther point of view, it is an association
of individuals, because it exists for the sake of the quality of the lives of its
members. But from a third point of view it is an association of ?amily units
through their decision-making members, and such units ars not necessarily

‘homesteads. If they are not, women are left without any context in which they

have a significant role. It is this third viewpocint that Aristcotle never
acknowledges, '_

The same fuzziness pervades Aristotle’s entire view of man as a $do=
mohiTdy ZHov (1253a 3). We tend to translate 3 Advov ¥xov as “reason” or
“the raticnal”, but of course that is misleading: Adyog is languags, as Aristotle
makes explicit at 1253a 9-18, and the function of language is to integrate the
values and purposes of people in houssholds and in cities. The Zihins makes it
entirely clear how human life is thus self-conscicusly realized in a distinctively
civic setting. But when we turn to Politics 11l we find that the virtue of 2 citizen
as such is confined to the performance of public functicns in relation 10 the
city as an organized institution—functions which are almast necessarily confined
to a part of the free population. The vaunted union of state and society, supposad
to be summed up in the concept of the ndaic, stands revealed as purs ideclogy.

We have seen that Aristotle shows himself uneasy about ihe problems his

treatment involves; but his unesasiness is not sufficient to make him mend his

ways.

The social background of Aristotle’s curious blindness on the equivocal
nature of the city is explored by M. L. Finley in "The Greek City” (reprinted
as chapter 1 of Econcmy and Sccisty in Ancieni Gresce), No Greek writsar, he
says, makes any distinction between town and hinterland, much lass argues for

a beneficial division of labour bestwesn the two (in the manner of Adam Smith),

still less argues for a conflict of interast between them (in the manner of Marx
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and Engels in the German /dealogy). As in Plato’s RPepublic, urban institutions
simply mediate betweén family homesteads, and are presumed t0 have no separatz
interests, Findley points sut that Strabo thinks of urban life as associated with
agricultural (as opposed to pastoral or hunting) economies20 That is, as Aristotle
suggests at the beginﬁing of Politics I, an-agricultural society is static and -
needs a germanent defence for its fields, and the city davélops out of the resulting
urx.ion with }'ts walled town. Tha city, that is, comes from the functional

’ interdependehbe of agriculture and town life; tha possibility that the qity might
develop further is not to be taken seriously. Greek cities have temples but no
guild halls; the town as a self-contained unit is a develcpmen‘t of the lata middla
ages. - .

To conclude: sex differentiation is a pervasive and striking featurs of the
animal world, of w’ﬁich humans form a part. Patriarchy and rcle differentiation
between men and women are pervasive phencomena in human saciaties, Aristotla
is not abbut to re-dasign the ;x'orld. But thess phancmena are explained and
justified at the scononic lavel, and that is not where the human values lie. At
the higher leval of civilized life, the differentiation becomes anomalous. Aristotle -
never shows ‘hg:\v the anomaly is to beicvercome. Asin the Fthics the phenomeanon -
nf‘"&pgs{g arises because individuals remain victinized by the mechanisms that
kept them alive as children, so the natural devalopment of the city is undérmin-ad
by the fact that half its members are disenfranchised by its economic origins.
In both cases, an optimistic teleclogy is undercut by an sssentially tragic view
of individual and social life. The différenca is that in thve Ethics the problem

- is confronted and the limits to its solution sketched. In the P@fiﬁz}:‘s, which of -
course is not a unified work, the problem is raised but ﬁbt akplored; This is
partly becauss the account of the homestéad and ths treatmsani of the cily as
such are not made into a single whdle. Like the problem of slavery, the problem
of woman’s place in the city (or rather: the place o.? sex differentiation among
citizens) is not treateg! as urgent. But, in any case, it is hard to guess ,jnsi
how Aristotle’s discussions of the FPolitics are supposad to be related to the

social and political realities of his own place and time,
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NOTES

1. Compare Aristctle’s objection to the radical innavativeness of Platg’s scciclagy in
the Fapublic: “We are bound to pay some regard o the long past and the passage
of the years, in which these things would not have gone unnoticed if they had
i:een really good. Almost everything has been. discovered already...” (Pelilics

1254a1-4, trans. Barker).

2, Careful attention should be paid to the wording of £¥ 1102b29-1103a2, The dpexTikdy
is really ¥hoyow, though in a sense it shares in adyoc becausa it is xxrAxoov
and mewBapxixdy in relation to it; but it can, for that reason, be called hoyikds
in a secondary sense, It is presumably, then, able in a8 way to interpret instructions,

precisaely as a person dces and naot as a computer daes.

3.  Moses Finley calls Aristotle "the most forthright exponent of the doctrine of natural
slavery, a doctrine whiéh was comtatted in his own day and generally rejected .
by philoscphers in later generations” (Econcmy and Socisty in Ancient Greece, New
York, Viking Press, 1932, 128), Finley does not specify what the doctirine expounded
and combatted wa.s. He plainly wishes us to believe that Arisiotls taught that
slavery, as practised, was a natural and hence defensitle institution. That is not
what Aristotle taught. ‘

4, Arisiotle’s argument is, none the less, pernicious. Once one has established that
it is right to treat in a certain way persons of a certain sort, it is always tempting
to declare that persons cne wants to tfeat in that way are persons of that sort.
And it is a familiar observation that people who have been enslaved for a while

do come to act lika natural slaves.

5. The sharpness of Aristotle’s division between planning ability and the ability tc
obey intelligently cbscures'a lot of practical issues. There could not literally be
a nation of na'tural slaves, that iz of people who were simply unable to run their
own lives at all: if they are a nation, they must be running their lives, But all
sorts of peopla are reluctant to accept responsibility for running their own lives,
at one level or another. A nation with an ‘*unemplf:yment problem™ is one in which
most people do ndt accept résponsibﬂity for maintaining themselves in axiétence,
but expect that sbmeone else will “give them a job™ and' tell tham what to do with
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their lives. Are they natural slaves? And there may' well have been naticns, lika
the Scythians, which regularly sold off certain classes of the population as slaves,

and in which the condition of slavery was acceptad.

& Moses Finley, Economy and Soctsty in Ancient Greece 114-11F, states that "The Pre-
Greek world ... was, in a very profound sens.e, a world without free men....
It was equally a world in which chattel slavery played no role of any conseguence.
« « » One aspect of Greek history, in short, is the advance; hand in hand, of freedom -
and slavery.” If Finlay is right, Aristotle is wrong in an illuminating way. In the
grip of the Greek precccupation with éneuBepix, he igxﬁbres the existencs elsawhera
in his world of a great 'variaty o‘f“ servitudes, such that for any individual the
question is not whether one is in servitude or not, but to whom one is in servitude

in what respect.

7. TAristotle on Slaves and Women,” in Jonathan Barnas a{._al., ads., Articies en
- Aristotls, II, London, Duckworth, 1977, 135-40,

8. A soft spot in the prasant pager is that it takas insufficiant account of Aristcotle’s
careful terminclegical distinction between women-and femalas, In Politics I 13, he
speaks of the virtues of women (in'tha context, of wives) at 125%9b 30, but in tha
discussion of authority at 1250a 9-14 he usas different language: &hdov yxp TpdmoVv
16 ZhedBepov Tol Sodhou ¥pxer ked TS Fppev o0 Briheos kil &vAp Txdds, It
is the female, not the wife in which (rather than in whomD the deliberative functicn

. is &xupov. But immediately afterward, in reverting tc the topic of male and femala
virtues, Aristotle reverts to the word yuvr, as though the two discussicns wers

one and the two terms Synonymcus.

9. Perhaps this formulation derives from the summary and incidental statement in
Hstaphysics 8, whare Aristotle asks why the differences between the saxes do not
lead us to speak of men and women as different natural kinds. The answer is that

men and women do not differ in essence, but only in their bodies (1058b23),

10, &en. An. 7293i0. The male provides the ™formal and efficient cause™; from Je Aniza
wa know that this is the "soul”, the vivifying po‘wer that snables the catamenia
to fulfil the power of developing into an animal body and living an animal life,

Aristotle thinks of semen as a feam (Gen. An. 7293i0), not as a bearer of spermatozcs;
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iL

10

) .7
dnd &

14(

15,

hence his mistaken supposition that the analsgue of semen is the catamenia, not
the ovum—ssae Platt’s nota ta the Oxford translation of Gen. An. L 19,

This is f‘ollowed by an evexi mors bat‘r‘ling nen-answer: that male and femala ara
the xpxm of‘ living things. Presumably this refers back to uhe argument of Physics
I, which es-.anlzsbes that in every changs tbe Xpxot are the sape: a continuant
and a form. This in turn relies on the yet more basic principle that changa is
nevar self-precipitating or self-perpetuating, so that if animals can’t live for aver
animal centinuity must ;:iepend on scmething happéning—-presumably tc an znimal
Sinca the cutcome must be a new animal, presumably tha event must ba cccasionad
by an animal. But why not by something in the same animal? Or by an animal of
Just the sams sort (a bisexual one?). Such things do cccur, so that in the end
Aristotle’s purported explanatzcn:. reduce io descriptions of the ordinary course

of avents,

hava deparied from Thompson®s Oxford translation hare, which okliterates
Arisiotle’s *erm*nolcg;ca. differentiaticn between man and mals, woman and ferale,
The difference saams to have no functicn in this contaxt, but it is striking sncugh

tg prasarva (cf. note 8 above). I have also rendered edamxrnTdg in thz passive rather

than in the active senss which Thompscn and L5/ prefer hers.

take it that the statement at Fhstoric I 5, 136135, Snhewlv 52 cpern ctuxtog
MEV KEANOC kel méyeBog, YyuxAc 8% cwhpoolvn kxl Prhepyic Fveu kusheuBepiag,
represents the commson view of.the masculine world in which the orator operates

rather than Aristotle’s analytical view.

'Emphasis on the distinction betwesn getting and keeping is not peculiar to Aristotle.

We find it in Xznophon (cited below). Long befare that, on the Uruk vass, c. 3000
B.C., the bridegrocm Amaushﬁmgalanna, followed by a long retinue of focd-bearers,
is received at the doorway Sy his bride Inanna, behind whom we see an array of
storage vessels. See Thorkild Jacoksen, The Treasures of Darkness, Naw Haven,

Yale University Press, 1975, 24,

Essentially the same point is made at £¥ V. &, 1134b 7-18. Thers cannct be justics

in an ungualified sansa betwean onesalf and one’s child or chatiel (e, slave) Decause

 the latter are not independent persons. Justice in ihe cily iz 2 matter of legall
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structured relations between people whao are-subject to law and hav_e an equal shars
in ruling and being ruled. "#snce” (my emphasis: 819) “justice can more truly be
manifested toward a wife than toward children and chattels, for the former is

household justice; but even this is different from political justice.,”

16, In Toronto in 1950, when I was 24 and contemplati;xg wedlock, my landlady, a banker’s
. widow from Kamloops B. C. told me that I should wait until I was 35 and had
established a position in the world and then marry scme nice yocung girl. I supposs

it is just coincidence that she hit on the same age as Xenophen for bridegrooms,
though not for brides. (Whatever may have been thea case among the upper"::rust

in Xamloops, no such disparity in agés was regarded as the norm where I cone
from, nor, my mother-in-law assures me, in rural Ontaric; though in both places
‘thare was a strong and unargued fezeling that the oridegroom should be a year

or twao older, and certainly no youngar.)

i7. It is var'y' curious that Aristotle nowhere considers the structura cof a three-
generation family or an extended family: the model is always the married couple
with their children and slaves. The reascn for this is nowhere discussad. Perhaps
the reason is that given for discussing only simple forms of political constitution:
3 basic city is already a complete city, and complications add nothing of signit‘fcance.

If that is the reason, though, it is a very bad one.

18, In this connection, it is not inappropriate to point o the real waakn.ass of
Aristotle’s telenlogy: that it represents an ill-integrated mixture of three very
different notions. One is the notion of immediate finality involved in his th;_*ary
of generation and of change generally: that in natural processes the final and
the formal causes are the samea, The second is the general thesis that natural change
has as its general end the simulation of the unchanging activity of an sternal
unmaved maver. The third is the hierarchy of ends and intzgration of functions
in the natural world as a whole, so that the placing of a shark’s teeth partly
serves the purpose of allowing scme of its prey to 2scape—an integration that
is strongly implied at the end of Asiaphysics A Aristotle is conscious of the
ambiguity of teleclogical explanatons as between intentions fulfilled and functions
performed; but he is less steadily aware of the differsnce between the threz sorts |

ys 1

of explanation distinguished here, so that when he says loosely that something
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*is better so™ one sometimes does not know at all what he has in mind.

19, At 1260b48, the expression is yuvaikec Auiou pépog v éheudepiwy, for after
all women are not (as we saw) strictly citizens; but in the discussion of Sparta,

at 1249548, women are said ta be Hpou THe mohews,

20. Findley cites Strabg 4. 1. § and invokes other unspecified passages. But all cne
finds at 4, L 5 is a reference to the Massilictes as &vri ol nohepsTv rerpoquuéven

fion mpdc mohiteixe k&l yewpy{xg, and this hardly carries the peint, for Strabo

could be citing what he thinks of as two unrelated marks of stakility
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