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THE MANUAL LABOURER IN THE POLITICAL
THEORIES OF ARISTOTLE AND MARX:
PREDICAMENT AND POTENTIAL FOR

SELF-REALISATION

Charles P. Gasarasi*

The political theories of Aristotle and Marx are slightly more than two thousand
years apart, and so are the social systems in the context of which these theories were
conceived, developed and propounded. There is, however, one constant: both in the
Greek city state and the industrialised West-European state, the manual labourer’s
productivity supported the society. Yet, despite this vital importance of manual
labourers in these societies, they were everywhere despised and deprived of the right to

enjoy the fruit of their labour. In the case of slaves, they were not even considered part
of society, but thinking household tools for putting their fellow (but inanimate) tools to

productive use, for the benefit of the master.
In many respects Aristotle and Marx have differing views and attitudes towards the -
predicament of the manual labourer. For Aristotle, the predicament seems to be a deser-

‘ved curse about which nothing can be done; a social status produced by some past lack

in virtue, for whatever reason, which, in turn, inhibits attainment of virtue. Unless some
extraordinary force intervenes, the predicament reproduces itself in some form of vicious
circle becasue the offspring of the manual labourer enters society with the disadvantages
of low birth, lack of property and lack of virtue. For Marx, however, the predicament is
a Society-made phenomenon; labour is not a curse but a means to self-realisation. The
predicament of the manual labourer is far from being a terminal condition and will be
put to an end by the collective revolutionary action of the proletariat.

In order to undertake a comparative analysis of Aristotle’s and Marx’s views and
attitudes towards the manual labourer in their respective societies, it is proper to look
into what I would call, in the loosest sence of the term, their “class analysis” of society.

In what Aristotle calls the “parts of the state”, he identifies the following social
groups which he differentiates according to their respective oocupation’s: (a) the bulk of
the people concerned with food production, called tillers of the soil; (b) the part called
mechanical, by which he means people who followthose skills which are indispensable
to the running of a state (these skills are further divided into the absolutely essential and
those who minister to luxuryor the good life); (c) the commercial, by which he means
that section which spends its time on buying and selling, merchant commerce and retail
trade; (d) the section comprising hired labourers; (e) the element which will defend in
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mechanical or commercial life. Such a life is not noble, and it militates against vir-
tue. Nor must those who are to be citizens be agricultural workers. for they must
have leisure to develop their virtue. and for the activities of a citizen.’

Elsew here, Aristotle states that *‘a skilled mechanic is in a restricted sense in a condition
of stavery .10 Thus, the' foregQing suggests that Aristotle has a very low opinion of the
manual labourer, even though, génerally speaking, he concedes the citizenship right to
those manual labourers who are noi’outright slaves. At a later stage, I will address his
skeptical outlook concerning these people’s potential for virtue, ability to rule, and self-
realisation. 1

Karl Marx, on the other hand, made a class analysis of the western industrialised

society of his day. From his analysis, the peasantry and the proletariat are the two-social
classes most relevant to this paper because they entirely consist of manual labourers.
Members of the lower middle class, such as the artisans, also fit into this category. The
jumpen proletariat also occasionally fits in the category of manual labourers, although
very often members of this class live a parasitic type of life which does not involve
praductive manual labour. A look into Marx’s view of these labouring classes might be
a useful starting point for comparing him with Aristotle.

What one immediately notices in Marx’s works is that, unlike Aristotle, he does not
say much about slaves. This is understandable, since slavery had long ceased to be the
dominant mode of production in nineteenth cenfury westérn Europe, in which setting
Marx was writing, The context in which Marx mentions slaves is when he makes the
analogy between a modern worker and an ancient slave. Thus, to him, the modern
wage-earners are less than ancient slaves. Though they are legally the free owners of
their working power and legally equal to the owner of the means of production, and
though they do not sell themselves in totality but only their working power for a limited
time, they are nevertheless completely a commodity on the modern labour market
because their working power is their only true property which they are forced to
alienate in order to live by it. To Marx, the “free” slave labourer incorporates the whole
problem of modern society; the Greek slaves, by contrast, stood outside the society of
their free fellowmen, and their personal fates had no bearing on it. Clearly, then, even
when he refers to the modern slave, the analogy is a very-loose one.

Marx considers the proletariat’s predicament to be at least as bad as that of ancient
slaves, if not much worse. This feeling is vividly voiced in the Communist Manifesto,
thus:

Masses of laborers, crowded into the factory, are organized like soldiers.... Not
only are they slaves of the bourgeois class, and of the bourgeois state; they are daily

and hourly enslaved by the machine, by the foreman, and above all, by the individual
bourgeois manufacturer himself.'!

Marx’s attitude towards the self-liberating potential of the proletariat is extremely
positive, and on this score he significantly differs from Aristotle who, as I pointed out
earlier, had a very low opinion of the labouring masses in that potential. Marx at-
tributes this potential, among other things, to the clear one-to-one antagonism between
the polarised bourgeoisie and proletariat. He considers this clear polarisation to be a new
development in human history:
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As for the lumpen proletariat, Marx shows not only contempt, but outright aver-
The following description of this class testifies to this fact:

the lumpen proletariat, in all big towns form a mass strictly differentiated from
the industrial proletariat, a recruiting ground for thieves and criminals of all kinds,
living on the crumbs of society, people without a definite trade, vagabonds, “gens sans
feu et sans aveu”, varying according to the degree of civilization of the nation tc
which they belong, but never renouncing their ‘“‘lazzaroni” character...'®

sion.

In the Communist Manifesto, Marx assesses the -lumpen proletariat’s potential for

revolution thus:
The “dangerous class”, the social scum, that passively rotting mass thrown off

by the lowest layers of old society, may, here and there, be swept into the movement
by a proletarian revolution; its’conditions of life, however, prepare it far more for the

part of a bribed tool of reactionary intrigue!’

The foregoing shows that the contempts for the labouring masses, noted in Aristotle
earlier, is not totally absent in Marx, especially in his feelings about the peasantry, the
lower middle class and the lumpen proletariat. There is, however, a difference between
the two men. Whereas for Aristotle the handicap of the labouring massess is more or
less absolute and eternal, for Marx it is relative and temporary. With the help of the
most enlightened and revolutionary class, the proletariat, all these other classes will
overcome their handicap and become active forces in building a better world, where the
faculties of each individual will have the opportunity of unfettered development. The

\the basic difference is that, whereas Aristotle attributes the handicap of the labouring
to nature, Marx clearly attributes it to societal, and therefore remedijable causes.
e of nis inconsistencies, Aristotle comes close to what is basic to Marx’s line of
thuiking but he does not develop that theoretical foundation: “.... Man is born with
weapons which he can use in the service of practical wisdom and virtue.”'* Instead, he
tows a deterministic/ascriptive line which leads to the conclus;on that the ability to at-
tain virtue is by nature the exclusive monopoly of some individuals only. According to
Aristotle, one of the forms of the individual’s self-realisation is to rule. This comes as a
result of theattainment of superiority in virtue,but this superiority can only be found in

a small number of specific individuals:

clearly it is unavoidable that the same persons should always rule; for that divine
“goiden” element in the soul does not vary in its incidence but is present always in the

¢S

same people.'?
Aristotle stresses that the ruler must have moral virtue in its entirety; for his function is

in its fullest sense that of a master-craftsman.

A question which arises at this juncture is whether or not, in Aristotle’s view,
manual labourers are totally condemned to lack of virtue and can therefore never realise
themselves by becoming rulers. Here, Aristotle admits that, in fact, both rulgr and

ruled must have a share in virtue, but that there are differences in virtue in each case.
Thus, skilled workers need at least virtue to keep them from the irtemperance which of-
tern interferes with their work. The special qualification set for a ruler is practical
wisdom. All other virtues must be possessed, so it seems, both by rulers and by ruled.
The virtue of a person being ruled is not practical wisdom but correct opinion.




There is nothing that suggests that manual labourers cannot acquire practical
wisdom except if slaves, because in that case they would be lacking the deliberative
faculty in their souls. Here, the problem arises when one recalls that sometimes
Aristotle equates tillers of the soil and méch‘afy'cs with slaves.- The contradiction in
Atistotle’s way of viewing the leadership potential of the manual labourers becomes ob-
vious when one compares the following argument concerning the mass of the citizens'
political participation with his earlier assertion that even they possess virtue:

We must remember that they (the mas§ of citizens) are not men of wealth, and
have no claim to virtue in anything. To let them share in the highest offices is a risk:
inevitably, their unjust standards will cause them to commit injustice, and their lack
of judgement will lead them into error. On the other hand there is a risk in not giving
them a share. and in their non-participation, for when there are many who have no
property and no honours they inevitably constitute a huge hostile element in the state.
But it can still remain open to them to participate in deliberating and judging. It was
for this reason that both Solon and some of the other lawgivers gave to the people
power to elect officials and to demand an account from them at the end of their
tenure, but no right individually to hold such offices. This was on the principle that
the whole body acting together has the necessary perception, even though each is in-
dividually only partly qualified to judge. By thus mixing with the better sort, they
vender good service in their states, in something like the way that a combinationof

coarse foods with refined renders the whole diet more nutritious than a small amount
of the latter.2

Here, one notices that in his unresolved internal conflict as to whether or not the
labouring masses do have virtue at all, or enough of it to rule or at least participate ac-

tively in political lite, Aristotle conjures up the idea of limited collective participation. He
rationalises this idea in the following manner:

Provided the mass of the people is not too slave-like, each individual will indeed
be a worse judge than the experts, but collectively they will be better. or at any rate
not worse......... Where there are many people, each has some share of virtue and
practical wisdom: and when they are brought together. just as in the mass they
become as it were one man with many pairs of feet and hands and many senses. so
also do they become one in regard to character and intelligence.?'

According to Aristotle, this collective leadership and rule by the poor is what democracy
is all about. There is, however, one instance where Aristotle admits that a single in-
dividual from the labouring masses can rule. The tyrant, as an individual, “springs from
the people, from the populace. and directs his efforts: against the notables, to the end that
the people may not be wronged by them... it is fairly generally true to say that the
tyrants have mostly begun as demagogues. being trusted because they abused the
notables’'?2

The message that emerges from Aristotle's self-contradicting positions on the
labouring masses’ ability for self-realisation through virtue and rule is very confusing.
At some places he says the potential is there, and elsewhere he rules out that potential.
An attempt to balance these various contradictory positions leads to the conclusion that
the balance tilts more to the negative side. His skepticism by far outweighs the ad-
vantage of doubt he is willing to concede to the manual labourer.

Marx. for his part, does not shate this dilemma with Aristotle. His confidence in
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Physical or manual labour is referred to as “‘natural productive labour” in Aristotle’s ter-

minology:

Among human beings there are many varieties of life: first there are the nomads
who get nutriment from domestic animals .... tilling as it were a living soil. Others
live from hunting, others fishermen, others live off birds and wild animals. The third
and largest class lives off the earth and its cultivated crops. These are the main ways

of living by natural productive labours!

It seems that. for Aristotle, intellectual work is situated in the realm of occupations said to
require most skill because there is the smallest element of chance in them. He
distinguishes these from “the most mechanical” ones which are those which cause most
deterioration to the bodies of the workers. He further distinguishes them from “the most
slavish” ones which are those in which most use is made of the body, and the ‘“‘most
ignoble”” ones which are those in which there is least. need to exercise virtue. In the
realm of intellectual work, Aristotle ranks certain occupations very highly, namely:
statesmanship, priesthood and the philosopher’s career. These are elitist positions which
are reserved for men of virtue, and which therefore symbolise the self-realisation of
those individuals who successfully n,lake their way up there. In his own words:
Both in earlier and modern times men most ambitious for virtue seem generally
to have preferred these two kinds of lives, the statesman’s or the philosopher’s...3?
Marx does not subscribe to this Aristotelian elitism in its various manifestations.
For example, Marx does not approve of the type of philosophy the mastery of which
Aristotle considers to be a high degree of self-realisation, i.e. philosophy of the abstract
mental labour type. In fact, Marx considers this type of philosophy as a form of
estrangement and he points out that it remains alienated as long as the thinker indulges
in “‘abstractions” and ‘“regards the theoretical attitude as the only genuine human at-
titude’¥? For Marx, the authentic philosophy has recourse to praxis in order to disclose
the truth, that is, the reality of the philosopher’s thinking. The authentic philosopher
does not indulge in mysticism but finds the rational solution of all “mysteries” in human
praxis and in understanding this praxis. The classical philosophers, in Marx’s view, are
prevented, by the idea that are current in society, from disclosing the world as it really is
— estranged and disorderly. They turn away from the real world, therefore, and take
refuge in the realm of abstract ideas. There, they are able to build beautiful systems, full
of order and harmony, but this order and harmony are alien to life. Instead of
enlightening us about people and their world, these alienated philosophers spin
metaphysical fantasies:

Real humanism has no more dangerous enemy int Germany than spiritualism or
speculative idealism, which substitutes self-consciousness or the spirit for the real in-

dividual man}*
Marx aptly dismisses as monsense theﬁl/etaphysical abstraction of classical philosophy by
pointing' out that the mass-minded, communist workers, employed, for instance, in the
Manchester or Lyons workshops do not believe that by “pure thinking” they will be able

-




to argue away their industrial masters and their own practical debasement. They are
most painfully .aware of the difference between being and thinking, between con-
sciousness and life. They know that property, capital, money, wage-labour and the like
are not figments of ‘the brain but realistic and objective . products of their self-
estrangement and that therefore they must be abolished in a practical, 'objective way for
people to become persons, notonly in thinking, in consciousness, but in mass being, in

life. %
Rather than considering mastery of classical philosophy as a characteristic of the

self-realised person,Marx seeks the dissotution of this form of philosophy and suggests
that estranged metaphysical abstractions can be dissolved only “by the practical over-
throw of the actual social relations whichs gave rise to this idealistic humbug’® After
this overthrow, philosophy, then, will not be idle metaphysical speculation but an ex-
pression of reality. As such, it will be a positive science and no longer philosophy in the
traditoinal sense of the term: “where speculation ends-- in real life -- positive science
begins .... when reality is depicted, philosophy as an independent branch of activity loses
its medium of experience”?’
Thus philosophy becomes “practical” in a new way: it grasps the significance of
revolutionary activity and realizes that its task is not to interpret the world but to
change it.*

Seen in this new light, philosophy bécomes accessible to the manuat labourers, in their
. very act of interacting with the real world. For Marx, people are beings in and “‘at” the
world. They are beings in the world because they are “living in a real objective world
and determined by that world”’. In everything they are and do they are utterly depen-
dent upon the world and forced to make use of it. The usable world, the available world
makes people be people. Whether we eat or drink, sleep or work, play or study, travel or
relax, we can never escape our dependence qpo’n the world. People who are one of
nature’s own forces can also oppose themselves to nature: by setting into motion the
natural forces of their body, they can appropriate nature’s production in a form adapted
to their own wants. By thus acting on the external world and changing it, they at the

same time change their own nature. This is how the labouring person realises himself;,.

and since human history is the story of people’s progressive self-realisation, this is how
the labouring person does it.

Marx entrusts the achievement of people’s complete self-realisation on a global
scale to the proletariat. Through a revolution, the proletariat will “succeed in ridding it-
self of all the muck of ages and become fitted to found society anew”* The tran-
scendence of private property resulting from the revolution will bring about the com-
plete emancipation of all human senses and attributes, the highest form of human self-
realisation.

The conclusion to be drawn from the foregoing discussion is that, on the average.
Aristotle’s attitude towards the manual labourer is one of contempt. He takes the latter’s
predicament as something quite natural and he is indifferent about it. Moreover, he does
not seem to envisage a situation whereby the manual labourer might pull himself out of
his plight through a process of self-realisation. The few times he suggests that this is
possible are overwhelmingly negated by several categoricalstatements about the manual
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jabourer’s deficiency in virtue, so that, on balance, his appraisal dt t.hc? labourer’s poten-
tial for self-realisation is negative. Marx, on the other hand, exhibits .respect f.or the
manual labourer. The compassion with which he treats the lattefs pr.edu.:amt‘-,nt is very
compelling and the faith he has in the labourer’s ability for self-realisation is tremen-
dous. . . 4 Ly
This difference in outlook is not easy to explain, but at least two sugg.s ions ca
made. The first is that the two thousand years which separate the two philosophers a.re
enough to create a significant difference in outlook, and much more.so when 'the spau;l
settings of their social inquiry are different. The second factor that might explain the §al .
ifference in outlook lies in the fundamental difference bet\fveen the .tw<.> theonst:s
respective philosophies, which is itself, at least in part, a function of their difference in

time and space,
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THE PROBLEM OF INCORPORATING
“THE WESTMINSTER MODEL” IN A WRITTEN
CONSTITUTION: THE EXPERIENCE OF WESTERN
NIGERIA 1962—64 AND SUBSEQUENT REACTIONS

S.PI Agi*

THE “WESTMINSTER MODEL” CONSTITUTION

The long association between Nigeria and Britain meant that in the transitton
from colonial status to independence, the pattern of government would be built on the
main outlines of ‘‘the Westminster Model” — resulting in a system, mutatis mutandis
similar to that operative in the United Kingdom. But the United Kingdom Constitution
is largely unwritten, while the Constitution by which Nigeria became independent was
written. Taking into account this difference, and the fact that their socio-political milieu
is not the same, it was not certain whether “the Westminster Model” would work
as effectively in Nigeria as it did in Britain. Unfortunately, nobody seems to have con-
sidered this aspect of the situation. at the time of its drafting. As Mackintosh rightly
points’ out:

In many ways the most remarkable feature of the period during which it was framed,
was the lack of discussion of how it was likely to work in practice and how far the
structure would be affected by the activities and outlook of the Nigerian parties and
their leaders.'
How the structure would be affected by the activities and outlook of the Nigerian parties
and their leaders, would soon become clear. Within two years ofindependence,both the
nation and the Constitution were shaken by what is now commonly known as the

Western Nigeria crisis of 1962.

THE WESTERN NIGERIA CRISIS 1962

When Nigeria became independent in 1960, the constitutional structures of thq
regions then making up the Federation were similar, and each a replica of the central
government. In the Western Region, at the top of the hierarchy was the governor in
whom the executive power of the region was vested. The governor, however, in the
exercise of his powers acted on the advice of his ministers, who constituted the second
tier of the hierarchy. The Council of Ministers was appointed by the Governor acting on
his own initiative.2 The Western Region Constitution also held the following provision
(Section 33) in respect of the power of the Governor to dismiss the prime minister:

* Department of Government, Anambra State College of [Lducation, Nigeria.




