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ABSTRACT: In the last two books of the Politics, Aristotle articulates a vision of education for his 
best regime in contrast to what he takes to be the goal and practices of the educational system 
of Sparta’s famous agôgê.  Although Aristotle never refers to his program as liberal education, 
clearly he takes its goal to be the production of free citizens (hoi eleutheroi), which includes 
both males and females in his best regime.  By contrast, in several places Aristotle characterizes 
the results of the Spartan system as “crude” (phortikos), “slavish” (andrapodôdes), and “servile” 
(banauson).  I argue that Aristotle’s criticism of Spartan education both elucidates his general 
understanding of Sparta but also serves as a foil which can elucidate his own notion of liberal 
education.  Further, I argue that Aristotle’s characterization of Spartan education as “slavish” 
and “servile” calls into question the claim that his notion of what is banausic is simply an 
expression of class prejudice.  I conclude the paper by identifying some inconsistencies 
between liberal education in the Politics and elsewhere in Aristotle’s corpus. 
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 Although there are places in Aristotle’s writings where he is appreciative of Spartan 

social and political institutions, his account of their famed educational system—the agôgê 

which Xenophon and Plutarch lavish with praise—is not one of them.1  Within the space of a 

half-dozen chapters in the last two books of the Politics, Aristotle describes the aims and results 

of the Spartan education system as “crude” (phortikos), “slavish” (andrapodôdes), and “servile” 

                                                      
1 See Plutarch, Life of Lycurgus (Lyc.), 14.1-3, 16-24 and Xenophon, Constitution of the 
Lacedaemonians (Lak. Pol.), 2-5.  Pol 7.14.1333b11-12 (husteron tines) may be a reference to 
Xenophon. Unless otherwise noted, parenthetical references within my paper refer to book, 
chapter, and Bekker page numbers of the Politics.  Translations are my own, based on Ross 
1957 but are significantly informed by the translations of Reeve 1998 and Kraut 1997. In several 
places I have drawn upon passages from two of my previously unpublished papers, “Double 
Standards?  Aristotle’s critique of Plato’s Republic and the Spartan Constitution” and “Is there a 
Poetics in Aristotle’s Politics?” 
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(banauson), terms one usually associates in Aristotle’s writings with manual laborers or slaves 

rather than the virtuous elite of an aristocratic regime.2   Although Aristotle praises Sparta as 

one of the first and only cities to take seriously the problem of educating its citizens in a 

communal setting (something very rare throughout the archaic and classical periods), he thinks 

both the goals of that education and the means by which those goals were implemented were 

deeply and historically flawed.3  Examining Aristotle’s critique of Spartan education elucidates 

our understanding of its institutions and rounds out Aristotle’s own position on one of the most 

controversial societies ever.4 

 Aristotle uses Sparta as a foil to elucidate his own account of the kind of virtue which 

education should produce in his account of the “city of one’s prayers” in the last two books of 

the Politics. Aristotle underscores repeatedly that such a form of education aims at producing 

“free persons” (hoi eleutheroi).  An examination of his criticisms of Spartan education is thus 

                                                      
2 Pol 7.14.1333b8-10, 7.15.1334a38-40, 8.4.1338b25-39. What Aristotle means by the term 
banauson, I will argue, is a matter of dispute.  Most English translators (e.g., Reeve 1998, Kraut 
1997, Lord 2013, Barker 1958) use the term “vulgar” to render the term in English (Simpson 
1997 uses “vulgar mechanic”).  I will translate the term consistently as “servile” and examine it 
at length in part II of my paper. 
3 Whereas Xenophon blames Sparta’s decline in the 4th century on departures from the 
constitution of Lycurgus, Aristotle traces the problems all the way back to the Spartan 
Constitution’s quasi-mythical founder. See Lak. Pol. 14; cf. Pol 2.9.1270a6-8, 1271a2, 1271a41, 
7.14.1333b24-25.  
4 Aristotle devotes a chapter to the criticisms of Sparta in his review of purportedly best 
constitutions in Politics 2.9; Politics 7.2, 7.14, 7.15 critique Sparta’s aim of domination (kratein) 
and the effects that aim has on its educational system; and Politics 8.4 and 8.5 critique Spartan 
physical and musical education. Although De Laix 1974, George 1982, Schütrumpf 1994, and 
Rubin 2012 focus on Aristotle’s criticism in Pol 2.9 (especially the question of whether 
Aristotle’s criticisms distinguish between Lycurgan Sparta and the Sparta of his own time), there 
is no comprehensive recent account of Aristotle’s political, social, and educational critiques of 
Sparta. 
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also an excellent way to unpack what Aristotle intends by the notion of a free or liberal person, 

the corresponding notion of a free person’s or liberal education.5  Although some have argued 

that Aristotle’s notion of liberal education is perniciously elitist—and dare I say, the bad sort of 

elitism predicated solely on socio-economic status—I will argue that the problems Aristotle 

finds with Spartan education transcend class-based elitism precisely because they are aimed at 

the upper classes of an oligarchic society.6  No doubt, Aristotle is hardly an egalitarian.  But 

when Aristotle claims that Spartan education produces individuals who are “banausic” or 

servile in the true sense of the term (8.4.1338b34), his criticism transcends a class-based 

disdain for manual or wage labor.7  

 To make that case that Aristotle’s notion of liberal education is more than just an elitist 

prejudice, I first articulate Aristotle’s understanding and major criticisms of Spartan education.  

Since Aristotle claims that Spartan education produces servile citizens, the second part of my 

paper analyzes the notion of servility (banauson) in the Politics more generally. In the third part 

                                                      
5 Aristotle draws distinctions between eleutheros (a free person), eleutherios (what is 
characteristic of a free person) and the character trait of eleutheriotês; further he draws 
distinctions within each use of the term.  Nonetheless, in my paper I will use the phrase a “free 
person” (and its cognates) in place of all three terms for convenience of exposition. For a 
detailed discussion of the terms eleutheria and eleutheros, see Hansen 2010; for that of 
eleutheriotês, see Hare 1988.  
6 See further Nightingale 1996 and Nightingale 2001.  
7 Aristotle’s claim that Spartan education is banausic is especially sharp given Spartan disdain 
for and apparent prohibitions against the practice of artesian trades in Sparta. Aristotle points 
out that the Spartan habit of wearing long hair is the mark of a free man, since the performance 
of servile tasks (ergon thêtikon) is difficult for one so adorned (Rhetoric 1.9.1367a28-33).   
Herodotus reports that 5th C. Spartans were most contemptuous of the manual crafts (Hist. 
2.167); Xenophon and Aristotle imply, and Plutarch reports, that the Lycurgan constitution 
forbade Spartans from participating in the arts and money-making (Lak. Pol. 7.1-6, cf. 13.5, 
14.1-3; Pol 3.6.1278a18-20; Lyc. 9.3-5, 24.2). See further Cartledge 1976.  
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of my paper, I articulate Aristotle’s notions of both a free person and the nature of education in 

the best regime in order to arrive at what I would characterize as his notion of liberal 

education.  Although my argument rebuts the claim that Aristotle’s notion of liberal education 

is perniciously elitist, the fourth and final part of my paper identifies tensions between the 

account of liberal education in the Politics and how education is usually construed in the 

Nicomachean Ethics.  

 

Part I: The problematic goal and practices of Spartan education 

 Aristotle’s general evaluation of Spartan education is that although their legislator 

deserves praise for taking seriously the ethical formation of its citizens—what Aristotle calls 

paideia—both the aims and the execution of Spartan paideia are deeply flawed.  4th century 

education in the polis world was generally a “private” matter, namely one conducted within 

one’s own household—with hired tutors or educators in the case of wealthy families—which 

was organized around literacy (both reading and writing), physical or gymnastic training, and 

music.8  Spartan education was thus unusual in being a public, communal matter—which is a 

major source of Aristotle’s praise.9 Nonetheless, the bulk of his criticism is negative. First and 

foremost, Spartan education is fundamentally misdirected towards the goal of domination and 

the inculcation of solely martial virtues such as courage and endurance.  But further, he is also 

                                                      
8 EN 10.9.1179b30-1180b16, Pol 8.3.1337b21-33.  See further Marrou 1956: 14-25, 36-45, 
Cartledge 2001a, Kennel 1995, and Ducat 2006. 
9 A point Aristotle makes repeatedly: EN 10.9.1180a25-29, Pol 7.2.1324b5-9, 8.1.1337a30-32; it 
is also a point which he inherits most immediately from Plato’s Laws (ref.).  
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explicitly critical of the practices of Sparta’s gymnastic and musical education10 and its apparent 

neglect of female education.11 

 On Aristotle’s reading, the aim of the Spartan constitution is military domination 

(kratein [2.9.1271b3, 7.2.1324b7, 7.14.1333b14, b30]) and the quality which it sought to 

inculcate in support of that aim is the martial virtue of endurance (karteria [2.9.1269b20, 

7.15.1334a22]).12  Aristotle is critical of both the Spartan aim and its elevation of endurance as 

the highest virtue.  With respect to the Spartan aim of domination: in Politics 7.14 Aristotle 

reasons from the claim that happiness is the aim of the best constitution to the claims that 

work (ascholia) is pursued for the sake of leisure (scholê) and that war is pursued for the sake of 

peace (1333a30-b5).  To elucidate his point, he considers the case of “those Greeks who are 

currently held (dokountes) to be best governed,” namely the Spartans, whose constitution aims 

at conquest and war (7.14.1333b5-6). Aristotle characterizes such an aim as “crude” (phortikôs 

[1333b9]) and more conducive to acquisition (pleonektikôteras [1333b10]).  Those who praise 

                                                      
10 Aristotle makes no reference to Spartan education concerning literacy, quite possibly 
because it was neglected in Spartan education.  See Cartledge 2001b.  
11 Pol 2.9.1269b12 ff. The accuracy of Aristotle’s remarks about Spartan women is a source of 
disagreement.  Plutarch contested the accuracy of Aristotle’s remarks about the education of 
Spartan women (Lyc., 26.2-30). Amongst modern scholars, one end of the spectrum is 
Cartledge’s claim that Aristotle’s remarks are the “map and compass” on the subject (2001c, p. 
86). At the other end is Pomeroy’s claim that for Aristotle, household hierarchy “existed by 
nature and any perversion of it was monstrous.  That Spartan women enjoyed authority in the 
oikos and owned and managed property appeared to him outrageous” (2002, p. 151). 
12 In several places, Aristotle invokes the distinction between the “fundamental principle” 
(hypothesis) or “aim” (skopos, telos) of a constitution and the fit between such an aim and the 
constitution’s institutions. Pol 2.9.1269b30-34, 7.13.1331b25-32a8. For example, one can 
examine whether democracies are correct to make freedom the ordering principle of their 
societies but one can also examine whether a specific social or political institution is consistent 
with the democratic principle.  I elaborate on this point in “Double Standards?  Aristotle’s 
critique of Plato’s Republic and the Spartan Constitution.” 
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such a constitution fail to see both that in the 4th century Sparta underwent a serious 

decline13—which made them “not a happy people” (1334a22-23)—and that there is nothing 

especially fine in despotically ruling over other people. Rather, according to Aristotle it is ruling 

a free people—namely, by incorporating ruling and being ruled amongst the citizenry—that is 

fine or noble.  

With respect to the Spartan elevation of endurance as the highest virtue: in Politics 7.15 

Aristotle discusses those virtues which education ought to inculcate and again turns to Sparta 

as a foil for his own educational program.  Since the human end consists in the excellent 

exercise of leisure, Aristotle claims that education should inculcate those virtues useful for 

leisure—both those activated during leisurely pursuit (diagôgê) and those involved in the work 

(ascholia) to secure leisure (scholê).  Thus, he writes that 

Courage and endurance (karteria) are required for work (ascholia), philosophy 

for leisure (scholê), and moderation for both, but particularly for peace and 

leisure.  For war compels people to be just and moderate, but the enjoyment of 

good luck and the leisure that accompanies peace tends to make them arrogant.  

Much justice and moderation are needed, therefore, by those who are held to 

be doing best (tous arista dokountas [1334a29])…For they will be most in need 

of philosophy, moderation, and justice the more they live at leisure amidst an 

abundance of such goods. (7.15.1334a22-29, 31-34) 

                                                      
13 See further Cawkwall 1983.   
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Although Aristotle certainly recognizes a place for the martial virtues of endurance and courage 

in his own account of education in the best regime, both virtues are oriented towards what he 

calls “necessity” rather than what is leisurely (7.15.1334a18).  Sparta’s elevation of endurance 

as the highest virtue leaves them incapacitated to exercise the virtues of leisure and peace.14 It 

is especially shameful (aischron) to be unable to make use of goods at leisure.  Sparta is in the 

predicament of having its men appear to be good men when working (ascholountas) and 

fighting but as slaves (andrapodôdeis) when at peace and being at leisure (scholazontas) 

(1334a36-40).  

Even if one grants that domination is the rightful goal of a polis and endurance the 

highest virtue, Aristotle believes that the practices which Sparta uses (or fails to use) to 

inculcate such a world view are deeply flawed.  First, Aristotle claims that “the legislator, 15  

wishing the whole city-state to have endurance (karterikên), makes his wish evident where the 

men are concerned, but has been negligent in the case of women.  For being free from all 

constraint, the live in total intemperance and luxury” (2.9.1269b13-14, 19-23). Such neglect 

resulted in female licentiousness (anesis) which is detrimental to the “deliberately chosen aims 

                                                      
14 As Aristotle puts it in another context, “Like an iron sword, [the Spartans] lose their edge 
when they remain at peace” (7.14.1334a8-9). 
15 In Politics 2.9, Aristotle makes reference to Lycurgus, Sparta’s apocryphal founder, and “the 
legislator” (for the use of the name “Lycurgus,” which is found usually outside Politics 2.9, see: 
2.9.1270a7, 2.10.1271b25, 2.12.1273b33, 2.12.1274a29, 4.11.1296a20; for the use of the term 
“legislator,” which is ubiquitous inside 2.9, see: 2.9.1269b20, 1270a4, 1270b1, b19, 1271a13, 
a22, a41, 1271b15).  De Laix suggests that Aristotle uses the name of Lycurgus when he praises 
Sparta and “the legislator” when he criticizes him (De Laix, 1974: xx).   



8 
  Lockwood, Servile Spartans  
  SJC Final draft 
 
of the constitution” (tên proairesin tês politeias).16 Lycurgus elevated a certain virile strength or 

military virtue above all other virtues, since such excellence makes domination possible.17  

Female licentiousness undermines or is at odds with such a hypothesis in at least two ways.  

First, licentiousness inculcates intemperance and luxury in Spartan women, which in turn 

infects Spartan men with esteem for wealth or love of money (1269b24; cf, 1270a14-15, 

1271a18).18 Second, the sexual obsession which warlike Spartan men have—as the pairing of 

Aphrodite and Ares in myth reminds us (1269b28-29)—empowers Spartan women to rule 

Sparta as gunaikokratoumenoi (1269b24-25).19 Aristotle notes,  

What difference is there between women rulers and rulers ruled by women? The 

result is the same.  Audacity (thrasutêtos) is not useful in everyday matters, but 

only, if at all, in war.  Yet Spartan women were very harmful even here.  They 

showed this quite clearly during the Theban invasions [in 371].” (2.9.1269b32-

36).   

                                                      
16 Aristotle refers to the “choice” of the legislator or the “aim” (boulêmati [2.9.1270b32]) of the 
constitution in a way that is equivalent to his use of the term hypothesis.  See 2.9.1269b13-14, 
1271a32, 2.12.1274a12. 
17 See 2.9.1271b1-7; cf. Lyc. 22.2 and Lac. Pol. 14.1-7.  
18 For a survey of classical attitudes towards Spartan views about wealth, see S. Hodkinson 
1994, which groups Plato and Aristotle together as critics who claim that Sparta’s covert love of 
money was deeply rooted in Lycurgan or traditional Spartan institutions—such as the neglect of 
women—rather than the result of the imperial successes following the Peloponnesian wars 
(201-207).  Schütrumpf 1994 concurs, arguing against those who see Aristotle distinguishing 
between praiseworthy aspects of Sparta “in the good old days” and blameworthy aspects of 
Sparta in its 4th century decline.   
19 For examples of testimony concerning Spartan women that support Aristotle’s claims, see 
Bradford 1986. He concludes that “We—in the light of modern feminism—might not agree that 
Spartan women ruled Spartan men, but we must concede to Aristotle that some Spartan 
women did have real power in the Spartan state” (18).  
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Neglect of female education is at the heart of Sparta’s demise.  Aristotle makes clear in the 

Politics that the education of half of the free population is an integral part of a constitution’s 

educational program (1.13.1260b13-20). 

Secondly, Aristotle criticizes the practice of Spartan musical education.20  In Politics 8.5 

Aristotle takes up the question of whether musical education includes a performative element, 

and he casts the question in terms of a debate between Spartan musical education and that 

which Aristotle himself will ultimately advocate.  In his dialectical consideration of whether and 

how one should participate in music, Aristotle notes that even if music is able to improve 

people’s character (ta êthê [1339a41]) 

Why should [children] learn [to perform music] themselves, rather than being 

like the Spartans, who enjoy the music of others in the right way and are able to 

judge it (dunasthai krinein [1339b1])?  For the Spartans do not learn it 

themselves, but are still able, so they say (hos phasi [1339b3]), to judge rightly 

(krinein orthôs [1339b3]) which melodies are good and which are not. 

(8.5.1339a41-39b4) 

Politics 8.6 make clear that Aristotle does not endorse this endoxon concerning Spartan 

abilities.   Instead, he claims “It is not difficult to see, of course, that if someone takes part in 

performance himself, it makes a great difference in the development of certain qualities, since 

                                                      
20 Although Aristotle does not mention it explicitly, I believe he would endorse Cartledge’s claim 
that “it took the Spartans to transform the joyous social activity of dancing into a parade-
ground endurance test, as they did in the annual festival of the Gymnopaidiai” (Cartledge 
2001a: 86).  For a survey of the surviving testimony of what Plato in the Laws characterizes as a 
test of endurance during strong heat (633c), see Pettersson 1992: 42-56.  
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it is difficult if not impossible to become excellent judges of performance (tôn ergôn kritas 

genesthai spoudaious [1340b25]) if they do not take part in it” (8.6.1340b22-25). Proper 

judgment of music requires some familiarity with the performance of music, and proper 

performance trains one to listen not only critically for musical education, but for education of 

any sort (8.6.1341a19-21).   Although some—perhaps including the Spartans21—disdain 

performing music as inherently crude or servile, Aristotle rejects that position in Politics 8.6-7 

(which I will return to in Part III of the paper). 

Finally, In Politics 8.4 Aristotle claims that Sparta’s gymnastic education—which aims at 

producing animal ferocity (thêriôdes [8.4.1338b12-13, 29]) rather than courage based in a sense 

of what is kalon or noble22—produces inferior combatants.   In Aristotle’s eyes, it appears that 

the Spartan legislator thought that compelling youth to confront hardships or danger would 

train them to be brave in the face of battle (citations).  But as we know from Aristotle’s own 

account of courage in the Nicomachean Ethics, animal ferocity is at best a weak approximation 

of real courage; it lacks any sense of what is fine or noble, which is the fundamental orientation 

of true courage.23 Aristotle also faults the Spartan “devotion to rigorous exertion” (philoponia 

                                                      
21 Aristotle leaves the identity of the objectors unknown: see tous phaskontas (1340b34) and 
tines (b40).  
22 Anecdotes about the brutality of Spartan gymnastic education are legion, but perhaps that of 
the “hidden fox” is most indicative.  Plutarch tells the story of a Spartan boy—encouraged to 
steal to feed himself (which the Spartan agôgê did generally to teach children cunning)—who 
carried around concealed under his cloak a young fox which he had stolen.  The boy “suffered 
the animal to tear out his bowels with its teeth and claws, and died rather than have his theft 
detected” (Lyc. 18.1).  
23 Nicomachean Ethics (EN) 3.8 claims that thumotic or natural courage resembles that of 
beasts (ta thêria) but lacks the notion of what is fine (to kalon), which Aristotle thinks is a 
defining element of true courage (EN 3.8.1116b23-1117a9; cf. EN 3.7.1115b11-13).  
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[1338b25]) which he thinks, in light of the Spartan military defeats in the 4th century (such as at 

Leuctra in 371 and Mantinea in 362 BCE), was inferior to the gymnastic training of other cities.  

Spartan rigorous physical education produces people who are “truly servile (banausous…kata 

ge to alêthes).  For they make them useful to statesmen for one task only, and one at which 

they are worse than other people” (8.4.1339b32-35). Determining what Aristotle means by 

calling such men banausic “in accord with the truth” requires a digression into the meaning of 

the term in Aristotle’s Politics. 

 

Part II: Servility (to banauson) in Aristotle’s Politics 

 The claim that Spartan physical education produces “truly servile” men picks up on a 

theme running through many of Aristotle’s criticisms of Sparta and points towards the 

elucidation of what he also means by a free person’s education.  Aristotle characterizes what is 

“banauson” or what I have chosen to translate as “servile” in several places.24  Certainly one 

sense of the term derives from the class of artisans to which the term banausos applies, namely 

those manual workers whom Aristotle thinks are a necessary part of any city, but whom he 

denies citizenship to generally, and especially in his best regime. In Politics 1.11, Aristotle 

identifies one class of wage-earners as “servile craftsmen” (tôn banausôn technitôn) who are 

distinct from unskilled labor; he goes on to say that they are more servile the more they 

damage their bodies (1258b25-29, 37-38). Aristotle claims that such artisans are an integral 

                                                      
24 In what follows, I focus upon Aristotle’s use of the term in the Politics.  But it is worth bearing 
in mind that Aristotle in the EN also identifies the man who is the excess of the mean of 
megaloprepeia as ho banausos, who is described as one who spends lavishly at inappropriate 
times (the EE claims that there is no name for such a person).  See further EN 4.2, EE 3.6. 
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part of the dêmos (4.3.1289b33-35, 4.4.1291a1-4) and make up the majority of citizens in 

democracies (6.1.1317a25, 6.4.1319a26-31).  Nonetheless, he explicitly excludes them in his 

best regime (3.5.1277b33-78a25, 7.9.1328b39-29a3, 1329a20).  Seizing upon such passages, 

Nightingale claims that  

In the most general terms, “banausoi” is the label for people who earn a living 

plying a trade or craft that involves the use of the hands.  The word ‘artisan’ (in 

the broadest sense) is more accurate than ‘mechanic,’ though even this term is 

too limited.  It is important to emphasize that the term banausos generally 

carries a pejorative sense, since it marks a person as mercantile and servile.  In 

fact, the term is virtually monopolized by aristocratic writers, and it therefore 

carries with it the perspective and prejudices of the leisured class. (Nightingale 

2001, p. 134; see also Nightingale 1996.) 

Certainly the term banauson picks out people identifiable by their relationship to a certain 

mode of production. 

But when Aristotle invokes the “true” sense of banauson in his critique of Spartan 

physical education in Politics 8.4, it seems far more plausible to elucidate the term by means of 

his discussion of it in Politics 8.2.  In order to distinguish between liberal and illiberal education, 

Aristotle stipulates that  

Any task, craft, or branch of learning should be considered servile (banauson) if it 

renders the body or mind of free people useless for the practices and activities 

of virtue.  That is why (dio) the crafts that put the body into a worse condition 
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and work done for wages are called servile; for they debase the mind and 

deprive it of leisure. (8.2.1337b8-11) 

The claim that Aristotle’s class prejudices bias his account of liberal education gets the cart 

before the horse.  No doubt, wage labor that stunts one’s body or mind is banausic, but the 

reason is because it stunts the mind or body, not because it is based on wages.25  Certainly in 

Aristotle’s economic world, wage labor was a stultifying and feeble existence.26 But servility is 

not defined, as it were, in relationship to one’s labor.  Rather, in Politics 8.2 servility is defined 

in terms of the effects of a practice upon an individual, which provides the explanation for why 

wage labor is called banausic.  Spartan education also incapacities the mind and body for the 

exercise of virtue, but that education has nothing to do with wage labor.  

Aristotle’s contrast between liberal (eleutheron) or “free” leisure activity and what is 

illiberal (aneleutheron) further undermines defining servility by relationship to a sort of labor.27 

Aristotle characterizes illiberality according to the reason why someone performs an action 

rather than on the basis of the action itself.  For instance, in his discussion of how citizens in his 

best regime will learn to rule and be ruled, Aristotle notes that  

                                                      
25 As Stalley notes, “If we are to retrieve anything from Aristotle’s philosophy of education we 
need to challenge his pessimistic view of the occupations he calls ‘banausic’…Aristotle believes 
that, because certain occupations distort the character in ways which prevent people from 
living a truly good ife, those who follow those occupations cannot be citizens.  We might reply 
that the cause of corruption is not the occupations themselves so much as their social context 
and the attitudes with which they are undertaken” (Stalley 2009: 575).  My central argument is 
that Aristotle’s criticism of Sparta shows that this is not only “our” reply but his own.  
26 At Politics I.13.1260a38-1260b1, Aristotle compares—unfavorable—the effects of wage labor 
and those of slavery.  For the economic status of wage labors in antiquity, see Nagle xxxx: xxx-
xxx.    
27 Aristotle seems to use banauson and aneleutheron interchangeably in Politics 7-8. [SUPPLY 
EVIDENCE.] 
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some commands differ not with respect to the tasks they assign but with respect 

to that for the sake of which they are done.  That is why it is noble even for free 

young men to perform many of the tasks that are held to be appropriate for 

slaves.  For the difference between noble and shameful actions does not lie so 

much in the acts themselves as in their ends, on that for the sake of which they 

are performed. (7.14.1333a6-10)  

Learning how to be ruled requires learning how to obey commands for the right reasons and 

education needs to prepare one to distinguish those reasons.  Another passage later in Politics 

8 articulates the same distinction more specifically.  In seeking to classify what is liberal, 

Aristotle notes that “the sake for which one acts or learns also makes a big difference.  For what 

one does for one’s own sake, for the sake of friends, or on account of virtue is not illiberal, but 

someone who does the same thing for others would often be held to be acting like a hired 

laborer or slave (thêtikon kai doulikon)” (Pol 8.2.1337b17-20).  To use an example which 

Aristotle will provides subsequently: there is nothing intrinsically illiberal about performing 

music.  But if one performs that music pandering to the boorish pleasure of an audience or for 

the sake of money rather than to develop virtue, then the musical performance is illiberal or 

servile (8.6.1341b8-18). 

 Returning to Aristotle’s critique of Spartan education, we can see what Aristotle thinks is 

its central flaw.  “The principle which determines all the rest” in the case of education is the 

ability to make fine use of leisurely activities (8.3.1337b31-32).  Spartan education fails to 

inculcate such an ability.  The Spartan constitution’s aim at domination is crude and acquisitive.  
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Its elevation of endurance over other virtues produces citizens no different from slaves with 

respect to the activities of leisure.  Its neglect of female education permits money-loving 

tendencies to grow amongst its people.  Its musical education produces men incapable of 

judging what is fine.  And its physical education produces mediocre combatants who are 

banausically unable to do anything except fight.  The Spartan educational program seems to be 

the opposite of a liberal education.  

 

Part III: Aristotle’s notion of liberal education 

 Reconstructing Aristotle’s notion of liberal education faces a challenge.28 Although he 

discusses in numerous places both what it means to be either “liberal” (either eleutheros—

literally, a free man, or eleutherios, what is characteristic of a free person) or illiberal 

(aneleutheros) and the nature of paideia, or education, he never analyzes the notion of “liberal 

education” per se. Rather, what we find in his writings are the characterization of a free 

person’s science, rhythms, laughter, pleasures, bodily exercise, and even agora and the nature 

of a free person as such.29  Aristotle also distinguishes between curricular aspects of the main 

division of education, namely reading/writing, gymnastics, drawing, and music.  In order to 

reconstruct the core characteristics of what we can call Aristotle’s “notion of liberal education,” 

                                                      
28 For other reconstructions of Aristotle’s educational program, see Lord 1982, Reeve 1998, and 
Stalley 2009.  
29 See, for instance, science (8.2.1337b15), rhythms (8.5.1340b10), laughter (EN 4.8.1128a20), 
pleasures (EN 3.11.1118b5, 8.6.1158a21), bodily exercise (7.16.1335b11), and agora 
(7.12.1331a32). 
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I will first look at what he says is characteristic of a free person and then relate it to what he 

says about the various subdivisions of education. 

 At first glance, one thinks of a free person in political terms—as one who participates as 

a citizen within a political community.30  Aristotle’s term eleutheros is cognate with the term 

eleutheria or “freedom” which is both a defining characteristic of a democracy and the native-

born status which grounds a claim to share in the political process of a democratic 

constitution.31 Clearly the notion of a free person has important political significance, for 

Aristotle points out in numerous places that what he calls “political rule”—namely, the 

reciprocal rule in which rulers and the ruled take turns ruling—can only be exercised over 

people who are free.32 Furthermore, Aristotle explicitly notes that the educational program in 

                                                      
30 Hansen notes that the “oldest” and “most common” meaning of eleutheros is “being free” in 
opposition to “being a slave” (Hansen 2010: 2) and argues that “we must free ourselves of the 
anachronistic conviction that a political philosopher must have a positive conception of political 
freedom and that, consequently, Plato and Aristotle must have developed their own notions of 
eleutheria in order to replace or at least modify the democrats’ erroneous understanding of the 
concept” (Hansen 2010: 26). Aristotle uses the notion of eleutheros (a free man) primarily in the 
sense of what I will call one who is “ordered and measured”; by contrast, he uses the term 
eleutherios in two distinct senses, viz. in the general sense of one who is ordered or measured, 
but also in the narrow sense of one who possesses the character trait of eleutheriotês, namely 
one who is “generous” or observes the mean between wastefulness (asôtia) and illiberality 
(aneleutheria) with respect to the use of money (which is analyzed in EN 4.1, EE 3.4, and MM 
24). For possible interrelations between the general and narrow senses of the term “liberality,” 
see Hare 1988. 
31 For eleutheria as the “hypothesis” or horos of democracy, see 4.8.1294a11-20, 6.2.1317a40, 
4.12.1296b18; for the term as native-born status as ground for participating in the constitution, 
see 3.8.1280a5, 3.9.1280124, 3.9.1281a6, 3.1283a6, 3.13.1283b20.    
32 1.7.1255b22, 3.4.1277b8-17, 3.17.1288a11, 7.14.133a6, b18; cf. EN 5.6.1134a27. See further 
Mayhew 2009. Hansen claims that “Neither in the Eudemian nor in the Nicomachean Ethics is 
there any discussion whatsoever of the free person or the concept of freedom….Nor does 
Aristotle in the Politics betray any serious interest in the concept of political freedom” (Hansen 
2010: 10, 11).  Hansen’s argument is partially that Aristotle’s discussion of “liberality” is 
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his best regime is designed to prepare its citizens to exercise such political rule—or be capable 

of ruling and being ruled (7.14.1332b12 ff.).  But as Aristotle also points out, defining who is 

free in terms of civic participation is questionable since there are “free men” in some cities 

whom Aristotle would deny a claim of participation in his best regime.  As Aristotle notes in his 

discussion of citizenship,  

The best city-state will not confer citizenship on the servile (banauson [1278a8]), 

however; but if they too are citizens, then what we have characterized as a 

citizen’s virtue cannot be ascribed to everyone, or even to free people, but only 

to those who are freed from necessary tasks (tôn ergôn…tôn anagkaiôn). 

(3.5.1278a8-11) 

Aristotle clearly (and rather unapologetically) maintains both that manual, agrarian, and wage 

workers are necessary for the best constitution and that they are not fit to be full citizens—or 

free men—because of their inability to exercise virtue.33  That some free men have political 

status in other constitutions means that political status per se cannot be a sufficient condition 

or characteristic to determine a free person.  

                                                                                                                                                                           
delimited to its sense of the virtue concerned with generosity, and partially that Aristotle thinks 
of freedom primarily in the sense of leisurely activity (in opposition to what is slavish).  
Although it goes beyond the limits of my paper to make the argument, I take Aristotle’s claim 
that freedom is a necessary condition of political rule as grounding his “political” notion of 
freedom; Aristotle’s claim that the paideia of his best regime is supposed to prepare its citizens 
for ruling and being ruled (7.14.1332b12 ff) certainly suggests that the “liberal” component of 
liberal education is directed towards the political use of freedom in self-government in addition 
to the proper use of leisure.  Thus, my position is much closer to Liddel 2007: 323-331 and Kraut 
2002: 452-453.  
33 7.7.1327b28, 7.9.1329a26, 7.10.1330a26-33.  
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 In places Aristotle will describe “people who are by nature free” in juxtaposition with 

one who is “a slave by nature” (1.5.1255a1; 7.3.1325a28-30). The latter is described as 

someone who “despite being human, is by nature not his own (ho gar mê hautou) but someone 

else’s.”34  In the Metaphysics, in his discussion of “a free man’s science,” Aristotle will also 

characterize the free person as one who “exists for his own sake and not for the sake of 

someone else” (Meta 1.2.982b25-26).  Later in that work, in an analogy to explain how the 

cosmos manifests goodness, he writes that 

All things are ordered in relation to one thing.  It is as in a household, in which 

the freemen are least at liberty (hekista exestin) to act at random but all or most 

things are ordered, while slaves and wild animals contribute little to the common 

good but for the most part act at random; for such is the principle of each of 

these, which is their nature. (Meta 12.10.1075a18-23, Apostle trans.) 

As Apostle notes in his commentary on the passage, what Aristotle seems to have in mind is 

that as the head of the household is to God, so too are free wife and sons to other movers and 

celestial bodies, and slaves and animals are to destructible bodies in the sub-lunar sphere.35 

Being “one’s own” or “existing for one’s own sake” is the opposite of the democratic 

interpretation of freedom, which views eleutheria as doing whatever one wants with no sense 

of authority or rule.36 Rather, the truly free person exhibits an ordered, measured quality.37   

                                                      
34 1.4.1254a14-15; cf. 1.5.1254b20-23, EN 10.6.1177a8.  
35 Apostle 1966: 407 n. 4.  
36 See 5.9.1310a30, 6.2.1317a40 ff.  
37 Aristotle distinguishes the dancing movements which some rhythms produce as more free 
from those movements which are more “crude” (phortikôteras [1340b9-10]); the former 
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 The civic nature of such “measured” freedom, paradoxically, is best elucidated by 

Aristotle’s remarks about the play (paidia) appropriate to a free person in his discussion of the 

virtue of wit (eutrapelia) or its mean-state of dexterity, tact, or ingenuity (epidexiotês). As I will 

discuss below, one of the most striking restrictions in Aristotle’s liberal education is its 

limitation on “shameful speech” (aischrologia) for all citizens (not just the young [7.17.1336b3-

5]).38 In the Ethics, Aristotle claims that it is characteristic 

of a person who is dexterous to say and to listen to the sorts of things that are fitting for 
those who are decent and free (tô(i) epieikei kai eleutheriô(i)). For there are some things 
that it is appropriate for such a person to say as part of amusement (paidias), and also 
to listen to, and the amusement of the free person (hê tou eleutheriou paidia) differs 
from that of a slavish person (tês tou andrapodôdous), and that of the well-educated 
from that of the uneducated one.  We can also see this from old and new comedies, 
since in the former what caused laugher was obscenity (aischrologia), whereas in the 
latter it is more innuendo (hyponoia), and there is no small difference between these as 
regards graciousness (euschêmosunên). Should a person who jibes well (eu skôptonta) 
be defined then as saying things that are not unsuitable for a free person or that do not 
cause pain to his listener or even delight him?...Now he will not produce every sort.  For 
jibes are a type of abuse (loidorêma), and some types of abuse are forbidden by 
legislators, so presumably should some types of jibing.  A sophisticated (charieis) and 
free person, then, will be like that, since he is a sort of law for himself (hoion nomos ôn 
heautô(i)). (EN 4.8.1128a16-27, 29-32) 

 

Although Aristotle contrasts the witty person with the buffoon (phortikos) or the slavish person 

who finds a joke in everything, his preference for “new” over “old” comedy indicates that the 

joking in question is decidedly critical and indeed even caustic, like the jibes which Aristophanes 

                                                                                                                                                                           
appear to be like Dorian harmonies, namely those which are measured and composed (mesôs 
kai kathestêkotôs [1340b3]). 
38 For the legal/political context of Aristotle’s remarks, see Kraut 1997: 161-165 and Collins 
2006: 154-165.  
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regularly makes against politicians of his time such as Kleon.39 Indeed, although the speech in 

question is actually legislated in Aristotle’s time, his claim that the witty or free person is like a 

“law” (nomos) for himself further underscores that the freedom in question is a sort of positive 

freedom or autonomy which makes it possible for him to participate in a free person’s 

amusement.40  Play is a form of leisurely activity, and the free person is precisely the one who 

knows how to play excellently.  

 Aristotle’s notion of the free person thus seems to include at least three notions.  First, 

the free person is one who possesses the ability to participate in civic affairs both as one who 

rules and as one who is ruled.  Secondly, it is first and foremost the orderly and measured way 

that such a person acts—sensitive to the particularities and context of what he or she does or 

says—which sets that person apart from those who are unfree.  Finally, to say that such a 

person “exists for his own sake” seems to imply a sort of autonomy or positive freedom such 

that that person’s actions are constitutive of what it means to act well or finely.  If the free 

person exhibits such characteristics, how does Aristotle’s liberal education produce such a 

person? 

Aristotle’s criticisms of Spartan education elucidates such a question because he uses 

Sparta both as foil to his own proposals and as a model from which to borrow.  As already 

                                                      
39 In the Rhetoric Aristotle characterizes wittiness as “hubris that has been educated” (Rhet 
2.12.1389b11-12).For the notion that pandering to the audience epitomizes what is phortikos, 
see 8.6.1341b16, 8.7.1342a20; cf. Poet 26.1461b29, 1462a4; Rhet 3.1.1395b1, 1404a1.   
40 Assuming that the free person is the same as the decent person (ho spoudaios), then such a 
person is further the measure or canon for the exercise of virtue because he judges (krinei) 
each thing correctly, especially concerning what is pleasant or fine (EN 3.4.1113a29-b2; cf. 
10.5.1176a16-23, 10.6.1176b26-30).  
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noted, Aristotle incorporates the public and communal aspects of Spartan education into his 

own account (8.1.1337a31-32).41  But further, like the Spartan legislator, Aristotle designs a 

comprehensive program of education that begins with eugenic breeding guidelines for 

parents—to insure the production of babies with the proper bodily compositions—and then 

proceeds with habituation and education according to different age-classes that stretch from 

birth at least through the age of 21.42 (An Appendix to my paper provides a schematic overview 

of Aristotle’s age-classes.) Aristotle’s program focuses upon three different aspects of human 

development: development of the body, habituation of the nonrational parts of the soul, and 

education of the rational part of the soul (7.15.34b12-28; cf. 8.3.1338b3-7).  Aristotle also 

organized his educational program into three age-classes (not including the pre-natal guidelines 

for parents to insure proper bodies for babies described in Pol 7.16): from the moment of birth 

through the age of seven, from age seven through puberty, and from puberty through the age 

of twenty-one.  It appears that the three aspects of development do not correspond with the 

three age-classes: The first age class includes guidelines for bodily growth, the development of 

habits, and the observation of lessons (mathêsis), and the last age class includes both lessons 

(mathêmata) and rigorous gymnastic training.43   Let me elucidate how physical education, 

                                                      
41 Other apparent mimicry of Spartan institutions include habituating children against cold (see 
7.17.1336a15-21 with Lak. Pol. 2.4) and establishing a paidonomos or supervisor of children 
(see 7.17.1336b31-32 with Lak. Pol. 2.2, 2.10, 4.6).  
42 There are some hints that Aristotle envisions civic education to extend into adulthood in the 
best regime; it certainly includes guidelines about the sexual activities of mature adults 
(7.16.1335b35-40). See further EN 10.9.1180a2-6.  For the various age classes of education in 
the Spartan program, see Cartledge 2001a: 82-88 and Ducat 2006: 69-117.   
43 I follow Kraut 1997: 158-159 against Newman 1885 I: 358 in finding in Aristotle’s program 
overlapping developmental foci within each age-class.  Thus, in the first age-class (from birth to 
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habituation, and musical education separately produce individual elements of a liberal 

education. 

Although Aristotle’s three age-classes do not correspond to his three developmental 

phases, Aristotle notes in several places that in order to become a good man, one must 

“harmonize” (sumphônein [7.13.1332b5-6]) reason, nature, and habit (7.13.1332b3-11, 

7.15.1334b6-12) and that process of harmonization proceeds in a sequential order (of sorts) 

from bodily development to education by habituation to education of the mind (7.15.34b12-28; 

cf. 8.3.1338b3-7).  Let me focus first on bodily development.44  Aristotle prescribes guidelines 

for bodily development throughout all three age-classes, but with different emphases within 

different age-classes.  He provides for light exercise (without strict dietary restrictions) 

apparently from the age of two through the age of fourteen primarily through non-competitive, 

                                                                                                                                                                           
the age of seven, described in Pol 7.17), the first two years focus primarily on bodily 
development with some habituation towards cold, the period from age two until five continues 
to focus on bodily development (through play) although with a greater sensitivity towards 
proper habituation of the non-rational part of the soul, and the period from age five until seven 
(which takes place outside the household), seems solely focused upon intellectual development 
(namely, students observe—but apparently do not participate in—the studies undertaken in 
the second age-group [7.171336b35-37]).  (Aristotle notes in a couple of places that physical 
training and intellectual training cannot be successful carried out simultaneously 
[7.17.1336a22-25, 8.5.1339a7-10].)  Aristotle is far more specific about paideia in the first seven 
years than in the other two periods, although he seems to suggest that in the second age-class 
(the period from age seven until puberty) students will pursue the studies described in Politics 
8.3 (reading, writing, gymnastics, music, and drawing [8.3.1337b23-30]), whereas in the third 
age-class (the period from puberty until 21), students will pursue “other studies” (allois 
mathêmasi [1339a5]) from 15 until 17, followed by physical exertion and dietary training 
(presumably in anticipation of military campaigns) until the age of 21 (8.4.1339a5-6).  Are the 
“other studies” an allusion to the philosophia mentioned at 7.15.1334a23 and 32? 
44 Bodily development is also neo-natal, as it were: Aristotle discusses desirable ethnic natures 
in Politics 7.7 and the guidelines for proper parental breeding in Politics 7.16.  Physical 
education is not starting from scratch.  
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non-strenuous play (paidia); after a three-year hiatus (between ages fifteen and seventeen) in 

which children are devoted solely to studies, he then provides for a four-year regime of 

intensive exercise and strict dietary restrictions, immediately before military service.45 The 

emphasis in the first fourteen years is to facilitate bodily growth (auxêsis) while avoiding bad 

habits (an issue to which I will return below).  But in his thematic treatment of physical 

education in Politics 8.4., Aristotle contrasts his program both with those traditional Greek 

gymnastic programs that sought to produce athletes to compete in the various Pan-Hellenic 

games and with the Spartan program that aimed to produce animal ferocity rather than a sense 

of what is noble. In the former case, Aristotle thinks that both the stringent diets and the 

exercises of competitive athletes stunt their physical development and thwart their bodily 

ability to exercise liberal activities (7.16.1335b10-11)—for instance, procreation or serving in 

the military.46 As I have shown above, in the latter case the Spartan program sought to produce 

animal ferocity rather than the sense of nobility which is the basis for true courage, namely a 

kind of courage directed towards the proper use of leisure as a goal which eclipses victory or 

conquest in warfare (7.15.1334a20, 22). Although Aristotle explicitly isolates physical education 

from habituation of the nonrational part of the soul, their separation seems more a matter of 

                                                      
45 See 7.17.1336a25-30, 8.4.1338b40-42, 1339a5-8. Although Aristotle focuses on bodily growth 
from birth until the age of two, it is hard to characterize his recommendations under the 
category of gymnastics (he is concerned with nourishment and development of limbs 
[7.17.1336a3-11]).  
46 See 7.16.1335b2-19, 8.4.1338b9-11.  For the physiological reasons why Aristotle thinks 
competitive athletic training impedes procreation, see Gen. Anim. 4.3.768b29-33 with Kraut 
1997: 153-54, 185.  
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analysis than of practice: it is hard to imagine that the physical education which Aristotle has in 

mind is “value-free” or has no bearing on the recipient’s notion of what is fine.47   

Aristotle explicitly incorporates habituation into his educational program very early on—

apparently soon after birth—by claiming that “it is beneficial to habituate (sunethizein 

[7.17.1336a13]) children to the cold right from the time they are small, since it is very useful 

both from the point of view of health and from that of military affairs” (7.17.1336a12-15).48 

Aristotle invokes in two places what I will call the “Theodorus principle”: Theodorus was a 

thespian in tragedy who never allowed another actor to play a part before he did, “because 

audiences become accustomed (oikeoioumenôn [1336b30]) to the first voice they hear.  The 

same is true of our relationships with people and things; whatever we encounter first we like 

better” (7.17 1336b30-33; cf. 1336a18-21). Yet even if Aristotle is clear that habituation needs 

to commence very early in the best education program, his discussion of it blurs the analytical 

distinction between developmental stages.  As noted above, in the first age-class Aristotle 

prescribes play as a form of light exercise to promote bodily development (1336a25-27).  But 

how one plays seems as important—if not more so—than that one plays because the practice 

                                                      
47 As Kraut 1997 notes, “It is a pity that Aristotle does not discuss the way in which physical 
training fosters courage…How is nobility taught to the young through physical training?  
Perhaps his idea is that if children are given the right sort of gymnastic exercises, they will 
develop feelings of attachment to each other and to the city’s goals” (187).  Promissory note: 
Any hints in gymnastic education in Republic 3.403c-412b? 
48 As noted above, Aristotle’s recommendation for habituation with respect to the cold follows 
the Spartan practice of dressing children in light clothing (Lak. Pol. 2.4). The literature on 
habituation is immense (although it has tended to focus upon the subject within the ethical 
treatises and neglected Aristotle’s discussion of it in Politics 7.17; Bartok 2005 serves as a good 
corrective of that habit).  I have tried to survey and evaluate the literature on habituation in 
Lockwood 2013.   
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of play both improves the body and serves as an opportunity for habituation.  Forms of play 

require supervision because 

The games they play should not be either unfit for free people (aneleutherous) 

or exerting or undisciplined….For all such things should pave the way for their 

later pursuits.  Hence many of the games they play should imitate (mimêseis 

[1336a24]) the serious occupations of later life (spoudazomenôn). 

(7.17.1336b28-30, 32-34).49   

As I have noted in section II of the paper, how an action is done is more important than the 

type of action in determining the action’s liberalness. How one does something is also, of 

course, determined by habituation.  Habituation seems to come first in Aristotle’s educational 

program because in some sense it permeates all other forms of education—whether bodily, 

ethical, or intellectual.  

 Habituation in a more narrow sense is crucial to Aristotle’s educational scheme because 

of its prophylactic power to inoculate young persons from what is shameful.  In his discussion of 

the first age-class, Aristotle goes so far as to outlaw shameful speech (aischrologia) not just for 

young people, but from the city as a whole (7.17.1336b4).  “Unseemly (aschêmonas) images 

and stories (logous)”—he seems to in mind have iambus, comedy, and  religious images and 

rituals that incorporated mockery—will be off limits for young people, although an unfulfilled 

promissory note indicates that attendance at performances requires further elaboration both 

                                                      
49 What sort of mimetic games does Aristotle have in mind?  Kraut suggests “games in which 
one plays at being a soldier, or in which one exchanges roles with others on an equal basis 
(160).  One is reminded, by contrast, of the games which disclosed Cyrus’ true identity as the 
proper heir to the Persian throne (Histories, 1.114).  
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for young people and for adults.50 What Aristotle seems to have in mind, perhaps in both cases, 

is the prohibition or limitation of speech which mocks or even attacks another.51 But as I have 

discussed above in my survey of Aristotle’s notion of eleutheros, in his discussion of wit, 

Aristotle criticizes the “scurrility” or aischrologia of old comedy but praises the innuendo 

(hyponoia) of new comedy (EN 4.8.1128a19-25).  Aristotle’s case against mockery is not a 

condemnation of wit per se, but rather a matter of how wit is used.52  In both the cases of 

aischrologia and unseemly images and stories, Aristotle’s concern is that the development of 

bad habits will sink first and deepest roots.  Proper habituation—and indeed, paideia itself—is 

that which will “render young people immune (apatheis) to the harm which [mockery and 

unseemly images and stories] can do” (7.17.1336b22-23). Habituation in this narrow sense of 

developing proper emotional responses to different stimuli—pleasures and pains, things which 

are noble or less than noble—is thus a sort of default setting of the non-rational part of the soul 

prior to the rational part of the soul’s judgment about those stimuli.  It is also thus preparatory 

for the musical education which teaches the rational part of the soul to make such judgments 

finely.  

                                                      
50 7.17.1336b13-17, 20-23, 25-7.  Pol 8.7.1342a16-27 suggests that there might be separate 
performances for free and slavish audiences.  
51 Aristotle claims that the legislator should outlaw aischrologia “since by speaking lightly of 
shameful activity one comes closer to doing it” (7.17.1336b5-6). Kraut 1997 surveys Aristotle’s 
discussions of aischrologia in the Ethics and Rhetoric and concludes that Aristotle’s “argument 
depends on the implicit assumption that certain words are in themselves offensive, apart from 
the consequences of using them” (162).  
52 It is striking that wit—and more broadly the comedic—seems to have an essential 
component not only of “laughing” but “laughing at” someone (and thus, mockery).  Consistent 
with that, the Poetics distinguishes comedy and tragedy on whether its object is elevated or 
debased (Poet 3.1448a15-18, 4.1448b23-28).  
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Aristotle thinks that musical education—including education in how to perform music—

provides a paradigmatic liberal education because it both habituates one to take pleasure in 

what is fine and prepares one to judge properly wherein consists truly noble leisure (and thus it 

too straddles Aristotle’s analytical division between habituation and education of the mind).  

Indeed, Aristotle uses the testimony of Odysseus himself (in the banquet scenes from Odyssey 9 

and 18 in which Odysseus invokes the bard)53 to show that music is a form of activity pursued 

not because it is necessary for life, nor because it is useful, nor that it promotes health, but 

rather that it is pursued solely for the purpose of leisure (8.3.1338a13-23).  Politics 8.5 takes up 

the question of the power (dunamis) of music and considers whether it consists in education 

(paideia), amusement (paidia), or leisured pursuits (diagôgê).54 Although Aristotle immediately 

notes that it is reasonable to think that music participates in all three, in several places (e.g., 

7.3.1337b28-32, 8.5.1340a1-10) he pushes back against the belief that the sole power or 

purpose of music is amusement or pleasure.  Aristotle claims in response that music is mimetic 

                                                      
53 At 8.3.1338a25-30 Aristotle quotes Odyssey 18.382-5 and 9.7-8 with the lines “call the bard 
alone to the rich banquet” and “the banqueters seated in due order throughout the hall, give 
ear to the bard.” Aristotle includes a line from Od 18 that is absent from our editions of the 
Odyssey. 
54 8.5.1339b10-15. The aporiai of Politics 8 are complicated and overlapping.  8.2.1337a35-b3 
lays out four preliminary disagreements about the erga of music and then 8.3.1337b28-32 
identifies as a problem whether music is pursued solely for the sake of pleasure.  8.5 begins by 
invoking the previous aporiai (1339a11-14) and then claims to develop them “like a prelude” 
(hosper endosimon [1339a13]; see Lord 1982, 68-70 for the musical allusion).  8.5 then delimits 
the questions to two: what is the power of music and why (or whether) one should share 
(metexin) in music, viz. learn it through instrumental music (1339a14-16).  I take it that the 
second question, whether the young should share in music through learning instrumental 
music, is dealt with dialectically in 8.5.1339a26-1339b10, and then resolved in 8.6-7 (see, for 
instance, 1340b20-23).  The first question, what is the dunamis of music, is taken up and 
resolved in the remainder of 8.5.1339b11-40b19.  I am grateful to Malcolm Heath for sharing 
with me his unpublished work on the textual organization of problems in Politics 8.  
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or imitative and that everyone who listens to it comes to have the emotions which it imitates 

even when rhythms and melodies are taken in isolation.55 He adds that “Since music happens to 

be one of the pleasures, and virtue is a matter of enjoying, loving, and hating in the right way, it 

is clear that nothing is more important than that one should learn to judge correctly (to krinein 

orthôs [1340a17]) and get into the habit of enjoying decent characters and noble actions” 

(8.5.1340a14-18).56 Musical education seems to have both “ethical” (in the sense of related to 

the habituation of the non-rational part of the soul) and “intellectual” components.57 Aristotle’s 

discussion of the proper development of enjoying, loving, and hating—which goes to the heart 

of what the Ethics calls developing a love of the fine58—shows that music is capable of ethical 

habituation.  But his invocation of “proper judgment” is more broadly aesthetic in the sense of 

being perceptually aware and attuned.  No doubt, the aesthetic and ethical components of 

musical education combine in a single individual.  But what seems crucial to the elevation of 

music as the pre-eminent liberal art is that it prepares one to share nobly in leisurely activity in 

precisely the opposite fashion of the Spartan servile education.  Spartan education certainly 

trains the soul to experience certain emotions and have ethically appropriate desires, but it fails 

                                                      
55 8.5.1340a12-14. On the claim that music is mimetic for Aristotle, see Sörbom 1994, 37-46.  
56 In the sequel, Aristotle notes that “When we listen to imitations our souls are changed” 
(1340a22-23).  The mechanism of such a change of character goes beyond my paper, but is the 
subject of several papers.  See further Woerther 2008, 89-103, Drefcinski 2011, 287-296, and 
Brüllmann 2013, 345-373.  
57 Aristotle’s discussion in Pol 7-8 incorporates concisely the same soul and virtue division as the 
Ethics.  See 7.14.1333a16-29, 7.15.1334b12-27. Cf. Nicomachean Ethics 1.13, 6.1-2.  
58 See EN 10.9.1179b29-31  
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to inculcate the critical ability to judge and discern adequately.59  By contrast, Aristotle 

highlights performative musical education precisely because it trains not only the desiring part 

of the soul, but also its discerning part.60 

 If one steps back from the details of Aristotle’s account, the following connections 

between his account of the free person and liberal education emerge.  First, gymnastic 

education and bodily development in liberal education—by explicit contrast with Spartan 

education—aims at producing citizens with the ability to exercise virtuously those activities 

necessary for leisure, namely the exercise of courage and endurance.  The contrast with 

Spartan education implies that such a gymnastic education will inculcate a sense of what is fine, 

which I have construed as meaning a sense of the purposiveness of martial activity as a means 

towards the end of peace.   Instruction by means of habituation, which clearly cuts across 

gymnastic and musical education, has at least a two-fold function: the free person needs to 

learn in what fashion virtuous activities are to be performed—that is, the reason why and the 

“how” of an action—and he or she needs to develop a “second-nature” response to noble and 

                                                      
59 Jones 2012 argues that Aristotle distinguishes between two sorts of musical pleasure, the 
moral pleasure accessible to those who have learned to perform and adequately appreciate 
music and a natural pleasure felt by all listeners regardless of performance experience (159, 
172-174).  If she is right, then the fact that Spartan education excludes musical performance 
may help explain why Aristotle is so critical of their ethical abilities in Politics II.9.   
60 The remainder of Politics 8.6-7 is a reply to “some people” (perhaps the Spartans) who object 
that performing music inevitably makes one servile (banauson).  Although Aristotle concedes 
that performance can be servile and boorish (8.6.1341b12, b14), he argues for three provisions 
in his program to thwart such a trajectory, viz. musical education should exclude professional 
competition (1341a10), be limited to certain instruments (1341a20-21; Wilson 1999 explains 
Aristotle’s disapproval of the aulos), and be limited to certain melodies and rhythms 
(apparently Dorian and perhaps also Lydian, although the text is fragmentary--on which see 
Anderson 1966, 111-146; Lord 1982, 146-150; Ford 325-331).  
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ignoble objects which insulates a person from potentially illiberal attitudes towards the world.  

Finally, at least in the Politics, Aristotle seizes upon music as the paradigmatic form of liberal 

education not only because it habituates the nonrational part of the soul but also—by explicit 

contrast with Spartan education—because it trains the soul to exercise discernment and 

judgment, a capacity that extends beyond music to other subjects. Aristotle’s liberally educated 

person thus emerges as one prepared to exercise virtuously the martial, civic, and “scholastic” 

activities which the best constitution affords to its citizens.  

 

Conclusion 

 When one contrasts Aristotle’s admittedly truncated account of liberal education for 

free persons with liberal education today, certainly one of its most striking characteristics is its 

martial emphasis.  Whether one focuses upon the habitual training so that infants can develop 

endurance of cold or upon the post-pubescent period of education, four years of which are 

devoted to stringent physical and dietary training, it is clear that Aristotle has in mind the 

production of citizen-soldiers.  The Spartan education system—at least to the extent to which it 

was familiar to Aristotle—was an ideal foil, since it too sought to produce such citizen-soldiers 

that could command the respect of the Hellenic world.  But whereas Aristotle’s citizen-soldiers 

were both oriented towards and prepared to exercise the scholastic virtues—including, but not 

limited to courage and endurance—the education which Spartan citizen-soldiers received 

incapacitated them to exercise excellently any scholastic virtue (including courage). 
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  In order to contextualize Aristotle’s account of liberal education in his best regime, it is 

useful to remember his explicit reminders (including one at the beginning of Politics 8.1) that 

different constitutions have different “mores” or beliefs-cum-habits and that it is the task of 

education to inculcate such mores and prepare its citizens for flourishing lives within their own 

constitutions.61   Thus, education is “relative” to the regime in which it takes place and can go 

wrong in either of two ways: the aim of the educational scheme (like that of the constitution as 

a whole) can be wrong and the practices of education within that polis can impede or even 

contradict rather than inculcate the professed goal of that polis. Although Aristotle learned 

from Sparta the importance of communal or public education, Spartan education also 

demonstrated—through its errors—the importance of getting the aim and practices of 

education right.  Aristotle’s explicit remarks about Spartan education suggest that his own 

program sought both to avoid the first error, by subordinating courage and endurance to the 

virtues of leisure, and to avoid the second error, by rethinking the practice of gymnastic and 

musical education.   

 Aristotle’s use of Sparta’s educational system as a foil to articulate his own program may 

also help to explain what seems like one of his program’s great omissions, namely its almost 

complete neglect of the sort of philosophical education one finds in Plato’s Republic or which 

seems implied by the discussion of intellectual virtues in the Nicomachean Ethics.   For reasons 

that go beyond what I can argue in this paper, Aristotle’s best regime is oriented towards non-

                                                      
61 See 5.9.1310a11-23, 7.13.1332b5-10, 8.1.1337a5-10.  See further Lord 1982: 36-67 and 
Curren 2000: 93-125  
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expansive political activity instead of the activity of philosophical excellence (7.3.1325b13-26).62   

Aristotle’s explicit criticisms of Socrates’ educational program in the Republic are telling.  

Aristotle notes that the purpose of education is to unify a community, and it is strange (atopon) 

that  

one who aimed to bring in education, and who believed that through it the city-

state would be excellent, should think to set it straight [by communal property] 

and not by habits, philosophy,63 and laws—as in Sparta and Crete, where the 

legislator aimed to make property communal by means of the messes. 

(2.5.1263b38-1264a1) 

The educational system which aims at the model of the citizen-soldier exemplified by the 

Spartan constitution is superior to that which sought to produce the citizen-scholar exemplified 

by the Socratic constitution in the Republic.  The Spartan educational system to Aristotle’s eyes 

                                                      
62 I take Aristotle’s best regime to be a practical blue-print for Greek colonists contemplating 
the establishment of settlements in Asia minor in the 330s following Macedonian expansion; 
see further Ober 1998: 291-95, 339-51; Samaras 2007: 77-89, and Kraut 2002: 192-95.  
63 Aristotle’s invocation of philosophia either here (1262b40) and at 7.15.1334a23, 32 has 
generated extensive scholarly debate about whether he means by that term the sort of activity 
he himself undertakes in works like the Metaphysics and those of natural science (see, for 
instance, Solmsen 1964, Lord 1982, Depew 1991, Reeve, 1998, and Nightingale 2001).  
Although Aristotle mentions, “other studies” appropriate for students in their late teens (age 
15-17) which are distinct from the studies of reading, writing, drawing, and music (8.4.1339a5-
6), it seems hard to imagine three years of education as doing much more than developing 
something like the appreciation of learned culture—rather than anything like the 
mathematically rigorous educational program of the Republic.  I think it is also telling that those 
“other studies” are ultimate eclipsed both in duration and in placement within the education 
trajectory by the four-years of paramilitary training that serve as the cap-stone of Aristotle’s 
liberal education.  Nonetheless, the incomplete nature of Politics 8 makes any answer to the 
place of philosophy in Aristotle’s liberal education in his best regime ultimately speculative.  
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was severely flawed in all the ways I have chronicled; and yet Aristotle chose to make it the foil 

to his own educational program, rather than the educational program of the Republic.64   

 

 
  

                                                      
64 I am grateful to my fellow panelists, Greg Recco, Evanthia Speliotis, and Janet Dougherty for 
their own thoughtful papers and discussion of matters Aristotelian at our panel.  
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Appendix: Aristotle’s age-class educational program (Politics 7.17-8.7) 
Seven-year 
age-classes 

Sub-class 
divisions 

Bodily development Habituated 
development 

Intellectual 
development 

Birth to age 
7 (Pol 7.17) 

Birth to year 
2 (in 
household) 

-Proper nourishment 
for bodily strength. 
-Movement for limb 
development. 
 

-Habituation to cold. -No remarks 

2 to 5 years 
(in 
household) 

-Bodily exercise in 
play and games. 
-Crying and screaming 
permitted to develop 
lungs.  

-Games should be 
neither illiberal nor 
onerous, but instead 
imitate “serious” roles 
for adulthood. 
-Avoid slaves. 
-Outlaw aischrologia. 
-Censor unseemly 
pictures and stories 
(including iambus and 
comedy).  

-No learning 
(mathêsis) which 
impedes bodily 
growth. 

5 to 7 years 
(in public) 

-Light but non-
strenuous exercise. 
-No strict dietary 
restrictions 

-Serve as observer 
which will learn in 
second age-class.  

Age 8 to 
puberty (Pol 
8.1-7) 

No clear 
breaks (in 
public) 

-Ethical development 
through music. 
-Development of 
loving/hating in the 
right way.  
-Drawing to facilitate 
the contemplation of 
beautiful bodies. 

-Reading/writing. 
-Development of 
judgment (krinein) 
through instrumental 
music and learning to 
sing. 
-Musical education 
terminates prior to 
competitive or 
professional 
performance.  

Puberty to 
age 21 (Pol 
8.4) 

15-17 
(in public) 

-Continuation of light 
exercise (?)  

-No remarks -“Other studies” 
(philosophy?) 

18-21 
(in public) 

-Strenuous 
paramilitary training. 
-Strict dietary training 
in preparation for 
military campaigns.  

-Attendance at 
comedies and public 
theatre (?).  

-No studies: 
strenuous physical 
activity precludes 
intellectual studies.  
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