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ABSTRACT 

What is it to be a person of good character? And how do we develop a good character? 

In answer to these questions I will trace Aristotle's account of ethical development, the 

development of a person's character. My principal source will be the mature formulation of his 

ethical theory found in the Nicomachean Ethics. 

A good human, according to Aristotle, is one who does well what he argues it is 

distinctive of humans to do : expressing reason in perception and action. Ethical excellences are 

dispositions to such expression. To be ethically excellent is to have developed practical 

excellence in reason and perception, and to have developed dispositions of one's appetites and 

emotions - states of character - to support this reason in action. These excellent states of 

character are developed through habitually acting as the person of practical excellence does. 

I suggest there are some natural prerequisites which make up Aristotle's idea of a 

natural human potential for the development of a virtuous or excellent character states; in 

particular, that a person must have the potential to develop their reasoning element in order to 

have a chance of developing any sort of human character, even a vicious one. I argue this 

potential can be defeated early on by habitual wrong action involving appetites, resulting in 

brutishness. 

Early habituation aims to temper the child's strong appetites and guide them to right 

action. But in order to become an excellent person, right action is insufficient - one must 

habitually act excellently. Aristotle asserts this requires that one have a concern for the nobility 

or baseness of action, which I show is an emotional awareness developed through the 

habituation of the heated emotions of anger and shame. 

Excellent action is specified by practical wisdom, the practical excellence of reason 

prerequisite for complete ethical excellence. I argue that magnificence and magnanimity, two 

excellences of character acquired in maturity, are necessary for practical wisdom, and thus for 

complete ethical excellence. I use Aristotle's views on self-love and friendship to reach my 

conclusion that the magnanimous person with good friends represents the perfection of 

Aristotelian ethical development. 
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INTRODUCTION 

What is it to be an ethically excellent person? And how do we become one? A._ristotle 

asserts that a person is ethically excellent if they have a good character. A person with a good 

character is someone who is so disposed as to act excellently in any situation. A disposition to 

excellent action in a particular situation is a virtue of character, or ethical excellence. In a fear

provoking situation, for example, a person who is so disposed as to act courageously has the 

virtue of courage. One develops a good character by developing virtues of character or ethical 

excellences; that is, by developing dispositions to excellent action in particular situations. I 

should point out here that neither 'virtue' nor 'ethical' should be seen as necessarily having 

moral connotations. Some of what Aristotle lists as 'ethical excellences' are what we would 

class as social or aesthetic talents or skills, and not as moral qualities - appreciating a good 

joke, for example, or spending sums of money in an appropriately tasteful manner. The term 

'virtue', as I use it. should be taken as mean1ng 'excellenct>.'; :mcl the term 'ethical' as loosely 

signifying 'to do with character' .1 Aristotle draws his list of ethical excellences from his 

society's conception of the character the person of exemplary goodness would have. 

Aristotle's idea of excellence in a person is intimately bound up with the question of 

what counts as a good human being; for "every excellence both brings into good condition the 

thing of which it is the excellence and makes the work of that thing be done well" [1106a15-

17]. He believes that living things in our universe have functions by virtue of which they are 

the sorts of things they are. The life of a plant, for example, consists of taking in nourishment 

and growing; this is what it is to be a plant. Some of these functions of a living thing 

differentiate them from other sorts of living things. Thus although animals also take in 

nourishment and grow, they further possess perception which they must use in acting on and 

1 I take the terms 'virtue' and 'excellence' to be interchangeable translations of the Greek term arete ; and the 
term 'character' to be the translation of the Greek term -ethos. Although in English the term 'ethical' usually 
has moral connotations, I am using it as an adjective loosely equivalent to 'to do with character' or 'of 
character'. An ethical excellence, then, is an excellence of character, a character-virtue. As far as translation goes, 
I follow the terminology used by Ross in his translation of the Nicomachean Ethics (revised by Urmson) in 
most respects, the major differences being my use of the term "magnanimity" for "megalopsuchia", instead of 
his term "pride", and that I use the term 'virtue' interchangeably with 'excellence' for arete, where he only uses 
'excellence'. 
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interacting with their physical environment, and it is activity using this ability which is typically 

animal - this is the animal function. Humans are animals, and thus have perception, but are 

differentiated from other animals by our possession of reason. Aristotle holds that the exercise 

of reason is the activity typical of God; but humans are differentiated from the divine by being 

animals - by our existence in a physical environment and possession of perception which we 

must use in acting in this environment. Consequently, he asserts that the typically human 

activity - the human function - combines reason with perception to effect our actions in the 

physical world. A human will be thus be functioning excellently if they reason well, and 

express this reason in excellent perception and action - this is what it is to be a good human. A 

good life, for a human being is a eudaimon life - a life in which one is happy or flourishing. 

Insofar as eudaimonia can be achieved through human effort, it can only be achieved through 

excellent action.2 

Usin2: the Nicomachean Ethics as mv nrimarv source_ hut also rlrawin!! on material ._, -- - - -- -- ---- .t L ---- --------_, ·- - --- - -, - --- ----- ----- -----c:, --- -----------

from the Rhetoric, Politics, Eudemian Ethics and the Magna Moralia,3 I propose to trace out 

Aristotle's account of ethical development, from its natural beginnings to its most perfect 

realisation in the excellent person. In order for a person to be completely ethically excellent, 

according to Aristotle, they must possess all the virtues of character, along with the intellectual 
/ 

excellence of phronesis or practical wisdom. Practical wisdom is an excellence of the part of the 

rational element of the soul which is concerned with action. Ethical excellences, also concerned 

with action, are virtues of the irrational element of the soul. Specifically, they are excellences of 

that part of the irrational element of the human soul which Aristotle says shares in reason in a 

sense, insofar as it can listen to reason and act on its recommendations [1102b29-32].4 This is 

2 Aristotle notes that excellent action will not absolutely guarantee a particular human being will have a 
eudaimon life, for there are contingencies in the world beyond the control of a human individual which are 
required for eudaimonia - health, for example. 
3 The definitions of some virtues and positions on some issues vary, to a greater or lesser extent, across the 
Nicomachean Ethics, the Eudemian Ethics and the Magna Moralia. Although I may mention variances, as I am 
using theNicomachean Ethics as my principal source for Aristotle's ethical views, I am going to take the 
definitions and positions expressed in this treatise as authoritative for the purposes of this thesis. 
4 All reference numbers throughout this work are Bekker numbers unless otherwise specified, and may be taken 
to refer to the Nicomachean Ethics unless they are prefaced by Rhet., Pol., EE, or MM, in which case the 
numbers refer respectively to the Rhetoric, the Politics, the Eudemian Ethics or the Magna Moralia. I will make 
occasional use of "EN" as an abbreviation for the Nicomachean Ethics. 
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the part of the soul comprised of a person's appetites and emotions, their feelings and 

sensitivities; and the virtues of character are excellent dispositions of these feelings. Aristotle 

says a person's feelings are excellently disposed when they lie in a mean relative to them, "this 

being determined by reason and in the way in which the man5 of practical wisdom would 

determine it" [l 107al-2]. This means a person's feelings must affect them neither too strongly 

nor too weakly considering the situation, but rather as reason recommends; and moreover not 

just given any consideration of the situation, but rather the consideration or perception of the 

situation that the person of practical wisdom has. The person who has a virtuous character, 

who has developed complete ethical excellence, is appropriately affected by, and correctly 

perceives, a situation, and is thus disposed to act as reason recommends. 

In chapter one I will examine Aristotle's idea of a natural human potential for the 

development of a virtuous character, suggesting that it can help us form a picture of the natural 

materfal he sees HS prereqnisite for ethicHl development. Aristotle emphasises the role of 

habituation in the development of virtuous dispositions - dispositions to excellent action - but 

yet also says that we can have certain dispositions to excellent action naturally. These "natural 

virtues", while praiseworthy, are incomplete virtues, and thus will not suffice for complete 

ethical excellence. I will critique Hayden Ramsay's interpretation of these natural virtues, and 

offer an alternative definition, arguing that some habituation is required before these natural 

virtues can become full ethical excellences. In chapter two I will outline Aristotle's views on 

early ethical development, during which the importance of properly habituating the irrational 

element of the child's soul - their appetites and emotions - will become clear. Aristotle asserts 

that emotions,. and particularly appetites, are naturally dominant in children and grow stronger 

through indulgence, whereas the rational element of the soul has comparatively little-purchase. I 

show that Aristotle would see the worst-case scenario for ethical development in terms of a 

child left to fulfil their desires unrestrained, for he believes such behaviour would stymie the 

development of the rational element of the soul and lead to brutishness. After noting Aristotle's 

5 Although when Aristotle writes "man" he often (usually) means to exclude women (something which I will 
discuss in relation to his ideas on the different ethical development possible for men and women), in the interests 
of the reader I will attempt to use non-sexist language as far as possible throughout this work, excepting, of 
course, quotations. 
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practical recommendations for habituation of the child's appetites and emotions, I surmise that 

this habituation aims to make the child generally aware that the way they want to react to a 

situation may be (seen as) inappropriate, and to encourage this awareness in the hope that a 

child will stop and think before they act 

In chapter three I discuss Aristotle's views on the middle period of ethical development, 

covering later childhood through adolescence, during which the young person learns the 

importance of thinking things through - deliberating - before acting; and during which their 

realisation that some things are inappropriate is translated into an emotional awareness of some 

things as base or ignoble. If one believes someone else's actions to be ignoble or base, this 

awareness takes the form of anger; and I argue that this angry emotion is inimical to 

deliberation, and the habituation of anger thus presents special problems. A sense of shame is 

the emotional awareness of baseness or ignobility regarding one's own actions. Such an 

because to habituate ethical excellences one must act as the virtuous person acts, and the 

virtuous person avoids bad actions because they are base or ignoble (rather than, say, through 

fear of punishment). I end with a discussion of the shift from what Aristotle sees as the 

voluntary action of the child to the chosen action of the adult. I argue this occurs when the 

youth begins to develop and act towards their own conception of a good life their own 

conception of -eudaimonia - and that the youth begins to be subject to adult ethical assessment 

at this point. 

Th~onception of eudaimonia is formed by the rational element of the soul, and in 

chapter forir I look at the excellences of the part of the rational element of the soul particularly 

important for ethical excellence - those concerned with action, namely practical wisdom and the 

practical comprehension it requires. Sometimes a person does not act in accordance with the 

recommendations of their reason concerning this conception of eudaimonia because they are 

overcome by the desires of the irrational element of their soul - this phenomenon is called 

akrasia. After highlighting the dangers of extreme akrasia and viciousness for development of 
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the rational element of the soul, I argue that akrasia results from of a lack of practical 

comprehension, and that good habituation is the only remedy for this. Aristotle compares the 

state of the young person to that of the akratic person with regard to action, and I show how the 

young person will similarly need to develop practical comprehension in order to have a chance 

of developing the practical wisdom necessary for complete ethical excellence. Practical wisdom 

requires well habituated dispositions to all the ethical excellences; and a person is not 

completely ethically excellent without practical wisdom. I argue that, as two ethical excellences 

(magnificence and magnanimity) cannot really begin to be habituated until adulthood, 

development of practical wisdom occurs in maturity. 

In chapter five I examine mature ethical development and complete ethical excellence. I 

offer an interpretation of magnificence, explaining why it is necessary for practical wisdom, 

and what is required for its habituation. This is followed by a discussion of Aristotle's account 

of maemm1m1ty, focm~sing on his portrait of the maenan1mm1s persnn HS completely excellent. 

I argue that the seemingly unpleasant aspects of this portrait can be removed by generous 

interpretation and a consideration of Aristotle's position that the virtuous person should love 

themselves most. Following this, I critique the claim that Aristotle allows a person can be 

excellent without magnanimity. Finally, I look briefly at the role of friendship in a virtuous life, 

to conclude that the magnanimous person with good friends represents the height of 

Aristotelian ethical development. 
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Chapter One 

natural virtues 

Natural prerequisites for good ethical development and 

For Aristotle, good or successful ethical development is the development of a virtuous 

or excellent character. A person's character is constituted by dispositions to feel and act in 

certain ways, or states of character. For some of these dispositions we are ethically assessed; 

that is, they can be judged excellent or vicious. For example, one could have a disposition to 

act courageously or to act in a foolhardy or cowardly manner, or to act justly or unjustly. 

Aristotle believes that ethical dispositions or character states arise either naturally or through 

habituation. A person is considered ethically excellent when the habituated development of their 

dispositions or character states facilitates the development of the intellectual virtue of phronesis, 

practical wisdom. This ethically excellent person will always act virtuously, because their 

choice of action is informed by their practical wisdom, with which their virtuous dispositions 

accord. In this chapter I will examine what is naturally required in order for someone to have a 

chance of developing an excellent character. 

I will begin, in Part I of this chapter, with a consideration of what Aristotle believes is 

involved in the habituation of dispositions and the development of practical wisdom. This will 

provide the basis for an outline of the natural prerequisites constituting Aristotle's concept of a 

natural human potential for the development of a virtuous character. In Part II I will critique a 

proposal by Hayden Ramsay1 that Aristotle holds there to be two main types of praiseworthy 

character state preliminary to full virtue : praiseworthy states of character involving feeling; and 

natural virt!J~s involving choice. I disagree with Ramsay's assessment of natural virtues, and 

with his desqiption of the two main types of praiseworthy character state Aristotle allows to be 

preliminary to complete virtue. I suggest instead two other states : natural virtues and habituated 

dispositions to virtue, similar to Ramsay's states insofar as neither involves practical wisdom, 

but differing insofar as natural virtues, on my understanding, do not involve choice, while 

habituated dispositions to virtue do. In Part III, I will look at Aristotle's comparison of natural 

1 RAMSAY, Hayden, "Natural Virtue", Dialogue, v. 37, no.2, Spr 98 
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virtues to complete virtue; in particular, I will look at his claim that this relation is somewhat 

analogous to the relation of cleverness to practical wisdom. Natural virtues are incomplete 

ethical excellences - for complete possession of an excellence requires possession of all the 

other ethical excellences, whereas natural virtues can be possessed singly. After showing that 

the incompleteness of natural virtues is a result of a lack of deliberation and understanding, two 

features of practical wisdom, I conclude by arguing that these two features must be developed 

through habituation, and because of this, natural virtues need to become habituated.dispositions 

to virtue in order to become part of complete virtue. 

PART I Natural human potential for habituating ethical excellence 

Aristotle divides the virtue of the completely excellent person into intellectual excellence 

and ethical excellence, according to the ways in which these are acquired. "[I]ntellectual 

excellence in the main o\ves both its birth arid its gro\vth to teaching (for which reason it 

requires experience and time), while moral excellence comes about as a result of habit" 

[l 103a15-16]. Intellectual excellence results from proper training of the rational faculties of the 

soul, and ethical excellence is the result of proper training of the irrational element of the soul 

which can share in reason. For Aristotle, one becomes an ethically excellent or vicious person 

by developing an excellent or a vicious character, and one does this by cultivating hexeis or 

dispositions to act virtuously or viciously in particular situations. Aristotle is adamant that the 

most important factor in the development of dispositions (and thus a virtuous or vicious 

character) is ethismos, habituation. He states explicitly that dispositions "arise out of like 

activities" -Il103b21]. This happens because "that which is under guidance other than innate is 

trained to a habit by frequent movement of a certain kind" [EE,1220bl-2];2 thus ~•we become 

just by doing just acts, temperate by doing temperate acts, brave by doing brave acts" 

[1103bl]. Aristotle holds that we do not naturally have excellent dispositions. What we do 

have is a natural amenability to being habituated into dispositions; that is, it is a fact that 

2 Eudemian Ethics, transl. SOLOMON, J, in The Complete Works of Aristotle, BARNES, Jonathan (ed.), 
Princeton University Press, New Jersey, 1984: 1922-1981 
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repeated activities will naturally develop in us dispositions to those sorts of activities.3 He 

states that "[n]either by nature, then, nor contrary to nature do excellences arise in us; rather we 

are adapted by nature to receive them, and are made peifect by habit." [my italics, 1103a24-5] 

Complete excellence requires that one fully possess all the virtues of character as well as 

practical wisdom, a virtue of thought. The virtues of character are justice, courage, temperance, 

liberality, magnificence, magnanimity, ambition, good temper, truthfulness, a virtue 

concerning social life and resembling friendship for which the vices are obsequiousness and 

churlishness,4 ready-wittedness, tact (and perhaps friendship [1155a-l]). One acquires 

dispositions to the particular character virtues, as we have noted, mostly through habituation 

[l 103a14-8]; and as these dispositions become well-habituated one can develop practical 

wisdom. The well-habituated dispositions are counted full ethical excellences with the 

acquisition of this intellectual virtue; and moreover the complement of habituated character 

practical wisdom is thus both necessary and sufficient for full possession of all ethical 

excellences [1145a]. 

However, Aristotle thinks there are natural limitations on who is able to develop their 

character to achieve this full virtue. For one thing, he believes that there are different sorts of 

virtues appropriate to different sorts of people, and thus what it is for a particular person to 

have an excellent character can vary [Pol. 1260a15-31]. A young man, for example, is 

excellent if he is temperate and courageous, while a young woman is excellent if she has self

command-and an industry that is not sordid [Rhet. 1361a4-10]. Moreover, a woman can only 

3 Aristotle clearly believes this proposal that virtue of character results from habituation is uncontroversial and 
basic; he even uses the view as evidence to argue that the ethical excellences are not innate: "it is plain that 
none of the moral excellences arises in us by nature; for nothing that exists by nature can form a habit contrary 
to its nature." [1103a18-20] The argument seems to run thus : things naturally in one condition cannot be 
habituated to another condition. A person, at birth, does not naturally have a fully-formed character - this must 
be developed, and so can be brought into a habituated condition; therefore full ethical excellences do not exist in 
a person naturally. He also argues that things we have naturally exist before one exercises them; that is, it is 
not through the exercise of one's sight on many occasions that one becomes a sighted person. Virtues of 
character, however, do not exist before we exercise them; one must first do just acts on many occasions before 
one becomes a just person [1103a31-33]. Therefore, again, excellence of character is not a condition supplied by 
nature. 
4 This virtue and its vices are discussed from 1126bll-1127a12. 
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be virtuous qua woman, and a man qua man. Unfortunately for women, Aristotle thinks that 

they are by nature inferior to men [Pol. 1254b12-15], and so an excellent or virtuous man will 

be superior to an excellent or virtuous woman. Women are thus naturally disbarred from 

achieving the highest form of human excellence. Some men, too, may be born with natural 

disqualifications for the development of a virtuous character - if they are of a 'barbarian' race 

lacking in reason,5 for example. Aristotle also thinks some people are naturally slavish, passive 

and lacking in authority over themselves [Pol. 1254a23; 1254b21-22]. It seems impossible for 

a woman, or a barbarian, or a naturally slavish person to achieve virtue. Indeed, Aristotle 

declares that "he who chooses to be best will not be so, unless nature also be presupposed; 

better, however, he will be." [my italics, MM 1187] The highest form of virtue - and thus the 

highest point of ethical development in a human being, according to Aristotle - is that which can 

properly be aimed at by a male with no natural inferiorities which would impact on their 

development of practical wisdom and excellence of character. 

Aristotle says that excellence of character is concerned with having feelings and doing 

actions in the right way, and the right way is defined by reference to one's own reasoning from 

one's practical wisdom [1144b26-8]. Feelings - appetites and emotions - are part of the 

irrational element of the soul which shares in reason; and the reasoning from practical wisdom 

is part of the rational element of the soul concerned with action. To have the natural potential to 

become a fully virtuous person we will thus need the natural potential to develop excellence in 

both of these parts of the soul. As we have seen, Aristotle thinks that we acquire excellences of 

the rational part of the soul mostly from teaching, whereas the excellences of the irrational part 

of the soul ..which shares in reason - excellences of character - result mostly from habit. In order 

to be taught, the ability to follow reasoning and reason independently is required;~thus the soul, 

qua rational, will require (at least) a normal mental endowment with sound ratiocinative ability. 

In order to develop habits, the ability for repeated activities in similar particular situations to 

mould one's feelings and reasoning is necessary. Qua irrational, the soul will thus require the 

5 "[O]f foolish people those who by nature are thoughtless and live by their sense alone are brutish, like some 
races of the distant foreigners" [1149a9-11] 
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normal human spectrum of feelings (appetites and emotions), with these able to be 

appropriate! y ll)fluenced by actions and following reason. 6 

Aristotle believes that feelings are one of three conditions arising in the soul ( the other 

two being capacities, and states or dispositions). By feelings he means appetites and emotions 

such as anger, fear, love, joy, hate - "in general the feelings that are accompanied by pleasure 

or pain" [ 1105b23] These feelings must be trained into dispositions to lie in a mean._ determined 

by reason. One's feelings thus should manifest neither too strongly nor too weakly in a 

particular situation, but in the mean that reason recommends. To this end Aristotle places great 

emphasis on the importance of acquiring good habits concerning feelings, writing that "the soul 

of the student must first have been cultivated by means of habits for noble joy and noble hatred, 

like ground that is to nourish seed." [ my italics, 1179b25-6] The seed that is to be nourished in 

the soul of the student is reason. In order to properly acquire the right sorts of habits, our 

fpp_ling,;: nPPA tn hP. lnflnP.nrPil hy thP. fnllnu,ing nf right rP.i:i<:nn P.YprpJ;:<:P.cl ln nnr i:ir.tlnm: - thP. 

reason implicit in the actions and explicit in the words or laws of others, at first, and then 

eventually our own. 

Rosalind Hursthouse sees Aristotle's belief that (normal) humans have a natural 

potential for virtue (or vice) as supporting the possibility that we can have feelings in the right 

ways, where the idea of 'right' connects to ideas of truth and reason. 7 Because humans have 

souls in which the abilities to feel, act and follow reason are intertwined, we can habituate 

dispositions to virtue through a training involving repeated imitation of excellent action until we 

recognise_and seek to express excellence in our actions and reactions (feelings). Good 

habituation thus consists in repeatedly doing good actions; and these are actions which express 

right reason [l 103b32-3]. Aristotle says someone "who is to be good must be well trained and 

6 I stress 'normal' here, because Aristotle notes that there may be people who are "maimed for virtue" 
[1099bl8-19]. Presumably these are people who lack the capacity to have their feelings and reason influenced in 
the right way by their actions, and thus may not have the potential to become emotionally mature fully 
responsible virtuous adults. Aristotle may be referring to the brutish person, or perhaps a naturally slavish 
person. 
7 HURSTHOUSE, Rosalind, "Moral Habituation : A Review of Troels Engberg-Pedersen, Aristotle's Theory of 
Moral Insight", Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy, vol 6, Clarendon Press, 1988 : 211 
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be influenced through actions - this I see as more or less equivalent to a natural capacity for 

forming habits or dispositions. If one possesses the three interlinking natural capacities for 

feelings, actions and following reason, each able to be influenced by the exercise of the other 

two, one has the natural human potential prerequisite (necessary but not sufficient) for excellent 

ethical development Activation of this potential will require a good upbringing cultivating good 

habits and directing one toward an idea of virtuous action. Development of this potential will 

further require moving from following the reason of others and goals they have for one in 

acting (itself a cognitive process) to reasoning to choose one's actions to realise one's own 

conception of a good life - one's own conception ofeudaimonia. The ultimate realisation of 

human ethical potential will thus require developing the virtue of that part of the rational element 

of the soul required for excellent reasoning concerning action - practical wisdom. 

PART II "Natural Virtues" 

Brumbaugh and Lawrence add a caveat to their suggestion that Aristotle believes the 

irrational part of the soul has a natural capacity for forming habits through action : that it is not 

naturally determined just which habits will be there formed.9 Yet Aristotle does allow that there 

can be prominent naturally determined good dispositions. He states that "all men think that each 

type of character belongs to its possessors in some sense by nature; for from the very moment 

of birth we are just or fitted for self-control or brave or have the other moral qualities" [l 144b3-

5]. These good features he refers to as "natural virtues",10 and he sees them as praiseworthy 

but inferior to full virtues. The fact that Aristotle says these may exist immediately from birth 

would imply they were innate and existed in some way prior to rather than (solely) consequent 

upon practice. So perhaps our capacity for forming habits is not completely neutral but may be 

biased in favour of some good dispositions. Of course, these naturally good dispositions are 

not fully virtuous dispositions, because practical wisdom is required for full virtue; but they are 

preliminary to and similar to full virtue. Aristotle says that "both children and brutes have the 

9 ibid. 
10 "Natural virtues" should not be confused with what I have earlier referred to as our natural human potential 
for virtue. 
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natural dispositions to these qualities, but without thought these are evidently hurtful. .... still, 

if a man once acquires thought that makes a difference in action; and his state, while still like it 

was, will then be excellence in the strict sense!' [l 144b7-14] 

Hayden Ramsay asserts that Aristotle holds there are two states of character preliminary 

to full virtue: "praiseworthy states involving feeling but not choice which are characteristic of 

those who possess natural virtues" and "natural virtues which involve choice but not practical 

intelligence".11 I agree that there are some praiseworthy states involving feeling but not choice, 

but I wish to note that there is a tension between the Nicomachean Ethics and the Eudemian 

Ethics regarding the list of these - something which Ramsay does not signal. Ramsay draws 

his material from the Eudemian Ethics where Aristotle says, of affections of character such as 

righteous indignation, shame, friendliness, dignity, truthfulness and wit, that "all these mean 

states axe praiseworthy without being excellences, nor are their opposites vices" [my italics, EE 

1">'.l,1,."),1_,71 12 l-T.-,.u,,-u .... 1f nv" .. v<>mnn· ,. th .. l'nmnl .. mPnt<1ru <i:Prtinn in thP NirnmnrhPnn Rthir~ .l.~J""T""""""T-J I J• .l....l.VVYVT'\,,,1.£., .LI.. 'Y V V~U.I.J. .I.V 1,,,1..1.V vv.1..1..1.y.L-.&.l.&V.I.At,_..J u----....................... v ..... .,,._,....,. . .,~,._, . .,_..__. ... __,/ ... ~ ...... -~ 
[1108a10-1108b6;1125b30-1128b35], we get a somewhat different picture.13 Shame and 

righteous indignation remain the same - they are praiseworthy means in feelings [1108a30-

1108b5].14 All the others on the list are excellences of character, with corresponding vices, and 

not praiseworthy means of feeling. 15 Whether one wants to accept the list given in the EE, or 

the much shorter list given in the EN, will depend on which treatise one accepts as 

authoritative. Although I prefer the Nicomachean Ethics, I have no quarrel with Ramsay 

preferring the Eudemian Ethics; I merely wish to point out that his list of Aristotle's 

'praiseworthy means in feeling' is open to dispute - something which Ramsay does not himself 

acknowledge. 

11 RAMSAY, Hayden, "Natural Virtue", Dialogue, v. 37, no.2, Spr 98: 343 
12 ibid. p342 
13 Aristotle devotes about 700 words in the EE outlining these means of feelings, ending by saying they do not 
involve choice and tend to the natural excellences (righteous indignation tending to justice, and shame to 
temperance, for example [EE 1234a25-33]). This is presumably why Ramsay says these are "characteristic of 
those who possess natural virtues". However, in the EN Aristotle mentions nothing of this, merely noting in 
about 150 words that shame and righteous indignation are means in feelings, and concerned with feelings, but are 
not virtues [1108a30-1108b6]. 
14 Aristotle later claims that shame is only praiseworthy in the young [1128bl6]. 
15 What is referred to as "dignity" in Solomon's translation of the EE is not mentioned as this in Ross's 
translation of the EN, but its qualities seem to be subsumed under the virtue to do with social life which is a 
mean whose extremes are obsequiousness and churlishness [EN 1126bll-1127a6]. 
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The other type of state mentioned by Ramsay as preliminary to complete virtue is 

natural virtue. Ramsay argues that a natural virtue differs from a 'non-virtuous praiseworthy 

state' because it involves choice. Aristotle calls an action chosen if it follows one's reasoning or 

deliberation to realise one's own conception of eudaimonia, one's idea of a flourishing, happy 

life; other unforced actions he calls voluntary. He says the unforced actions of children and 

animals are voluntary but not chosen [lllb8-9]. This is because the actions of children and 

animals do not follow a reasoned conception of happiness because they do not have - in the 

case of children, have not had the time and experience to develop - the reasoning or deliberation 

skills, or the conception. But yet Aristotle allows that children (and animals) have natural 

virtues [1144b7]. Given that Aristotle explicitly excludes the attribution of choice or decision to 

the actions of children (and animals), and that he explicitly includes the attribution of natural 

virtues to children (and animals), Ramsay's proposal that natural virtues involve choice is 

In support of his thesis Ramsay quotes the following passage from the Magna Moralia : 

[T]here are excellences which spring up even by nature in different persons, a sort 

of impulse in the individual, apart from reason, to courageous and just conduct and 

the like; and there are also excellences due to custom and choice ... This natural 

excellence ... when added to reason and choice makes complete excellence. [MM 

1197b37 - 1198a21] 

I presume that Ramsay does not believe "natural excellence" to refer to both "the excellences 

which spring up even by nature" and the "excellences due to custom and choice"; for the last 

part of the quote contradicts this by saying that natural excellence must be added to choice (and 

reason) to make complete virtue, thus implying that natural excellence does not involve choice. 

However, if Ramsay believes "natural excellence" to refer solely to the "excellences which 

spring up even by nature", which seems to me the most obvious way to interpret the passage, 
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it is hard to imagine how this is supposed to support his argument A characterisation of natural 

virtues as springing up by nature and being "a sort of impulse in the individual, apart from 

reason" does not favour his argument that the natural virtues involve deliberated choice - rather 

the opposite.16 From this I would argue, contra Ramsay, that the natural virtues do not involve 

choice. 

In fact, I agree with Ramsay's claim that Aristotle holds there to be two main types of 

praiseworthy character state preliminary to completely virtuous dispositions; but I disagree 

about what they are. I believe these two types of disposition are "natural virtues" and 

"habituated dispositions to virtue". Natural virtues begin as natural temperamental 

predispositions activated through early experience to become dispositions - consider Aristotle's 

comment that we possess them "from birth". They tend to give rise to praiseworthy voluntary 

actions, but are incomplete dispositions to virtue because they involve neither choice nor 

practical \'11isdom. 17 "AJistotle is clear that dispositions to etl1ical virtues can. also be developed 

through habituation [l 103a25]. These "habituated dispositions to virtue" I see as also both 

praiseworthy and incomplete dispositions to excellence. They differ from natural virtues insofar 

as they are initiated and developed through habituative training, rather than arising from 

dominant natural predispositions. This habituation will be guided initially by a child's 

guardians; later habituation, however, is expected to be undertaken independently by the 

individual concerned. This is particularly the case as a young person moves into adulthood and 

starts to deliberate and choose their actions in accordance with their conception of eudaimonia, 

16 The whole passage runs: "But as cleverness is to wisdom, so it would seem to be in the case of all the 
excellences. What I mean is that there are excellences which spring up even by nature in different persons, a sort 
of impulses in the individual, apart from reason, to courageous and just conduct and the like behaviour; and there 
are also excellences due to custom and choice. But the excellences that are accompanied with reason, when they 
supervene, are completely praiseworthy. 

Now this natural excellence which is unaccompanied by reason, so long as it remains apart from 
reason, is of little account, and falls short of being praised, but when added to reason and choice, it makes 
complete excellence. Hence also the natural impulse to excellence co-operates with reason and is not apart from 
reason. Nor, on the other hand, are reason and choice quite completed as excellence without the natural impulse." 
(1197b36-1198a9) Magna Moralia transl. STOCK, St. G., in BARNES, Jonathan, The Complete Works of 
Aristotle {The Revised Oxford Translation). vol. 2, Princeton University Press, 1984: 1868-1921 
17 It should be noted here that there are some virtues we cannot have naturally - for example, we cannot have 
magnificence or magnanimity as natural virtues, for these both require a reasonable amount of experience in 
adult society. I will be discussing these two virtues in later chapters. 
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a happy life. In adulthood, an individual's habituated dispositions to virtue thus involve choice. 

They are still incomplete, though, insofar as they do not involve practical wisdom. 

PART III Incomplete and complete ethical excellence 

To get a clearer idea of how natural virtues stand in relation to complete virtues, we can 

turn to the comparison Aristotle draws of the relation between cleverness and practical wisdom. 

Cleverness is "such as to be able to do the things that tend towards the mark we have set before 

ourselves, and to hit it" [1144a25-26]. Aristotle writes that "as practical wisdom is to 

cleverness - not the same, but like it - so is natural excellence to excellence in the strict 

sense"[l 144b2-3].18 Cleverness tends to success in reasoning or deliberation about particulars 

to achieve an end, but does not guarantee that this is a good end; whereas practical wisdom 

involves not merely success but excellence in deliberation, which requires that not just any end 

tend to be achieved, but a good end [1142b20-22]. Siw.ilarly, natural virtues tend to success in 

responding well to one's perception of a situation, but do not guarantee that one will infallibly 

perceive the situation well; whereas complete excellence guarantees both that one perceives the 

situation correctly and that one responds correctly. 

The problem of a natural virtue skewing a person's perception of a situation arises 

because a person can have one or some natural virtues of character without having the others 

[l 144b32-1145a2], and is one of the reasons a natural virtue is incomplete. Aristotle writes that 

"each state of character has its own ideas of the noble and the pleasant, and perhaps the good 

man differs from others most by seeing the truth in each class of things, being as it were the 

norm and measure of them." [1113a31-33] The promptings of natural virtues do not always 

ensure the appropriate particulars are salient for a person, especially when a situation is 

unusually complex or out of the ordinary, and may even distort how that situation should be 

viewed (i.e., how the virtuous person would view it). For example, Ruihi, who is naturally 

18 Ramsay interprets the comparison thus : cleverness involves choice and reasoning skills, and practical 
wisdom involves choice, reasoning skills, nous and "practical reasonableness"; natural virtues involve choice and 
reasoning skills, and full virtue involves choice, reasoning skills, nous and "practical reasonableness" (p343) 
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prone to temperance, may refuse to join her friend Ed, who has confided in her he has just 

experienced a big disappointment, in a one-off icecream-eating binge, even though Ed is feeling 

his disappointment quite keenly a.11d what would really cheer him up would be having Ruihi 

commiserate with him in this way. Because practical wisdom requires stable dispositions to all 

the character virtues, and is required for these dispositions to become complete virtues, full 

possession of any character virtue implies full possession of all the others (liberality, justice, 

courage, friendship, et al.). Full virtues are thus copresent and reciprocal, and the fully 

virtuous person, supported by their finely-tuned emotional sensitivities to the requirements of 

all of the excellences, grasps the salient factors operating to take the most appropriate view of 

the situation at hand. 

As we have seen, whichever natural virtue we may possess will enable us intuitively to 

act with an emotionaJly correct response to the needs of situations calling for that virtue as we 

see them. And of course, reacting to a situation in this way will often enough lead to good 

action that it can be thought of as tending to virtue - this is why these natural dispositions are 

called natural virtues or excellences. But although a natural virtue might give us an intuitive feel 

for what a good possible outcome in a situation would be, we might still be unsuccessful in our 

selection of actions to accomplish this outcome, and thus still fail to act well. In other words, 

we may not properly appreciate the practical constraints on a course of action due to our lack of 

knowledge of how things go in that sort of situation we are in. This would be due to a lack of 

experience, and is thus a lack of practical knowledge. Practical wisdom, as one imagines from 

the term, encompasses just this sort of knowledge, and this is another reason why the natural 

virtues, as dispositions to excellent action, are incomplete without this comprehensive 

intellectual excellence.19 

One of the areas of expertise that practical wisdom contributes to full virtue and that the 

natural virtues lack is excellence in deliberation. One deliberates when one stops to think things 

19 Moreover, one of Aristotle's conditions for an agent to be acting virtuously is that they must know they are 
acting virtuously; and the agent with a merely natural virtue cannot reasonably be said to know this, lacking as 
they do the practical wisdom (including all the other virtuous dispositions) to ensure the appropriate take on the 
situation. 
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through before deciding how to act. Aristotle's report that natural virtues exist "immediately 

from birth" suggests that they do not involve deliberation, for it is distinctly uncharacteristic of 

infants or children to think things through before acting. Moreover, his depiction of natural 

virtues as "impulses" and "springing up" would further seem to preclude deliberation from the 

activity typical of natural virtues. In order for a person's natural virtues to become full virtues, 

the person would need to become habituated to pausing to think through a situation, rather than 

blindly following the promptings of their naturally virtuous disposition. 

Terence Irwin points out20 that even if someone had natural virtues which somehow led 

them infallibly to perform correct actions, this person would still not qualify as acting 

virtuously because Aristotle asserts that the virtuous agent must perform virtuous actions for 

their own sake [l 105a30-33]. This means they must do the virtuous action for the sake of what 

is vLrtuous or noble about it - they must act with virtue as their aim. Aristotle does not believe 

virtuous action. 21 He writes that the natural courage of those who fight because of heightened 

emotion is not full courage "for they do not act for the sake of the noble nor as reason directs, 

but from feeling; they have, however, something akin to courage." [1117a7-9] Moreover, 

Aristotle does not merely say that one must perform virtuous actions for their own sake - he 

says that one must choose them for their own sake; and as we have already seen, natural virtues 

do not involve choice. This is why the passionate natural courage just mentioned will not count 

as real courage until "choice and aim be added" [my italics, 1117a4-5]. 

Natural virtues seem to dominate one's character and actions - they are features because 

of which we are characterised as brave or just, apparent in us (and no doubt encouraged) from 

an early age. But full virtue requires that practical wisdom rules our actions [1144bl7], and 

practical wisdom requires a full complement of dispositions to virtuous action which are 

agreeable to the commands of the rational part of the soul. Aristotle says little about the process 

20 IRWIN, Terence H, "Disunity in the Aristotelian Virtues", Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy 
Supplementary Volume, 1988, Clarendon Press: 70 
21 Aristotle calls this appreciation comprehension (nous) [114la7]; I will be discussing this in a later chapter. 
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of acquiring practical wisdom and changing from natural and habituated dispositions to virtue 

to complete excellences. However, presumably the change is not some kind of Gestalt switch, 

but tracks the acquisition process; so whichever natural virtues we may have will have to be 

trained into the service of practical wisdom as we acquire it. 

We have seen that practical wisdom requires the ability to deliberate excellently; and that 

natural virtues, from Aristotle's characterisation of them, tend to be impulsive in expression 

and thus do not lend themselves to deliberation. We have also seen that practical wisdom 

requires a proper appreciation of what it is for something to be fine, noble or virtuous; and that 

Aristotle believes the natural virtues do not give us this appreciation. In order to develop the 

ability to deliberate with regard to actions which would usually spring from one's naturally

virtuous dispositions, a person must learn to restrain their impulses sufficiently to allow a 

thinking-through of the situation. This learning will take the form of habituation, because this is 

tlie way "AJi.stotle believes the pa...rt of the h~ational element of the soul a..1nenable to reason lea...rns 

[1103al7]. As the learner further develops an appreciation of and concern for virtue, their 

ability to deliberate can become an ability to deliberate excellently. Thus it is not just the virtues 

for which we do not have a natural predisposition which have to be cultivated and properly 

habituated; the natural virtues also have to be habituated in us preliminary to full virtue. Once 

we have cultivated the virtues towards which we are not naturally predisposed, and further 

habituated our natural virtues to subserve the recommendations of the practical wisdom we 

have developed, we will possess our natural and habituated virtues completely or fully. 
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Chapter Two Early ethical development 

Ethical development, for ,.\ristotle, begins with the development of a human character. 

Only the adult with a human character counts as an agent whose actions can be subject to ethical 

assessment - judged virtuous or vicious. In order to become such an agent, the rational part of a 

person's ~oul must develop sufficiently that they can form a conception of eudaimonia, a happy 

life, which is expressed in their choice of actions, and which characterises their chosen actions 

as beingfor the sake of this conception. Aristotle holds that the rational element of the young 

human being's soul is relatively undeveloped, while the desires of the irrational element of their 

soul - appetite (epithumia) and heated angry emotion (thumos) - are already strong [ll 19b4]. 

He believes that a human character is not something that will develop unaided in a young 

human being left to their own devices, because the desires of the irrational part of the soul grow 

larger through gratification, and were they allowed to be satisfied unrestrained their consequent 

over-indulgence could thwart the development of the rational part of L'1e soul. "A>..l."1.stotle argues 

that the desires of the irrational part of their soul must first be tempered and habituated to listen 

to reason1 in order for a child to have the chance to develop an adult human character; this will 

thus be the primary focus of early ethical development. The early period of ethical development 

occurs from the time the child is born and will continue until the child starts to develop a 

measure of self-control -probably at about six or seven years of age.2 

In Part I of this chapter I will begin by outlining Aristotle's categories of 'activities of a 

human character' and 'non-human activity' which he relates to six divisions of good and bad 

activity. The lowest category, brutishness, represents a hopeless lack of ethical development. 

1 The reason could be that of a child's guardians [1180b4-5] or tutor [1119b12]. 
2 Aristotle himself does not explicitly make a division of ethical development into early, middle and mature 
development; however, he does speak about different sorts of development for young children, older children and 
adolescents, and adults. I will argue that the early period of ethical development is intended to develop a measure 
of self-control in a child. As Aristotle believes a child needs some self-control before they can engage in formal 
education, and as he believes formal education should begin at about seven years of age, I suggest that the early 
period of ethical development can be seen as roughtly covering the years from 0-7. Aristotle says he generally 
agrees with the poets who divide the stages of life into periods of roughly seven years [Pol. 1336b35-40]. He 
recommends the first five to seven years of the child's life should be spent at home, and children should be 
encouraged to play, but should not have to do tiring work or study[Pol. 1336a23-1336b6]. Formal education is 
divided into two periods: 7-14 years (later childhood to puberty); and 14-21 years (puberty to young adulthood) 
[Pol. 1336b37-41]. 
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Noting a disparity in the descriptions of brutishness presented in the Nicomachean Ethics and 

the Magna Moralia, I will discuss the extent to which brutishness is considered a 'non-human 

activity'. I will show that it is the view of the EN that the brutish person cannot develop a 

human character, because the rational element of their soul cannot develop properly. I will start 

Part II of this chapter with a brief look at the chief requirement for the development of this 

rational element : that the desires of the irrational element of the soul, particularly appetite 

(epithumetic desire), are properly habituated. I will outline Aristotle's claim that excessive 

appetites can expel reason, arguing that this leads us to suppose the young child left to satisfy 

their appetites unrestrained would become brutish, before discussing his recommendations 

regarding the restraint and habituation of epithumetic desire. Aristotle notes that disappointment 

with regard to epithumetic desire can give rise to angry thumetic desire. This is, I claim in Part 

III, particularly a problem for children, given their relative lack of control over the material 

conditions required to satisfy their unruly appetites. I argue that Aristotle's position that anger 

is not as contrary to reason as appetite, and his corrunents regarding the naturalness of 

excessive anger, signal that it is less likely than appetite to lead to brutishness. However, I raise 

the possibility that one could habituate an appetite for angry actions, linking this to Aristotle's 

portrayal of the wanton aggressor. In Part IV of the chapter I give an assessment of what 

Aristotle believes must be accomplished by early ethical habituation, and finish with a sketch of 

the importance of early habituation for later learning. 

PART I Developing a human character 

In Book VII of the Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle proposes the following division of the 

categories relating to virtue and vice [1145a15-1145b20]: 

heroic/ divine excellence 

virtuous/excellence 

continence 

incontinence 

super-human 

human 

human 

human 
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vice 

brutishness 

human 

sub-human 

The middle four categories in the division are the types of adult human character Aristotle 

recognises. The virtuous person is the best human being, always acting well and taldng 

pleasure in good action; the continent person typically acts correctly, but with difficulty and 

reluctance; the incontinent person often (but not always) fails to act well and also experiences 

difficulty and reluctance in their actions; and the vicious person fails to act well but takes 

pleasure in their bad actions. The categories, as listed above, do not form a developmental 

scale; that is, it is not the case that children start off being brutish then move to being vicious, 

then incontinent, then continent, and finally virtuous. It is true, however, that Aristotle believes 

children are born into the world more animal than human because they have not yet developed a 

human character. Children develop a human character - learn to be human animals - through 

their upbringing in human society [Pol.1253a2-30]. 

Brutishness and divine excellence do not fall within Aristotle's parameters of human 

virtue and vice. He writes that "as a brute has no vice or excellence, so neither has a god; his 

state is higher than excellence" [1145a25-26]. The reason for this would seem to be that neither 

divinely excellent activity nor brutish activity involve the agent engaging in anything 

recognisable as the activity of a being with a human character. Aristotle proposes that the 

activity of God is some kind of contemplation of universal truths, and does not seem to think it 

is really action at all [1178b20-21].3 Brutish activity, on the other hand, does involve action -

the action on perception and instinct characteristic of an animal, rather than action as part of a 

conception of eudaimonia characteristic of a human. The development of reason 1s required for 

forming a conception of eudaimonia, but brutish individuals either altogether lack the ability to 

reason [l 149al0], or have innate bizarre and unnatural appetites (or fears, or irritable spells) 

which subvert the development of their reason [1149a5-7]. Aristotle also implies that certain 

3 After outlining some of the virtuous actions typical of the human being of excellent character, Aristotle 
declares that divine excellence bears no resemblance to such things, and states that "If we were to run through 
them all, the circumstances of action would be found trivial and unworthy of gods." [1178bl6-18] 
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morbid conditions can warp a person's reason with regard to certain activities. These morbid 

conditions tend to affect a specific aspect of a person's behaviour [l 149al 1-13]. They can arise 

in a person as a result of disease; for example, Aristotle mentions the compulsion to pull out 

one's hair or to eat dirt [l 148b27-29]. They can also be the result of abusive habituation; he 

gives pederasty as an example here [1148b29-30]. 

In the Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle seems to indicate there is an unnaturalness or 

bizarreness4 to brutish and morbid actions which puts them outside the range of human 

activities, even vicious human activities [1149a15-20]. Although at one point he notes that 

'brutish' is sometimes used as a term of abuse for "those who surpass ordinary men in vice" 

[1145a32], he otherwise places morbid and brutish states in a different category to vicious 

states, asserting that brutishness is "beyond the limits of vice"[l l 49a-1].5 However, the Magna 

Moralia gives a description of brutishness as 'excessive vice' [MM 1200b9]6, and implies that 

the brutish individual is (merely) particularly or extremely vicious [MM 1203a18-21]. But, as 

we saw earlier, vicious actions do fall within the range of human activities, and are thus actions 

for which a person is subject to ethical assessment. The disparity between the views of 

brutishness in the two treatises - whether a brutish individual's action is seen as particularly 

vicious, or actually in a different category to vice - thus gives rise to different positions on 

whether or not a brutish individual is subject to ethical assessment for their brutish action. This 

in turn might signal different views are presupposed in the two treatises regarding whether the 

brutish individual can develop a human character. 

4 "Some things are pleasant by nature ... and others are so with reference to particualr classes of animals or of 
men; while others [i.e. brutish and morbid states] are not pleasant by nature, but some of them become so by 
reason of defonnities, and others by reason of habits, and others by reason of bad natures." [my italics, 1148b 15-
19]. See also 1149b34-1150al. 
5 Aristotle also draws a sharp distinction between a state which is due to brutishness or morbidity, either natural 
or habituated, and one due to incontinence [1148b3235]. 
6 It is also stated that "when we see someone utterly degraded, we say that he is not even a man but a brute" 
[MM 1200b9-10] and that "the vice of brutality transcends man" [MM 1200bl8]; yet what is said at MM 
1203a18-21 reiterates that brutishness is extreme viciousness. 
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According to Aristotle's criteria for ethical assessment [1109b30-34],7 a brutish action 

would have to be perlormed by an adult, and either chosen, or at least voluntary, in order for a 

person to be morally responsible for it. Two conditions must be met for chosen action: i) one 

must have a conception of eudaimonia - a happy life - by which one can evaluate possible 

courses of action, and ii) the recommendation of the rational element of one's soul concerning 

action must be followed. (If an adult has a conception of eudaimonia, but does not do the action 

their rational element recommends with regard to this, then although not chosen, their action is 

voluntary and they are still morally responsible for it). It is implied in the MM that both these 

conditions are met, and thus that the brutish, or particularly vicious, action is chosen. The MM 

says brutishness is not a vice in animals : 

the vice of brutality of which we spoke, you cannot see it in a beast, but only in a 

human being (for brutality is the name of excessive vice). Why so? Just because a 

beast has in it no bad principle. Now the principle is reason." [M1W 1203a18-21] 

- thus implying that the brutish person does have the principle, or reason, in them. The brutish 

person's bad or corrupt reason would thus presumably render them morally responsible for 

their (unforced) brutish actions as the vicious person is for their vicious actions; and this 

allowance of ethical assessment would presuppose the brutish adult does have a human 

character - one more evil than that of the vicious person. 

However, the EN implies that the conditions for neither chosen nor voluntary action are 

met in the case of brutishness. Aristotle writes that "brutishness is less evil than vice, though 

more alarming; for it is not that the better pait has been perverted, as in man, --they have no 

better part." [ 1150a 1-3] Thus the brutish person, like an animal, does not have a better part -

principle or reason - in them at all. This would surely mean the brutish person could not be 

seen as morally responsible for their actions. In fact, the way Aristotle puts it here, the brutish 

individual does not really seem human at all. In line with my aforestated position on disparities 

7 The discussion of whether actions and dispositions are voluntary or involuntary, and whether we are praised or 
blamed for them continues from 1109b35-1115a3. 

25 



between views given in the different treatises, I am going to assume the version of brutishness 

given in the Nicomachean Ethics as representative of Aristotle's view for the purposes of this 

inquiry, and take the brutish person's actions as examples of non-human activity. Deformed, or 

lacking, in the natural prerequisites for the development of a human character - the normally 

mutually influential capacities for feelings, actions and reasoning that we discussed in the 

previous chapter - the brutish person is pathologically unable to form a completely normal 

human character. 

PART II Epithumetic desire 

The development and cultivation of the rational part of the soul is crucial in the overall 

development of a good human character, and Aristotle says this occurs mostly through 

teaching. However, in order for this teaching to be effective, the irrational part of the soul 

which experiences feelings and desires must first be trained to support the rational part. 

Aristotle writes that "argument and teaching, we may suspect, are not powerful with all men 

.... For he who lives as passion directs will not hear an argument that dissuades him, nor 

understand it if he does" [1179b23-27] The first order of ethical development is thus the 

habituation of the irrational element of the soul that is able to be influenced by reason. This part 

of the soul experiences feelings (pathe) such as anger, fear, confidence, envy, joy, love, 

hatred, longing, emulation and pity [1105b21-23]. It also experiences the desires of appetite 

(epithumia), which seeks pleasure, and angry, heated emotion (thumos) which seeks revenge, 

or some form of release from its painful state. Aristotle thought the irrational part of the soul 

must be trained first because he believed children to be dominated by these desires of epithumia 

and thumos. · 

Aristotle stressing the importance of an early start to ethical habituation, saying "we 

ought to have been brought up in a particular way from our very youth, as Plato says, so as 

both to delight in and to be pained by the things that we ought; for this is the right education" 

[my italics, 1104bll-13]. It is important for the child's pleasures and pains to be thus correctly 
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focussed, because an inappropriate focus is likely to result in bad activity. The emphasis 

Aristotle places on not engaging in bad activities when young draws its force from his claim 

that our states of character, or dispositions to act, arise out of repeated activities. As ways of 

acting become habitual, our dispositions to act become stronger, and can become strong 

enough that they can motivate someone to actions against their better judgement; that is, against 

the opinion of their rational faculty. Thus "[i]t makes no small difference, then, whether we 

form habits of one kind or of another from our very youth; it makes a very great difference, or 

rather all the difference." [1103b23-5]. The child's epithumetic and thumetic desires must be 

properly habituated to allow the cultivation of, and the strengthening of the authority of, the 

rational element of the soul. 

Terence Irwin defines Aristotle's idea of appetite (epithumia) as "nonrational desire for 

an object believed to be pleasant".8 Although we can develop appetites for goods such as 

wealth and honour [1148a26], and for pleasures of the soul such as lea.ming [1111a31], when 

Aristotle speaks of appetite simpliciter, he is usually referring to the bodily appetites we share 

with animals - that is, appetites for food, drink and sex. He also limits the scope of temperance, 

the ethical excellence concerning the activity of appetite, to these pleasures. Aristotle believes 

we have naturally, or develop naturally, common appetites for these bodily pleasures; that is 

general desires for food, drink and sex. These are further developed through habitual use into 

individual appetites for specific types and amounts of food, drink and sex. Aristotle posits that 

common appetites can be naturally or habitually over-developed, and individual appetites can be 

habitually over- or under-developed. Those with naturally or habitually over-developed 

common appetites go to excess indiscriminately - they eat too much of anything (or drink too 

much, or have sex too much).9 Those who go to excess over particular foods (drink, sex) for 

which they have developed individual appetites are intemperate; and those who lack individual 

appetites (who have no preference concerning particular foods, drinks or sex) are said to be 

deficient with regard to appetite, and called insensible. If someone's appetites for bodily 

8 Irwin notes this in the glossary to his translation of Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics (p394, Hackett, 1985) 
9 Aristotle does not think that anybody is naturally or habitually deficient with regard to the common appetites; 
that is, would indicriminately choose not to eat (or drink or have sex). 
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pleasures are unnaturally excessive or bizarre, they have brutish appetites. The virtuous person 

enjoys the right sorts of sensual pleasures in the right way - their appetites are neither excessive 

nor deficient - they are thus said to be temperate. 

Aristotle asserts that the cultivation of temperance is of prime importance in the ethical 

development of the child, because he thinks children are creatures of appetite. He actually 

speaks of children themselves, like appetites, needing to be tempered [ 1119b3-6]. Aristotle's 

remarks on the tempering of appetite imply that he thinks our appetites might be naturally 

wayward and strong; and indeed he writes that "that which desires what is base and which 

develops quickly ought to be kept in a chastened condition, and these characteristics belong 

above all to appetite ... " [l 119b4-5]. He stresses that the repeated exercise of a child's natural 

appetite would continually increase that appetite, and he implies that, if left unrestrained, the 

rapacious appetitive aspect would diminish to the point of extinction the child's capacity for 

rational calculation and deliberation : 

in an irrational being the desire for pleasure is insatiable and tries every source of 

gratification, and the exercise of appetite increases its innate force, and if appetites 

are strong and violent they even expel the power of calculation. [1119b7-10] 

Given Aristotle's specification of brutishness in those who lack the ability to reason, it 

seems that a child left to satisfy their appetites unchecked would descend into a brutish state -

for the opportunity to develop the rational part of their soul would be closed off to them by their 

strong and violent appetites. Aristotle is clear that brutishness (rather than a particular diseased 

condition) requires a pathological lack of, or deformation in, the capacity to form a normal 

human character. The lack of development, or stunting of the development, of the rational part 

of a child's soul could conceivably count as a pathological cause for its exceedingly appetitive 

behaviour; and the child thus would be brutish in the same way as "those who are by nature 

thoughtless and live by their senses alone are brutish" [1149a9-10]. Aristotle also recognises 

that a child whose appetites are developed abusively can be habituated into what he calls morbid 
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conditions. As a matter of interest, the only example he gives of morbid behaviour where 

habituation rather than nature (natural disease) seems to be the principal cause is one where the 

habituation began in childhood; that of pederasty arising "in those who have been the victims of 

lust since childhood" [1148b30]. Thus we see that if a child has an appetite warped to the point 

that it becomes perverted (morbid), a specific area of their ethical development can be seriously 

affected; and if a child is allowed to run wild in the satisfaction of its appetites throughout early 

childhood, and becomes brutish, ethical development is irrevocably obstructed. 

Aristotle's basic position on appetites covered by temperance is that it is proper to desire 

and enjoy bodily pleasures, but not more than they are worth; and that, in our lives as a whole, 

they are not worth very much, and certainly less than other things we could take pleasure in. 

He believes it is best to take most pleasure in the activities which express the most divine part 

of our humanity - that is, in the pleasures of the rational soul. But, insofar as pleasures in the 

activities of the irrational soul harmonise with reason, appetites for these are fine too . .A_ristotle 

says the temperate person will have a moderate desire for those pleasant things which are not 

ignoble or beyond their means, and which will support the health of the body and the soul 

[1119a16-19]. He warns, however, that because of our natural pull towards pleasure, we are 

likely to lean toward intemperance (more so than toward insensibility [1109a15-16]). He also 

acknowledges that our appetites for pleasure are incredibly difficult to alter once we are grown -

since "it has grown up with us all from our infancy ... it is difficult to rub off this passion, 

engrained as it is in our life." [1105a2-4]. Of course, Aristotle does not suggest we should try 

to rub out the feeling, for he thinks it is appropriate and good for humans to enjoy some 

pleasures; but he does recommend we keep our appetites moderate and few [1119bl0]. In a 

word of practical counsel, he says that we should beware our bias toward pleasure, and that 

where there is some doubt about the appropriateness of the pleasure one would seek, it is 

advisable to err on the side of caution and refrain [l 109b94-5; 9-11]. Correct habituation will 

thus involve discouraging a child from trying to satisfy, and restraining a child from satisfying, 

inappropriate appetites. 
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PART III Thumetic desire 

Aristotle describes temperance as "a mean with regard to pleasures (for it is less, and 

not in the same way, concerned with pains)" [1117b25-6]. The pain referred to here is 

disappointment at not getting the bodily pleasure one desired. It is appropriate for the temperate 

person to form reasonable desires for bodily pleasures, and thus presumably appropriate for 

them to feel- a little disappointed if these are not met - although they will not be overly 

disappointed, for that would indicate either excess in the desire or lack of appreciation of the 

fallibility of expectations. Adults are not always able to control the material conditions 

necessary to satisfy our appetites; sometimes our expectations of a situation are inappropriate, 

and sometimes circumstances conspire against us. This lack of control of material conditions is 

magnified in children, and this, combined with the unruliness of the appetitive desires of 

children, means children are probably more likely to experience the pain of frustrated appetitive 

desire. Furthermore, because their desires are wont to grow larger and stronger, their 

disappointment may often be more painful. In the Rhetoric Aristotle notes the tendency of any 

kind of pain to predispose one to anger [Rhet. 1379a9-22], particularly if one perceives 

someone as helping to cause one's pain.10 Given a child's relative powerlessness, it is more 

likely that their failed attempt to satisfy their desire has been thwarted by someone else - say an 

adult responsible for them. The original pain of the unsatisfied appetitive desire can make a 

child upset and grumpy; the thwarting of the desire by someone else can tend to lead to angry 

feelings giving rise to angry desires against this person [Rhet. 1379a10-17]. It is because 

children feel pained and upset that they are likely to see the particular person curtailing the 

satisfaction of their desires as being mean to them, or as acting wrongly and unfairly toward 

them, thus arousing thumetic desire. 

Thumetic desire in human beings begins with their perception (right or wrong) of 

something related to them personally as unacceptable. This perception manifests itself typically 

10 John M Cooper writes "The upset feeling that belongs to anger in all these cases is an offshoot of the upset 
feeling the person has been experiencing in having some aroused, but unsatisfied, appetite." p250, "An 
Aristotelian Theory of the Emotions", Essays on Aristotle's Rhetoric, RORTY, AO (ed.), University of 
California Press, Berkeley, 1996; reRhet. passage 1379a10-22) 
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as a painful feeling of anger (orge) at someone for having acted badly toward one (it can also 

manifest as shame (aidos) at oneself for having acted basely). Thumetic anger gives rise to a 

desire for the appeasement of one's emotional pain through some sort personal mollification or 

rectification of the wrong. 11 Aristotle notes that thumetic desire can involve some pleasure 12, 

insofar as one anticipates a release from one's pain through addressing whoever is the cause of 

it and getting them to satisfy oneself by way of rectification of the problem - perhaps they 

might ackno_wledge they acted badly and offer to make amends.13 Like appetite, thumos -

angry desire stemming from painful heated emotion - can be naturally or habitually under- or 

over- developed. Those with a naturally or habitually under-developed thumos are inirascible, 

and are described by Aristotle as "slavish" [l 126a8], and those with a naturally or habitually 

over-developed thumos are irritable. If a person is excessively over-developed with regard to 

thumos they are brutishly irritable. The virtuous person hits the mean with regard to anger; they 

anger in the right way at the right time, and are said to be good tempered. Aristotle notes that 

the mean with regard to anger falls closer to the extreme of non-anger than the extreme of 

excessive anger [1125b28-29]. He writes that the good tempered person tends to be 

"unperturbed and not to be led by passion, but to be angry in the manner, at the things, and for 

the length oftime, that reason dictates" [1125b34-35]. 

Aristotle clearly believes that, like epithumetic desire, thumetic desire is a natural 

function of the irrational part of the soul, present (at least potentially) from birth, and active in 

childhood [EE 1229a28-30]. And, like appetites for bodily pleasures, we also have thumos in 

common with animals [1111 b 11-13]. When animals experience painful feelings, they respond 

with aggression - Aristotle writes that "wild beasts act under the influence of pain; for they 

attack because they have been wounded or because they are afraid ... " [l 116b31-33]. He does 

not speak of children, but we know from experience that young children similarly react with 

1 l Other sorts of anger that are not desires and not directed toward specific people - such as being grumpy 
through fatigue or frustrated because of one's repeated mistakes - are not directly expressions of thunws. 
12 In the Rhetoric Aristotle asserts that anger "must always be attended by a certain pleasure - that which arises 
from the expectation of revenge." (1378b2] He also says in the Rhetoric that he "count[s] among pleasures 
escape from painful or apparently painful things and the exchange of a greater pain for a less." [Rhet. 1369a27-
8]. 
13 Our anger calms "towards those who admit their fault and are sorry; since we accept their grief at what they 
have done as satisfaction, and cease to be angry." [Rhet. 1380a14-15] 
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aggression to painful feelings - consider the child who hits another child who bumped into 

them. Moreover, as with animals, there is no deliberation period between the reaction (pain) 

and the action (aggressive behaviour), and young children may lash out at the person who 

caused them pain regardless of whether this pain was intentionally inflicted or not. 

Can excessive thumetic desires stymie the development of the rational element of the 

soul in the same way that excessive epithumetic desires can? Thumos is, after all, also a form 

of desire of the irrational element of the soul; and Aristotle moreover acknowledges that one 

can be brutishly angry. Furthemore, just as he says that we are naturally more prone to the 

extreme of intemperance than the extreme of insensibility, so he believes that we are naturally 

more prone to the extreme of irritability than the extreme of inirascibility [l 126a29-30]. 

However, Aristotle seems to indicate that overly angry actions are not contrary to reason in the 

same way that overly appetitive actions are [l 149a31-1149b4]. This is because painful anger 

seems to see a situation and judge that it is reasonable to respond angrily; whereas appetite 

panders to itself in springing to enjoy perceived pleasure, without judging whether or not it is 

reasonable to do so [l 149a33-34]. It seems that angry responses presuppose a recognition of 

the sorts of things it is important to respond to - reasonable-seeming things - even if the 

response itself turns out to be not in accordance with what reason would recommend. 

Moreover, Aristotle writes that excessive irritability is not unnatural for human beings in the 

way that excessive unnecessary appetites are [l 149b4-7]; but, as was mentioned in Part I, 

brutish desires are unnatural. It would thus seem that excessive thumetic desire does not pose 

the same threat to ethical development (regarding the development of the rational element of the 

soul) that excessive epithumetic desire does. 

Of course, thumetic desire must still be well habituated for a person to develop ethically 

well. Aristotle's practical counsel regarding the habituation of angry thumetic desires is the 

same as his advice for appetite : err on the side of caution. The mean with regard to anger falls 

closer to the extreme of non-anger than the extreme of excessive anger; and yet, as with 

appetite, Aristotle believes most of us are naturally more prone to the excess - irritibility. In 
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order to be like the good tempered or virtuous person, Aristotle recommends one should "err 

rather in the direction of deficiency; for the good-tempered man is not revengeful, but rather 

tends to forgive" [l 126a-3]. Caution would thus say it is better for us to try and remain, as far 

as possible, in a calm and forgiving frame of mind. 

Excessive appetites (natural brutishness excepted) are created through habitual exercise. 

Can a person similarly create a disposition to excessive anger through habitual exercise? An 

overly angry reaction to a situation, being somewhat natural to us, does not seem to be created 

in the same way through many instances of previous exercise. Moreover, one can understand a 

person's appetites growing and becoming excessive because the person, having enjoyed some 

pleasure, actively seeks out situations they think will afford them that pleasure again. But it is 

difficult to think of a person seeking out situations which cause them pain - this being 

(typically) the sort of situation that provokes an angry response; rather the opposite, one would 

think. However, in the Rhetoric Aristotle mentions the pleasure to be had in being angry 

(especially the thought of vengeance) [Rhet. 1370b9-14]; and moreover he stresses the power 

of habituation to make things seem pleasant which were even in some aspects initially 

unpleasant [Rhet.1310a5-9; 12-14]. In fact, Aristotle does recognise a person who acts in an 

overly angry manner not primarily because of pain, but because of pleasure: the wanton 

aggressor.14 Such a person seeks to manage situations so they can get angry, and then gets 

pleasure from manifesting their aggression. Because the actions of the wanton aggressor stem 

primarily from a general pleasure in aggression, rather than from pain, they are better seen as 

actions from appetite than actions from anger. Moreover, the fact they provoke their situation 

suggests they are not naively supposing some reasonableness to their "angry" action. Perhaps 

the wanton aggressor is an example of a person who, through insufficiently erring on the side 

of caution with regard to anger and often acting in an overly-angry manner, has habituated an 

appetite for angry actions. 

14 In theNicomachean Ethics Aristotle says that "whatever someone does from anger, he does feeling pain when 
he does it, whereas the wanton aggressor does what he does with pleasure" [1149b22-23]. 
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PART IV Early ethical habituation 

Aristotle's recommendations for the habituation of epithumetic and thumetic desires 

show it is important that i) they become focussed on the appropriate things, and ii) the 

appropriate activities in regard to these desires are habituated - encouraged and reinforced. This 

seems to be a reasonable description of the way in which we do educate and train children. We 

focus the attention of infants on appropriate objects of epithumetic desire : "Who wants a nice 

slice of tomato, then? Mmmm, yummy" as we feed the child a slice of tomato; or "Don't put 

that thing near your mouth! It's dirty, it has germs on it, it's not for eating ... " etc., as we take 

the thing away. Or we explain why some thumetic feelings or desires are inappropriate : "Don't 

get all upset with your little sister. It wasn't her fault - it was an accident.. .. "15 as we give the 

child a hug; or we endorse the child's feelings: "No, you're right Ngata, it's not OK for him to 

speak to you like that." Similarly, we encourage the appropriate activities regarding these 

desires : eat some more, it's good for you; or : put it back where you found it. Or for thumetic 

desires : now take a deep breath and calm down; or : hold it right there! - it doesn't matter what 

he said, it's not OK to hit people.16 

The early discriminations in objects of desire and guided (perhaps compelled) ways of 

acting in relation to desires become habitual (and thus habituated) as they are repeated over and 

over throughout childhood. The child begins : i) to choose with confidence certain appropriate 

objects of desire and the activities appropriate to them; and ii) to recognise that a particular 

object of desire may not be appropriate, or particular activities in relation to it may not be 

appropriate. Once children develop a sense that (and later how) actions can be inappropriate, 

this can give_ them pause to stop to think about their intended action, and perhaps seek advice 

before acting. Children need to learn to institute this pause between their feelings and the 

actions to which those feelings prompt them; being unsure regarding the appropriateness of an 

15 I owe this example to a similar example in Sherman's "The Habituation of Character", Aristotle's Ethics, 
Sherman, Nancy (ed.), Rowman & Littlefield Publishers inc., Maryland, 1999: 242 
16 With very small children we may have to physically manipulate them into performing the appropriate 
activity: "we're going to share our toys with Kim" we say, extricating the toy from our child's grip and passing 
it to Kim. This is particularly the case when the child is still learning what 'to share' means. 
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action will aid in securing such a pause. This is when the skill of deliberating, or thinking 

things through to choose one's action, can begin to be developed.17 Aristotle states that 

it is quite possible that many animals may have an opinion whether a thing is to be 

done or not; only thinking with deliberation is impossible to them. For the 

deliberating part of the soul is that which observes a cause of some sort ... [my 

italics,-EE 1226b23-26]. 

In moving from the motivation for action that an animal or young child has to the (independent 

self) motivation of the adult, one will need to learn to observe causes, both of others' emotions 

and actions and one's own; and deliberation, or thinking things through, will both use and 

encourage such observation. 

Throughout the early stage of ethical development children are learning the appropriate 

sorts of things to eat and drink, the appropriate amounts of these and the appropriate way to do 

so (some health and safety skills, and table manners); they are thus learning to control and 

direct their appetitive desires. Children are also learning to consider their reactions to the 

directives of their guardians, and to be polite, to share, not to hit people (some social skills); 

they are thus learning to control their thumetic desires. These skills will be just rudimentary at 

this stage, but will serve as the basis for the further development of the virtues of temperance 

and good temper. Habituation toward these virtues, through encouraging or discouraging the 

child's epithumetic and thumetic desires, aims to appropriately shape the child's feelings and 

actions con~eming pleasure and pain. This is crucial for good ethical development, for Aristotle 

writes that .Htxcellence ... is concerned with pleasures and pains, and ... by -the acts from 

which it arises it is both increased and, if they are done differently, destroyed, and ... the acts 

from which it arose are those in which it actualizes itself' (1105al 4-16] 

17 Aristotle says "Deliberation concerns what is usually [one way rather than another], where the outcome is 
unclear and the right way to act undefined. And we enlist partners in deliberation on large issues when we 
distrust our own ability to discern [the right answer]." [1 l 12b5-10] 
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Without the correct habituation toward temperate and good tempered behaviour the 

youth will be in no state to paticipate in more advanced ethical education involving argument 

and teaching for developing the rational part of the soul [1179b25-30]. It is particularly 

important as a prerequisite for the development of practical wisdom, the excellence of the 

rational part of the soul necessary for complete ethical excellence. Aristotle writes that practical 

wisdom is concerned with action about human goods, and that one's reasoned opinion about 

what is good for oneself can be corrupted and obscured by pleasures and pains to the point that 

we lose that opinion and act badly (temporarily maybe, at first; but perhaps permanently, if 

often enough) [1151al2-18]. Temperance, in appropriately regulating our appetites for some 

pleasures which otherwise tend to become large and unruly, and good temper in appropriately 

regulating our tendency to be influenced by painful feelings, will thus have a vitally important 

role in laying the foundations for the later development of practical wisdom [1140b 11-19]. 
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Chapter Three Middle ethical development 

The early pericxl of ethical development draws to a close when the child is between five 

and seven years of age, at which point the middle period of ethical development begins, 

covering later childhood through puberty to young adulthood.1 By the end of the early period 

of ethical development the child has come to realise that some things are seen as unacceptable 

or inappropriate. The primary task of the earlier part of the middle period of ethical 

development is to translate this realisation on the part of the child into an emotional awareness . 

that the reason some of these things are unacceptable is because they are base or ignoble.2 I 

will begin this chapter with some preliminary comments in Part I regarding the acquisition of 

language skills and the onset of formal education, which Aristotle thought could aid in ethical 

development at this stage by encouraging the appropriate emotional responses to noble and 

base characters and actions. This emotional awareness will be thumetic - a heated emotional 

response - and can take two forms, anger and shame. Aristotle believes these emotions can 

indicate a personal recognition of actions as morally right or wrong; one gets angry if someone 

else acts in a base or ignoble manner towards one, and feels shame if one acts in this way 

oneself. As Miles Bumyeat points out,3 thumetic emotion is developed through habituation, 

although I will dispute Bumyeat's implication that thumetic emotion in general arises though 

habituation, arguing Aristotle asserts it arises in us naturally. In Part II I will discuss probable 

difficulties in the habituation of thumetic anger taken from Aristotle's belief that it is strong in 

adolescence, and that it is particularly inimical to allowing deliberation before action, before 

suggesting what needs to be done by way of habituation. 

I will begin Part III of this chapter with an outline of Aristotle's view of shame, 

explaining why he thinks being prone to shame is not good for older people, but yet crucially 

1 As we mentioned in the last chapter, Aristotle generally agrees that the stages of life divide into periods of 
roughly seven years [Pol. 1336b37-41]. I will take the period of 7-14 years to be later childhood to puberty, and 
14-21 years to be puberty to young adulthood. I will refer to a person in the middle period of development 
generally as a 'young person', although if I use the term 'youth', this can be taken as referring to an adolescent, 
and 'young adult' to someone in their early twenties. 
2 Rather than, say, because one gets punished for them. 
3 Burnyeat, MF "Aristotle on Learning to Be Good", Aristotle's Ethics: Critical Essays. Sherman, Nancy 
(ed.), Rowman & Littlefield Publishers Inc., Maryland, 1999: 205-230 
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significant for young people. Aristotle believes a sense of shame helps restrain the young 

person from bad action; but even more importantly, it signifies their right internal awareness of 

why bad action should be avoided: because they consider it base or ignoble. This concern for 

the nobility of action is of primary importance for good ethical development because it is a 

concern the virtuous person has in acting, and in order to habituate virtuous dispositions, the 

young person must learn to act as the virtuous person does. I argue that this concern is further 

developed by the young person raking pleasure in actions honoured by society as noble; but 

that this motivation for action, laudable in youth, must eventually give way to action motivated 

first and foremost by right reason. I shall finish in Part IV of this chapter with some comments 

regarding the shift from childhood ethical development to that of (young) adulthood. 

Supporting (what I take to be) Susan Sauve Meyer's position4 that the habituation which 

directly forms one's adult dispositions to virtuous or vicious actions occurs mostly when one 

is acting as an adult, I look at what differentiates the actions of the adult from those of the 

child. I remark that the young person begins to act as an adult when (at least some of) their 

actions can be considered chosen rather than merely voluntary. This happens, I argue, in the 

later part of middle ethical development, when the young person starts to form and act for their 

own idea of eudaimonia, of a happy life. From this point on, the young person will be 

habituating their adult dispositions to excellent or vicious action, and they thus begin to be 

subject to adult ethical assessment. 

PART I Development of an emotional awareness of moral concepts 

Altl!9ugh this is not something Aristotle stresses in his ethical treatises, he suggests in 

the Politicsthat. the development of linguistic skills is crucial to ethical development. He notes 

the impact language can have on conduct, claiming that "the light utterance of shameful words 

leads soon to shameful actions. The young especially should never be allowed to repeat or hear 

anything of the sort." [Pol. 1336b5-7] Moreover, Aristotle believes that language is one of the 

key features distinguishing humans from other animals as moral animals. It is not merely the 

4 Meyer, Aristotle on Moral Responsibility : Character and Cause, Blackwell, Oxford, 1993 : 123-5 
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idea that we can speak complex languages while other animals do not, but that through 

language we learn to move from perceptions of good and bad to conceptions of good and bad, 

including concepts of morally good and bad : 

that man is more of a political animal than bees or any other gregarious animals is 

evident. Nature, as we often say, makes nothing in vain, and man is the only 

animal who has the gift of speech. And whereas mere voice is but an indication of 

pleasure or pain, and is therefore found in other animals (for their nature attains to 

the perception of pleasure and pain and the intimation of them to one another, and 

no further), the power of speech is intended to set forth the expedient and the 

inexpedient, and there/ ore likewise the just and the unjust. And it is a characteristic 

of man that he alone has any sense of good and evil, of just and unjust, and the 

like, and the association of living beings who have this sense makes a family and a 

state. [my italics, Pol. 1253a7-18] 

Having a sense of these concepts is necessary to be a human being; and ultimately having a 

proper appreciation of them is necessary for virtue. 

As children progress through the early stage of ethical development, their control over 

their feelings increases and the influence of their rational faculty becomes stronger. Aristotle 

believed that formal education should begin when a child was about seven [Pol. 1336b35-40]. 

Of the four traditional braches of education Aristotle mentions - reading, writing, gymnastic 

exercises and music - three of these have a linguistic component : reading and writing, 

obviously, but also music. Aristotle notes that, with regard to choice of musical instrument, 

"the impediment which the flute presents to the use of the voice detracts from its educational 

value." [Pol. 134la24-25]5 While language can inspire thoughts, and, (as we saw earlier) 

actions, Aristotle believes music impacts on feelings. It is thus unsurprising that he agrees a 

marriage of these two elements - language and music - to be a most powerful tool for early 

5 I owe this point to WW Fortenbaugh, Aristotle On Emotion, Duckworth, London, 1975 : 45 
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formal ethical education. "[M]usic has a power of fonning the character," Aristotle declares, 

"and should therefore be introduced into the education of the young" [1340bl2-13]. He 

believed that lyrics describing great characters acting nobly set to appropriate rhythms and 

melodies could inspire and enthuse people, and move their souls to experience the emotions 

represented by the music. The musical experience could thus serve as a kind of vicarious moral 

habituation, encouraging people to recognise and take pleasure in good dispositions and noble 

action [1340a8-25]. 

Such recognition is important, because Aristotle stresses that there is no all-embracing 

account or set of rules to be given for guiding moral action. We cannot give a particular child 

rules to guide them to correct action which will both apply in all situations and be sufficient to 

specify excellent action in a particular situation - let alone give rules for all children in all 

situations. 6 Aristotle states that 

[ w ]e must be content, then, in speaking of such subjects and with such premisses 

to indicate the truth roughly and in outline, and in speaking about things which are 

only for the most part true and with premisses of the same kind to reach 

conclusions that are no better. [1094b19-23] 

What we can develop in children to guide them is a sense of right and wrong with regard to the 

ways in which they should act. This will manifest as a feeling of shame (or anger) at base or 

ignoble action, and pleasure in excellent action. Of course, this sense of right and wrong, with 

regard to m_2tivation for acting, is also insufficient for specifying excellent action in a situation 

- experience· and the intellectual excellence of practical wisdom are needed - but it can apply in 

all situations. Moreover, this sense is a necessary condition for virtuous agency, for Aristotle 

believes that in order to act excellently one must have the right sense about the way in which 

6 For more on this, see McDowell, J "Virtue and Reason", in Virtue Ethics, Crisp, Rand Slote, M (ed.s), 
Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1997. For a defence against the claim that virtue ethics cannot tell us what to 
do, see Hursthouse, R "Normative Virtue Ethics", in Crisp, R ( ed), How Should One Live?. Oxford University 
Press, Oxford, 1996 
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one should act.7 Developing this moral sense through habituation is the main task of the middle 

stage of ethical development. 

Aristotle takes a young person's feeling of shame or anger at bad action to indicate a 

personal awareness of the concepts of noble and fine, ignoble and base - that is, a sense of 

moral rightness and wrongness. This not to say the young person has an advanced 

understanding of these concepts, but rather an emotional recognition of their import. As with 

the other feelings, Aristotle locates the feelings of anger and shame in the part of the irrational 

element of the soul able to be influenced by reason; but they differ from the other feelings 

insofar as they are thumetic emotions and desires. We spoke of a feeling of anger as a thumetic 

emotion in chapter two, but the activity of thumos also involves the feeling of shame at 

thoughts of one's own actions being base, unjust or ignoble that invokes a concerned desire to 

avoid any such actions on one's part - Aristotle speaks of being "restrained by shame" 

[1128bl8]. He defines shame as a kind of fear of disrepute [1128bll], and he says it is more 

of a feeling than a disposition; he notes that the feeling of disgrace makes people blush, and so 

shame appears to be in some way bodily, which is more characteristic of a feeling than of a 

state [1128b10-15]. Anger and shame are thumetic emotions, because these painful reactions 

indicate what a person does or does not find acceptable both as an individual being dealt with 

by society (anger at insults and base actions), and as an individual considering one's own 

dealings with society (shame at one's own base actions). 

Miles Bumyeat, in his now classic article "Aristotle on Learning to Be Good", 

characterises thumetic activity as "motivating evaluative responses". 8 I find much to agree with 

in Bumyeat's article, but I must take issue with the aetiology he imputes to Aristotle for these 

responses. Bumyeat holds that Aristotle believes that "these evaluative responses are in us as a 

result of our upbringing, and the bodily appetites are in us as a part of our natural inheritance 

7 One must have as a motive the desire to do the excellent action for the sake of what is excellent about it 
[1105a30-1105bl]. I will be discussing this further later in the chapter. 
8 Burnyeat, op cit., p216 
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as human beings" (p222)9• Burnyeat thus implies that Aristotle believes appetitive activity is 

natural to us as human animals, while thumetic activity does not arise in us naturally, but rather 

through habituation. Yet from our discussion of thumetic activity in chapter two, it is clear that 

this is not so - thumetic activity is something animals have too, it arises in us naturally10, and it 

is a part of our animal nature. Of course, the particular ways we have of responding will be 

habituated, linked to our upbringing; but no more so than the particular appetites we have. 

PART II Anger and deliberation 

Although, as noted in the previous chapter, Aristotle states that thumos can be active in 

childhood [EE 1229a29-30], it is predominantly in regard to adolescence that Aristotle 

mentions the activity of thumos, both as anger and as shame. Aristotle often speaks of the hot

tempered nature of youths with their strong passions and quick tempers [Rhet. 1369a9, 

1389a9-10]. His depiction of young people being led astray by their strong feelings is similar 

to his depiction of the akratic, or incontinent person. As we are to speak of the habituation of 

the youth's excessive thumetic activity, it might prove instructive to consider Aristotle's 

description of instances of incontinence in this regard. An action due to appetite at the expense 

of reason is an instance of simple incontinence; it is a lapse from what the person would have 

wanted to do had their feelings not overtaken them. Similarly, someone whose action in a 

particular instance was due to anger at the expense of reason is considered to have been 

incontinent with regard to anger. 11 This person fails to do the right action - the action their 

reason would recommend - because they are overtaken by their angry emotions. 

Is it-harder to overcome heated angry emotion to do the right action, or-to overcome 

appetite? Aristotle states at one point (citing Heracleitus) that it is harder to fight pleasure than 

emotion [ 1105a8-9]. However, the fact that Aristotle speaks of fighting pleasure suggests that 

9 Bumyeat also says much the same thing elsewhere in his article : "the unreasoned evaluative responses with 
which his [the youth's] upbringing has endowed him are not the only impulses that move him to act. Being a 
human being he has the physiologically based appetites as well." (my italics, p219) 
10 see also Pol. 1334b20-23 
11 Aristotle says this is not proper incontinence or akrasia, but is called so merely by extension of the term used 
for weakness of will in relation to appetites [1149a21-24). 
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he has in mind someone who is struggling to decide how they will act. Someone who 

· struggles with their feelings, fails to stick by their decision and acts wrongly exhibits the form 

of incontinence involving weakness. But Aristotle also distinguishes impetuous incontinence, 

where a person acts on the spur of their feelings without stopping to think things through. This 

better fits Aristotle's account of actions resulting from incontinence with respect to anger being 

less premeditated and more open than those resulting from simple incontinence [ 114 9b 13-16]. 

We thus have the bypassing of deliberation in situations where someone acts incontinently 

from anger. A person incontinent in this way does not fight or struggle with their feelings, 

because they do not realise that the actions those feelings lead to might conflict with what their 

better judgement would be. The youth must learn to calm and control their thumetic anger and 

act according to the judgement of reason in order to facilitate the development of the virtue of 

good temper. But given Aristotle's emphasis on the strong passions of youths, and his 

recognition that lack of or significantly lessened premeditation is typical of incontinent action 

from anger, the habituation of thumetic emotion and desire would seem to present particular 

problems. 

What is it about anger that prevents or significantly reduces the ability to premeditate 

with regard to action? Aristotle writes that he counts "among pleasures escape from painful or 

apparently painful things and the exchange of a greater pain for a less." [Rhet. 1369b26-29] 

The painful emotion the angry person feels prompts a demand for immediate relief, and thus 

presumably makes whatever course of action is first thought to provide this relief seem 

attractive. Anger can also make actions believed to relieve its pain seem rational to the agent at 

the time. Aristotle says that 

Anger seems to listen to reason to some extent, but to mishear it, as do hasty 

servants who run out the door before they have heard the whole of what one says, 

and then muddle the order, or as dogs bark if there is but a knock at the door, 

before looking to see if it is a friend [l 149a25-29] 
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Aristotle holds that anger follows reason in a way, insofar as it believes it recognises injustice 

and seems to infer "that it is right to fight this sort of thing".12 If, then, painful angry emotion 

tends to make immediate action motivated by anger seem pleasant, and that action also seem 

right, it is unlikely that shame could provide a restraining influence. Shame is felt at the 

thought of one's own bad or ignoble action; but actions which seem reasonable to a person do 

not at the same time seem to them to be bad. Moreover, the immediacy urged by painful angry 

feelings which inhibits premeditation also reduces the likelihood of the agent's being able to be 

restrained by shame, for it might preclude the agent having thoughts which would otherwise 

have given rise to the emotion of shame. The youth thus needs to be habituated not to lash out 

but to stop and think before they act; and to learn not to respond with anger at the mere feeling 

of painful emotion without first considering the cause of their distress. 

One of the things that differentiates humans from other animals is our ability to gauge 

and assess the appropriateness of our emotional responses to a situation. It may be that a 

person's pain is unfair and their anger justified; or that their pain is unfair but their anger not 

justified (in the case ~f an accident); or that their pain is fair and their anger therefore not 

justified. Concerning this last situation, Aristotle writes that if we think an action clearly 

intended to be pain-causing is justified, then we experience shame and our anger is quelled. He 

says "men become calm .... if they feel they themselves are in the wrong and are suffering 

justly, since men no longer think then that they are suffering without justification" [Rhet. 

1380b16-18]. If a person's anger is appropriate, then a response supported by anger is called 

for, and the person can then decide what sort of action would be an appropriate response. If, 

however, a__Qerson finds that their anger is inappropriate, then Aristotle believes it will cool and 

they will become calm [e.g., Rhet. 1380a9-15]. The youth must thus learn to i'ecognise the 

causes of their angry pains, and the way that such pain can colour their judgement of a 

situation. This will help them in their consideration of whether their emotion is appropriate. 

This means the youth will have to learn about their tendencies to act wrongly, in order to 

develop a degree of emotional self-awareness. 

12 Whereas, as we noted in chapter two, he thinks appetite just seeks pleasure regardless of whether it is right to 
do so [1149a31-35]. 
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An awareness of their failings will probably develop in the young person through the 

mistakes they make - Aristotle's comments on the young person's general attitude toward the 

way they should act does not suggest they would be particularly receptive to explicit instruction 

on these matters. He writes of young people that "[a]ll their mistakes are in the direction of 

doing things excessively and vehemently .... They think they know everything, and are always 

quite sure about it; this, in fact, is why they overdo everything." [my italics, Rhet. 1389b3-6] 

It will thus take considerable eff01t for the youth to recognise and control their emotion 

sufficiently to allow deliberation to take place.13 This will be initially quite unpleasant, for 

Aristotle says that "all acts of concentration, strong effort, and strain are necessarily painful" 

[Rhet. 1370al2]. However, with repeated practice the youth will become habituated to this 

way of acting, and as it becomes customary they will find it easier : "[these acts] all involve 

compulsion and force, unless we are accustomed to them, in which case it is custom that 

makes them pleasant." [my italics, Rhet. 137013-14] 

PART ill Shame 

Shame, as a social phenomenon, is heaped upon someone who is deemed to have 

acted badly, whether this be the estimation of friends, colleagues, those on the receiving end of 

the action, or society in general 14. Aristotle, in the Nicomachean Ethics, is concerned with 

shame as a personal response, as someone's internal emotional acknowledgement that they 

13 Although the habituation of heated thumetic emotion is primarily directed toward the virtue of good temper, 
thumetic emotion also has a role in the exercise of courage. While true courage consists in action following true 
reason (whiduecommends one choose what is noble [EE, 1229a2]), Aristotle writes that "those who act on 
emotion also seem to be brave ... because brave people are also full of emotion. For emotion is most eager to 
run and face clangers" [116b24-28]. In the Rhetoric, Aristotle mentions courage as one of the two most 
important virtues for a young man (the other being temperance [Rhet. 1361a4-5]). He writes, of young people, 
that "[t]heir hot tempers and hopeful dispositions make them more courageous than older men are; the hot 
temper prevents fear, and the hopeful disposition creates confidence; we cannot feel fear so long as we are feeling 
angry" [Rhet. 1389a26-28; see also 1380a32-33]. Given that he thus believes highly-charged emotion can 
overcome fear, I imagine that Aristotle would probably see a place in the habituation of a young man for the 
appropriate channelling of thumetic emotion in support of courageous action. Developing the virtue of courage 
requires acting as the courageous person does, and certainly the courageous person is able to manage their 
emotion in this way [1116b30-31]. Aristotle writes that "the young are brave but intemperate, the old temperate 
but cowardly" [Rhet. 1390b5-6J. However, once the properly habituated young person grows and fully develops 
this virtue, they will continue to be courageous though they grow old and their emotion calms. 
14 "Acted badly", in practice, often turns out to mean acted in a manner deemed to be anti-social, e.g. 
intemperately, illiberally, unjustly, cowardly. 
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have acted, or are considering acting, badly. 15 As an emotional response, shame is an ethical 

(rather than merely rational) recognition that one has acted wrongly, or is considering acting 

wrongly; this could be inemperately, unjustly, cowardly, etc.16 

Aristotle thinks it desirable for young people to be prone to shame because "they live 

by passion and therefore commit many errors, but are restrained by shame" [1128b18-19]. 

Someone without a keen sense of shame will have less of an emotional motivation toward, and 

finetunedness to, what is noble and excellent. If they are distinctly underwhelmed by their 

feeling of shame, it will probably not help restrain them from bad actions, and they could be 

more easily influenced (say by friends) to do shameful acts. If they have less of a fear of 

disrepute, they are less likely to strive to act in the noblest or finest way in a situation, and thus 

less likely to become accustomed or habituated to approaching action in this manner. They are 

also less likely to develop the skills for discerning what is the best or finest way to act in a 

situation. Proneness to shame thus seems to be a habituative device for the youth - Bumyeat 

calls it "the semi-virtue of the learner".17 It is not a proper virtue, nor should it continue into 

adult life - Aristotle writes that "an older person no one would praise for being prone to the 

sense of disgrace, since we think he should not do anything that need cause this sense." 

[1128b20-22] Proneness to shame will hopefully be a temporary disposition, disappearing as 

the student of virtue progresses in developing a stable virtuous character, including practical 

wisdom - becomes a good person - for "it is for voluntary actions that shame is felt, and the 

good man will never voluntarily do bad actions." [1128b27-28]. A disposition needs to be 

exercised in order for it to be maintained [1180al-3], and the mature student will have occasion 

to feel shame less and less often. 

l5 The shame aspect of thumos is also seen to prompt a form of courage referred to as civic bravery. Aristotle 
says "it is those who face danger because of shame who would most seem to be brave" [EE 1230a18-19]. (He 
does not link this with youth in particular, though). 
16 Although not, at this stage, acting without magnificence or magnanimity - these virtues which are not 
cultivated until adulthood. I will be examining these in detail in the final chapter; suffice it to note here that each 
requires resources (external in the case of magnificence, personal in the case of magnanimity) to which the 
young person cannot not yet have access. 
17 op cit. p 215 
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Aristotle believes a concern for pain or pleasure is the natural or 'default' condition for 

those who have not developed a proper concern for what is fine and noble, and are thus less 

concerned about the shamefulness of their actions. He writes that the many "do not by nature 

obey the sense of shame, but only fear, and do not abstain from bad acts because of their 

baseness but through fear of punishment" [1179b10-13]. In avoiding what is base because of 

the penalties attached one will probably do the right action; but there is no guarantee of right 

action if one thought the penalties could be escaped. Such action, although correct, is not 

virtuous. Virtuous actions are decided by a person of excellent dispositions; and such a person 

is disposed to be motivated by a concern for whether or not the action is the fine thing to do. 

Given that the action just mentioned has been said to be base, the virtuous person will avoid it 

for that reason, as something unworthy of being chosen for its own sake. This person will 

therefore do the right actions regardless of the penalties or lack thereof - they will do excellent 

or virtuous actions : 

The agent ... must be in a certain condition when he does them; in the first place he 

must have knowledge, secondly he must choose the acts, and choose them for their 

own sakes, and thirdly his action must proceed from a firm and unchangeable 

character ..... as a condition of the possession of the excellences, knowledge has 

little or no weight, while the other conditions count not for a little but for 

everything, i.e. the very conditions which result from often doing just and 

temperate acts. [my italics, 1105a30-1105b4] 

Doing the correct actions often, but merely for the sake of avoiding the external pain that might 

be visited Upon one if one did not do them, is thus not suitable in the long run fdr habituating 

virtuous dispositions and developing a virtuous character. The young person must not just do 

the action a liberal person would, but do it in the way that a liberal person would; that is, 

deciding on it for its own sake, for the fineness of it. Aristotle writes that "Actions, then, are 

called just and temperate when they are such as the just or the temperate man would do; but it is 
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not the man who does these that is just and temperate, but the man who also does them as just 

and temperate men do them." [1105b5-8] 

Aristotle writes that excellent actions are naturally pleasant, both in themselves and for 

those who love them [1099al2-14]. The proper pleasantness of virtuous activity is fully 

appreciated when one experiences the activity as engaged in from a completely excellent 

disposition; that is, when one knows the action is virtuous, chooses it for its own. sake, and it 

is an established part of one's character to choose thus. So the young person will enjoy their 

virtuous actions more if they act in the way the virtuous person would. However, during the 

middle stage of habituation the young agent is not developed enough, qua virtue, to fully 

appreciate the proper pleasantness of virtuous activity, for it is not yet an established part of 

their character to choose virtuous actions. Establishing something as part of one's character is 

best accomplished through habituation. Part of the aim of habituation at the middle stage of 

development will thus be to help make excellent activity more pleasant for the young person 

through making choosing it an established part of themselves. 

Aristotle holds that "pleasure is a movement, a movement by which the soul as a whole 

is consciously brought into a normal state of being" [Rhet 1369b33-35]. In choosing excellent 

activity for its own sake one consciously moves one's soul; but in order for this to be pleasant, 

one's soul has to "move towards a natural state of being" [Rhet 1370a4]. Habitually choosing 

virtuous activity helps accomplish this "for as soon as a thing has become habitual, it is 

virtually natural; habit is a thing not unlike nature; what happens often is akin to what happens 

always, natural events happening always, habitual events often" [Rhet 1370a6-8]. The more 

habitual a conscious soul movement becomes, the more natural it becomes to us; and thus the 

more pleasant. Thus Aristotle says that "[t]hings familiar and things habitual belong to the class 

of pleasant things; for there are many actions not naturally pleasant which men perform with 

pleasure, once they have become used to them." [Rhet 1369bl6-19] So the more the youth 

chooses to do (what they take to be) virtuous activities, the more this becomes second nature, 

the less difficult and more pleasant it becomes. 
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Aristotle writes in the Rhetoric that "appetite is the cause of all actions that appear 

pleasant" [Rhet 1369b16]; and indeed, the youth is encouraged to develop an appetite for noble 

action. But this is not in itself what learning to take the proper pleasure in virtuous action 

consists in. After they have developed an appetite for fine action, students of virtue must make 

sure their appetites arise through an appropriate motivation. Throughout the middle stage of the 

habituation process, the young person, guided in their deliberations and decisi9ns by their 

peers and mentors and their sense of shame, internalises the strictures of his society. During 

this period Aristotle writes that "[youths] are shy, accepting the rules of society in which they 

have been trained, and not yet believing in any other standard of honour." [Rhet 1389a29-30] 

The youth's heightened sense of their position in his social group and society manifests as a 

preoccupation with the activities approved of by these authorities; Aristotle writes that at this 

point 

[young people] have exalted notions, because they have not yet been humbled by 

life or learnt its necessary limitations .... They would always rather do noble deeds 

than useful ones : their lives are regulated more by their character than by 

reasoning; and whereas reasoning leads us to choose what is useful, excellence 

leads us to choose what is noble. [Rhet. 1389a30-31, 34-37] 

A young person's idea of what might be a fine or noble action is whatever will be likely 

to win them honour in society, or amongst their friends, or from those they want to impress. 

But the truly noble action is that one which it is best and right for them to do in a particular 

situation, an~ this may not necessarily be the action that society deems noblest and is most 

keen to honour. It takes practical wisdom in order to see what the best thing to do is - what 

really is the noble action - in a situation, and young people do not yet have the experience 

necessary for this practical wisdom. Aristotle writes, of men in their prime, that "[t]heir lives 

will be guided not by the sole consideration either of what is noble or of what is useful, but by 

both" [Rhet. 1390a33-1390bl] He says the young person is ruled more by their character or 
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dispositions than by reasoning; but it takes a magnanimous disposition to do the practically 

wise thing even in the face of social opprobrium18, and the young person will not have 

developed the character excellence of magnanimity. The young person will have to learn to take 

pleasure in noble action for the right reason : because it is the right and best thing to do, 

because it is the action that should be honoured, not because it is an action society deems noble 

and is prepared to honour. 

PART IV Acting as an adult 

There is an easy tendency to think that the early and middle ethical habituation 

mentioned thus far - during childhood and youth - is by and large co-extensive with what 

Aristotle thinks of as the habituation sufficient for the development of a virtuous character. In 

fact, although habituation toward dispositions to most virtues19 (and vices) can begin early on, 

e~rly and middle ethical habituation, while necessary, is not sufficient for determining 

dispositions to these virtues or vices.20 As Susan Sauve Meyer points out,21 some of the 

situations which call for those vittuous actions that we need to perform repeatedly by way of 

habituating vittuous dispositions often do not occur in childhood. Temperance with regard to 

sex and alcohol is a disposition the young adult, not the child, will begin to habituate. But 

Meyer's position, with which I agree, is stronger than this : she implies the habituation most 

responsible for directly shaping and determining the dispositions of the adult will be those 

activities one engages in as an adult. 22 Meyer puts forward as textual evidence for her view23 

18 A person might be vilified if their action breaks with tradition, or implies criticism of aspects or members 
of society, for example. 
19 Magnanimity and magnificence excepted. 
20 A person's djsposition can be determined, but this does not mean the action the person does is completely 
determined by that disposition. To have a disposition, after all, is to be disposed to act in a certain way, not to 
be determined to act in this manner. It is quite possible to do an action one would not usually do, or expect to 
do, in similar circumstances - to act out of character, as it were. 
21 Meyer, Aristotle on Moral Responsibility : Character and Cause, Blackwell, Oxford, 1993 : 123-5 
22 Meyer believes that Aristotle explicitly distinguishes two stages to habituating dispositions : habituation 
while one is young, and habituation in adulthood. The line she points to as evidence of this is the one italicised 
in the following passage from Book X of the Nicomachean Ethics : "But surely it is not enough that when they 
are young they should get the right nurture and attention; since they must, even when they are grown up, 
practise and be habituated to them, we shall need laws for this as well, and generally speaking to cover the whole 
of life; for most people obey necessity rather than argument, and punishments rather than what is noble [my 
italics, 1180al-5]".The passage continues : "This is why some think that legislators ought to stimulate men to 
excellence and urge them forward by the motive of the noble, on the assumption that those who have been well 
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Aristotle's comments that people become courageous or cowardly from actions done in 

dangerous situations, and just or unjust from transactions with other adults [1103b12-20]. In 

his comments, I agree, Aristotle clearly indicates situations dealt with as adults rather than as 

children; or at least as older adolescents / young adults. 

What distinguishes adult habituation from youthful habituation externally is a change in 

the authority expected to compel whichever habituating practices are required of the agent from 

the parent or guardian to the laws. It is a sign that society considers one is becoming an 

autonomous agent belonging to wider society and responsible to that society for one's actions. 

This external change is needed, according to Aristotle, because of a genuinely distinctive and 

important internal change in the attitude of the growing youth which basically results in 

parental authority wearing off with age.24 At this stage, parental strictures begin to be seen as 

one option among others (perhaps offered by friends, the media or other social influences).25 

At this point the youth start~ to take authority for his or her self, and start,;; to make choices for 

their own self; that is, adult choices. The habituation directly forming one's character thus 

begins at this point, for their adult choices and actions will form their adult character. 

The difference between chosen actions and voluntary actions was mentioned briefly in 

chapter one. Aristotle thinks actions result from interaction between desires in the irrational part 

of the soul and reason in the rational part of the soul. When an adult acts in a way that their 

reason recommends, whether their aim be good or bad, they are said to have chosen their 

actions; and when they act against this recommendation of their reason, their actions are 

advanced by the formation of habits will attend to such influences; and that punishments and penalties should be 
imposed on tho~ who disobey and are of inferior nature, while the incurably bad should be completely banished. 
A good man (they think), since he lives with his mind fixed on what is noble, will submit to argument .... 

However that may be, if (as we have said) the man who is to be good must be well trained and 
habituated, and go on to spend his time in worthy occupations and neither willingly nor unwillingly do bad 
actions, and if this can be brought about if men live in accordance with a sort of intellect and right order, 
provided this has force, - .... the law has compulsive power, while it is at the same time an account proceeding 
from a sort of practical wisdom and intellect" [1180a6-22] 
23 ibid p124 
24 Aristotle says, speaking of adults after having spoken of children, "the paternal command indeed has not the 
required force or compulsive power (nor in general has the command of one man, unless he be a king or 
something similar), but the law has compulsive power" [1180a19-21] 
25 Later, the young adult may also question conventional social strictures, perhaps influenced by political 
groups, university studies, etc. 
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voluntary (as long as they are not forced) but not chosen. Desires which are acted on develop 

into dispositions to act on these desires over time, because repeated actions habituate a person 

to acting in the same way. As the child develops control of their feelings, the influence of the 

rational faculty over the processes prior to action increases. As a child matures into a youth and 

their rational faculty develops, they begin to evaluate different ways of acting and different 

ways of living. As the youth matures into an adult, they develop these evaluations into their 

own conception of eudaimonia - their idea of what will count for them as a good, happy, 

flourishing life. At the point they begin to act for the sake of this conception, their actions are 

considered chosen - the person aims to realise this conception of eudaimonia in their choice of 

actions.26 This aim largely characterises the actions performed in its service - actions which in 

turn reinforce the characters of the person so acting. Thus Aristotle says that a person must 

perform virtuous acts in the way the virtuous person does in order to habituate virtuous 

dispositions. Because adults have developed reasoning powers, and because they are usually 

considered to have had the thue and the opportunity to act on a conception of eudaimonia they 

set for themselves, they are held responsible for the dispositions to act in certain ways which 

they have developed. They are thus held responsible for all of their non-forced actions, 

whether voluntary (non-forced) or chosen (non-forced and expressive of the recommendation 

of their reason). 

26 A person's actual commitment to their professed conception of eudainwnia is not exv1essible in an account. 
Instead, it is only expressible practically in that which is common across the aim of the person's actions - the 
purpose behind them, the values underlying the aim - and these are dictated by the person's choices and their 
ability to act on those choices. I will discuss this further in the next chapter. 
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Chapter Four Development of the rational part of the soul 

We have thus far focussed on the training of the irrational element of the soul to support 

the development and exercise of reason in action. In this chapter I want to look at the 

development of excellence in the rational element of the soul, and the role it has to play in 

Aristotle's account of ethical development. In Part I, I will briefly mention the excellences of 

the rational part of the soul, before focussing on an interpretation of the practical (action

affecting) aspect of one of these excellences - comprehension (nous). I suggest this "practical 

comprehension" can be seen as a valuing of expressing reason in one's actions - of acting 

excellently - involving both the irrational and rational elements of the soul, and thus has a 

crucial role to play in ethical development. I will begin Part II by discussing the roles of the 

rational and irrational elements of the soul in motivating action, in the process outlining three 

imperfect states of ethical development : continence, incontinence or akrasia, and vice. Aristotle 

believes the vicious or wicked person's bad state of ethical development is incurable, and I 

argue he implies both that extreme akrasia may lead to vice, and that it is unlikely the extremely 

akratic person can be rehabilitated either. Akrasia is thus a problem for ethical development 

which needs to be caught early before it has become extreme. I will sketch three different types 

of akrasia, and discuss how Aristotle thinks these could be dealt with in the course of ethical 

development. In particular, I argue that it is a lack of the practical comprehension discussed in 

Part I that gives rise to weak-willed akratic action, and that proper habituation is the only way 

to gain this comprehension and overcome this akrasia. 

Aristotle maintains that a person's akratic action is voluntary but not chosen, insofar as 

it is not in· a9cordance with what their rational element would choose were it~unswayed by 

strong desires in the irrational element of the soul. I will begin Part III of this chapter with a 

brief discussion of Aristotle's concept of choice. Aristotle depicts chosen actions as the actions 

which are most characteristically human and distinctive of a person as an individual - as most 

belonging to the person themselves, but I will show why he yet holds that the akratic person is 

responsible for their (voluntary) non-chosen actions. I will relate how excellent deliberation 
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leads to the perlonnance of an excellent choice, and outline the intellectual excellence of 

practical wisdom, whose typical activity and expression is excellent deliberation and action. I 

will finish this chapter, in Part IV, with a consideration of how practical wisdom is to be 

developed, based in Aristotle's assertion that it requires well-habituated dispositions to all the 

virtues. Drawing on Aristotle's comparison of the state of the young person to that of the 

akratic person, I argue that the development of practical comprehension through experience is 

essential for practical wisdom. I suggest it seems likely this experience is co-extensive with that 

required for habituating ethical excellences, and, noting that there are some dispositions which 

cannot begin to be habituated until adulthood, I conclude that much of the development needed 

for practical wisdom - and thus for reaching a developed stage of character excellence - will 

occur in maturity. 

PART I Excellences of the rational element 

Aristotle says that "of the intellect which is contemplative, not practical nor productive,1 

the good and the bad state are truth and falsity (for this is the function of everything 

intellectual); while of the part which is practical and intellectual the good state is truth in 

agreement with right desire" [my italics, 1139a26-31]. "Truth" here refers to the correct sizing 

up of a particular situation by the rational intellect, drawing on information provided by past 

experience and one's well-habituated emotional responses. "Right desire" refers to these 

appropriate emotional responses being dispositions to act according to one's perception of what 

is the fine thing to do. This "truth in agreement with right desire" thus leads to excellence in 

one's choic..e.___of action, which is why Aristotle defines choice as "either desiderative thought or 

intellectual·dysire" [1139b4-5]. We have discussed in previous chapters what it means to desire 

rightly or excellently, viz., establishing excellent ethical dispositions or states. Just as there are 

such states for possessing the ethical excellence of right desire in the irrational soul, so are there 

1 Aristotle begins his discussion of intellectual excellence in Book VI of the Nicomachean Ethics with a 
distinction of the rational part of the soul into two aspects : "one by which we contemplate the kind of things 
whose principles cannot be otherwise, and one by which we contemplate variable things" [1139a6-8]. The 
intellect concerned with choosing excellent action is the latter - the practical, deliberative intellect which deals 
with variable things [1139a22-26]. 
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states for possessing the intellectual excellence of truth in the rational soul. Aristotle says that 

there are five such states : art, knowledge, practical wisdom, philosophic wisdom and 

comprehension [1139bl5-17].2 Of these it is practical wisdom, encompassing the practical 

aspect of comprehension, which is most important for ethical development. Practical wisdom is 

"a reasoned and true state of capacity to act with regard to human goods" [1140b20]. It 

involves the ability to deliberate well about what conduces to the good life for oneself, or for a 

human being generally, and thus requires experience of how the world is, and how people act, 

combined with a sense for how things should be. Comprehension grasps the first principles 

underwriting the good actions of the practically wise; these first principles are the reason for 

why it is that the good actions of the practically wise person are good.3 

Aristotle characterises this practical type of comprehension as a special sort of 

perception. It is a true grasping of, or correct appreciation of, the first principles underlying a 

course of action in a situation : 

comprehension is concerned with the ultimates in both directions; for both the 

primary definitions and the ultimates are objects of comprehension and not of 

argument, and in demonstrations comprehension grasps the unchangeable and 

primary definitions, while in practical reasonings it grasps the last and contingent 

fact, i.e. the second proposition. For these are the starting-points of that for the 

sake of which, since the universals are reached from the particulars; of these 

therefore we must have perception, and this is comprehension. [l l 43a35-1 l 43b5] 

The "ultimates in both directions" referred to here are universals and particulars. An example of 

such a universal might be "liberality is a virtue"; and an example of a particular might then be 

2 Art is technical knowledge, the sort of knowledge craftspeople have in their specialist areas. Knowledge 
strictly speaking, says Aristotle, is knowledge of how necessary things - things that cannot be otherwise - work 
(mathematical equations would be an example here), and a capacity to demonstrate this knowledge. 
3 Comprehension also grasps the first principles of univerals in demonstrations, which are the reason for why it 
is that necessary things cannot be otherwise, and why necessary things are related in the way that they are 
[1143a35-b5]. Philosophic wisdom consists in a combination of knowledge strictly speaking - knowledge of the 
highest objects, eternal, necessary things - with comprehension of the first principles behind these [1141al7-19]. 
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"this is a liberal act". Comprehension grasps the first principles of each of these these through 

the other. One has comprehension of a first principle through a universal when one is able to 

abstract from particulars to comprehend the universal as necessary and unchanging. For 

example, one begins to comprehend that liberality is a virtue after seeing examples of, 

experiencing and performing liberal acts. Conversely, as C D C Reeve explains, "the 

perception of particulars is presumably nous [comprehension] ... just in so far as it is an 

awareness of a particular as instantiating a relevant universal or of the universal in the 

particular."4 So one perceives (comprehends) that this is a liberal act through an awareness of 

this being an instance of liberality. 

The truths of first principles cannot be explained in a rational account, but must be 

grasped by an individual's comprehension; this is what Aristotle means by saying they are 

"objects of comprehension not of argument". When it is of the first principles that underlie the 

objects of demonstrable knowledge, comprehension is one's (correct) appreciation simply of 

truth. But because the objects with which practical wisdom is concerned are oneself and other 

human beings as active agents in the world [114lb8-12; 30-34], one's comprehended 

appreciation of these truths has a personal value for oneself. When one comprehends the first 

principles underwriting these objects, one thus develops a personal perception of the worth of 

actions and their motives; that is, a comprehension or perception that has personal significance. 

This is the difference between comprehension of a truth theoretically, and comprehension of a 

truth practically; the latter involves a valuing of that truth as significant in one's life as a human 

being in the world. As such, it is bound to affect one's actions. Indeed, Aristotle refers to a 

particular instance of practical comprehension as "both being an opinion about a perceptible 

object, and being what determines our actions" [1147b9-10]. Aristotle holds that "the principles 

of the things that are done consist in that for the sake of which they are to be done" [1140b15-

16]. Recall that one's virtuous actions must be determined by a recognition of them as worthy 

qua virtuous in order for them to be virtuous actions - one "must choose the acts, and choose 

them for their own sakes" [1105a31-32]. We can thus see that a recognition of the worth of 

4 Reeve, C D C, p58 in "Nous of first principles in science and ethics", Practices of Reason : Aristotle's 
Nicomachean Ethics. : 56-61 
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virtuous action as an end in itself is a first principle of excellent action, and therefore something 

which must be practically comprehended. 

PART II Akrasia 

Aristotle writes that "every action must be due to one or other of seven causes : chance, 

nature, compulsion, habit, reasoning, anger, or appetite" [Rhet. 1369a5-6]. Ha&it is a cause of 

action on behalf of the irrational faculty. Deliberation to reach a choice, which can be influenced 

by arguments and teaching, is a cause of action on behalf of the rational faculty. The choice 

which is reached after a person thinks things through is what that person believes is the best 

course of action for them to take. This belief about what it is good for them to do will reflect the 

sort of things the person aims for in life - the ends for the sake of which they would choose to 

act. These ends are part of a person's general conception of eudaimonia - that is, what counts 

they have the right idea about what counts as a good life - their idea of eudaimonia will be good 

and correct, and the end towards which the action recommended by the rational faculty is 

believed to lead will be a good one. But because the (perhaps tacit) consent of the irrational 

faculty is needed for any action to take place, the action recommended by a person's rational 

faculty, and believed to be good, is not always the action they do. 

In the case of incontinent or akratic action, the irrational element of a person's soul may 

not consent to the recommendation of the rational element regarding action if it harbours 

opposing desires. As habituation influences the likely compliance of the irrational part of the 

soul, habit is thus able to accomplish things with regard to virtuous activity where arguments 

and teaching (directed toward rational deliberation) alone might have failed. This happens in the 

case of the continent or enkratic person : the irrational element of their soul has become 

sufficiently habituated to accepting the recommendation of the rational element of their soul 

concerning action that it can do this even though it harbours opposing desires. The continent 

person thus does the right action, although they do not actually act virtuously. To act virtuously 
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one needs well habituated ethical dispositions ensuring one does not harbour opposing desires, 

but rather truces pleasure in acting in accordance with reason. 

The akratic agent deliberates over action for an end their reason recommends and 

divergent action for an end their feelings recommend, and while aware that it would be better 

were the recommendation of their rational faculty authoritative, they yet assent to the 

satisfaction of their irrational desires in this particular instance. Thus although -this person has 

the correct conception of eudaimonia, and might think things through and come to the correct 

choice for action, this person is yet "carried away as a result of passion and contrary to right 

reason - a man whom passion masters so that he does not act according to right reason, but 

does not master to the extent of making him ready to believe that he ought to pursue such 

pleasures without reserve" [1151a20-23].5 So the person who acts akratically and the person 

who acts viciously are different, although their wrong action may look the same - the person 

who acts akratically does not rationally choose the action they do, and does not believe they 

ought to act in the way they did. Aristotle, comparing the two, writes that "incontinence is 

contrary to choice while vice is in accordance with choice" [1151a6], and "vice is unconscious 

of itself, incontinence is not" [1150b36]. 

One habituates an excellent character through acting as the virtuous person acts; and 

Aristotle sends a warning to those who are not engaging in such virtuous actions that "without 

doing these no one would have even a prospect of doing good" [1105bl0-ll]. Virtuous 

dispositions arise from habitually doing right actions until one begins to appreciate their worth, 

and begins acting as the virtuous person would. One expects, as a corollary of this idea, that 

that vicious dispositions might arise from habitually doing the wrong action until one begins to 

have the wrong appreciation of what is a good way of acting, and begins acting as the vicious 

person would. This is indeed what Aristotle believes. Those who are extremely akratic in acting 

- that is, who constantly act as the vicious person would - will be increasingly habituating 

5 Aristotle also writes that "[t]he incontinent man is like a city which passes all the right decrees and has good 
laws, but makes no use of them .... but the wicked man is like a city that uses its laws, but has wicked laws to 
use" [1152a20-24]. 
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dispositions to vice [l l 14al l-13]. Aristotle states explicitly that "habits are the causes through 

which these faculties [dispositions] belong to us either in a reasonable [i.e. excellent] way or 

the opposite, e.g. bravery, temperance, cowardice, intemperance" [EE 1220bl8-20]. In the 

vicious agent, it has become habitual for the desires of the irrational faculty to be authoritative 

to the point where the vicious person exercises their rational faculty mostly in instrumental 

reasoning for the satisfaction of these bad desires. This is why Aristotle maintains that "the 

cowardly ... and the foolhardy are misled by their habits ... " [my italics, EE 1229b22]. These 

bad desires thus become the wicked ends of the rational intellect, and shape the vicious agent's 

(bad and wrong) conception of eudaimonia, of what they think counts as good for them. These 

will be the wicked ends for the sake of which the wicked person plans their actions. 

Aristotle says at various points that the wicked person is beyond redemption, but the 

akratic person is curable [1150b32]. However, he implies that it is very unlikely the extremely 

~lcratic person can be rehabilitated such that they have a cha.rice of achieving virtue; "[f]or he 

who lives as passion directs will not hear argument that dissuades him, nor understand it if he 

does; and how can we persuade one in such a state to change his ways?" [1179b26-28] 

Argument, in fact, can only influence those to whom the background assumptions, or starting

points, of arguments about what is noble and just are plain. One must thus be convinced 

regarding these starting-points. Aristotle says that one who has been brought up in good habits 

"has or can easily get" these starting-points [1095b4-8]. But from the fact that the extremely 

akratic person has lost their good habits, and thus often acts wrongly, it is clear that they are 

somewhat lacking in conviction regarding the starting-points of noble and just action. Aristotle 

directs the person who neither has nor can get these starting-points to a piece of advice from 

Hesiod which suggests that if a person does not listen to and follow the counsel of one who 

speaks wisely, they are a "useless wight" [1095bl0-13; Works and Days 293-7]. But in Book 

X of the Nicomachean Ethics where he revisits the problem, he suggests that it is unlikely the 

wise person's counsel would be followed, remarking that : 
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[i]t is hard, if not impossible, to remove by argument the traits that have long since 

been incorporated in the character; and perhaps we must be content if, when all the 

influences by which we are thought to become good are present, we get some 

tincture of excellence. [1179b16-20] 

Aristotle thus doubts whether the extremely akratic person would have much of a chance of 

achieving virtue even if they were given the best possible counsel and aid. 

In his discussion of akrasia in Book VII Aristotle draws a distinction between knowing 

in the sense of having knowledge and using it, and knowing in the sense of having knowledge 

but not using it [l 146b34-35]. He notes that, in a particular situation, the akratic person, while 

having knowledge of the universal, either i) does not have knowledge of the particular or ii) 

does not use the knowledge they have of the particular. Let us imagine a situation where the 

nnivP.rirnl ii;: 'ovP.nnilnlgP.nr.P. ii;: h~il', ~nil thP. p~rtic.nfor ii;: •~nothP.r ilrink now will c.oni;:titntP. 

overindulgence (and thus be bad)'. i) is presumably the case where someone has at this point in 

time a desire for another drink symptomatic of an excessive appetite, and knows that 

'overindulgence is bad' but is not aware that having another drink now will constitute 

overindulgence. They thus have knowledge of the universal but not of the particular. Because 

they would regret their action once they realised it constituted overindulgence [1151all-14], 

they would be considered to have acted akratically rather than viciously [l 110b32]. The remedy 

for this type of akratic action would seem to be quite straightforward. Aristotle is clear that 

knowledge of particulars comes through experience [1142a14-15]. Presumably, then, such a 

person will learn through experience that their action is wrong, and will not be similarly 

ignorant of the particular the next time. 

Regarding ii), Aristotle claims that "since there are two kinds of propositions, there is 

nothing to prevent a man's having both and acting against his knowledge, provided that he is 

using only the universal and not the particular; for it is particular acts that have to be done" [my 

italics,1147a1-3]. In this case, our agent has a desire for another drink symptomatic of an 
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excessive appetite, knows that 'overindulgence is bad', and would acknowledge that 'another 

drink now will constitute overindulgence and thus be bad' if they thought about it. However, 

caught up in their present desire for another drink, they do not bother to think things through. 

Such a person who 'knows' but, through lack of deliberation, does not act on choice, 

exemplifies impetuous akrasia. We discussed this form of akrasia in relation to anger in the 

previous chapter, and the (pre-emptive) habituation appropriate to it of becoming aware of 

one's emotional responses and how they can be deceptive at first blush. This would 

presumably similarly apply to people who are prone to the impetuous form of simple akrasia 

(akrasia with regard to particular appetites). 

Aristotle in fact believes impetuous akrasia to be less grave than the third type of akrasia 

he mentions: weak-willed akrasia. The weak-willed akratic person thinks through what to do, 

realises what the right decision would be, but is overcome by their appetite through a sort of 

weakness of will and does the wrong thing. So our agent has a desire for another drink 
I 

symptomatic of an excessive appetite, and knows that 'overindulgence is bad'. He thinks 

things through, concluding that 'another drink now will constitute overindulgence and thus be 

bad'; but, facing the desire to have another drink, he is unmoved by his particular knowledge, 

and has another drink. Aristotle writes that 

those who become beside themselves [impetuous akrasia] are better than those who 

possess reason but do not abide by it [weak-willed akrasia], since the latter are 

defeated by a weaker passion, and do not act without previous deliberation like the 

others [my italics, 1151al-3] 

Moreover, he believes that impetuous akrasia is easier to cure than weak-willed akrasia 

[1152a27-28]; for once the impetuous person learns to stop and think things through they may 

be able to act in the way they know to be best.6 The weak-willed akratic person, however, has 

already thought things through, acknowledges what it would be best for them to do, and yet 

6 Although he says weak-willed akrasia is curable [1150b32], Aristotle is not forthcoming on how a cure is to 
be achieved. 
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does not do it.7 What sort of knowledge does the akratic person possess if their actions can 

thus stand unaffected by it? Aristotle says they are in a different state "admitting of the 

possibility of having knowledge in a sense and yet not having it, as in the instance of a man 

asleep, mad, or drunk." [l 147al 1-14] This suggests that, in the face of intransigent desire, the 

true opinions of the practical intellect may not count as knowledge. 

Aristotle asserts that "it is when a man believes in a certain way and the principles are 

known to him that he has knowledge, since if they are not better known to him than the 

conclusion, he will have his knowledge only incidentally" [my italics, 1139b33-35]. The 

akratic person has their 'knowledge' of the best action in the form of a conclusion whose first 

principles are not better known to them. As we come to know the first principles of ethical 

action through habituation involving correct perception, 8 the akratic person has thus not had 

sufficient correctly-habituating experience to gain the knowledge that the continent person or 

the virtuous person has . .LA.Jistotle \~lrites that "those ,vho have just begun to lea..111 can string 

together words, but do not yet know; for it has to become part of themselves, and that takes 

time; so that we must suppose that the use of language by men in an incontinent state means no 

more than its utterance by actors on a stage." [my italics, 1147a20-24] Because the akratic 

person has not yet made the first principles part of themselves through habituation, the akratic 

person's 'knowledge' of what it is right to do lacks conviction. 

Aristotle asserts that it is the akratic person's lack of conviction which allows their 

rational choice to be overcome. He puts it thus : 

the last proposition both being an opinion about a perceptible object, and being 

what determines our actions, this a man either has not when he is in the state of 

passion, or has it in the sense in which having knowledge did not mean knowing 

7 We are not dealing with a person who is unsure of the right way to act, and perhaps hesitantly believes one 
course of action might be better than another. The weak willed akratic thinks things through, acknowledges a 
particular course of action is truly the best way for them to act, and then does not act in this way. 
8 "Now of first principles we see some by induction, some by perception, some by a certain habituation, and 
others too in other ways." [1098b3-4] 
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but only talking, as a drunken man may utter the verses of Empedocles. And 

because the last term is not universal nor equally an object of knowledge with the 

universal term .... it is not what is thought to be knowledge proper that the passion 

overcomes (nor is it this that is dragged about as a result of the passion), but 

perceptual knowledge. [my italics, 1147b9-16] 

The perceptual knowledge referred to here is grasped by 'practical comprehension' -

comprehension of the first principles of the ultimate particular, of the last proposition.9 

Developing one's practical comprehension will involve learning, through experience, to value 

as true the truths one grasps; this valuing is what Aristotle refers to as 'conviction' [l 142a19]. 

The likelihood of an agent's acting akratically is in inverse proportion to the strength of their 

convictions, and these convictions, these expressions of value, are strengthened through a 

habituation which is thus essentially both cognitive and conative. Once one has strengthened 

one's perceptual knowledge through habituation it will not be able to be 'ciragged around', and 

the previously-akratic person will be able to act according to their choice. 

PART III Choice 

Aristotle's concept of choice allows that excellent, continent, and vicious actions are 

chosen, but not akratic actions, because the akratic person does not follow the opinion of their 

rational faculty.1° Virtuous, continent and vicious actions are defined as 'chosen' because the 

conative part of the soul has pursued the assertions of the rational part. In the case of the 

vicious person, their choice is not good because the desire is not right - it is for a bad end - yet 

it is embraced by their rational faculty which devises a course of action with the express 

purpose of satisfying that desire. For the continent person, the desire is right enough for a right 

choice insofar as it is able to obey the recommendation of the intellect. It is not, however, 

9 The last proposition is what a person thinks they should do in a situation. 
10 Aristotle asserts that "[w]hat affirmation and negation are in thinking, pursuit and avoidance are in desire; so 
that since moral excellence is a state concerned with choice, and choice is deliberate desire, therefore both the 
reasoning must be true and the desire right, if the choice is to be good. and the latter must pursue just what the 
former asserts" [1139a21-25]. 
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sufficient for excellent choice, which requires that the desire not be a reluctant party to the 

decision, but instead actively support and pursue with pleasure the recommendation of the 

rational part of the soul. 

Aristotle links the idea of reason controlling action underlying his concept of good 

choice with the expression of self-hood; 11 

a man is said to have or not to have self-control according as his intellect has or has 

not the control, on the assumption that this is the man himself; and things men have 

done from reason are thought most properly their own acts and voluntary acts. That 

this is the man himself, then, or is so more than anything else, is plain [1168b34-

1169a2]. 

Having the rational part of one's soul controlling one's choices and actions thus ,listinctively 

exemplifies actions as one's own. Moreover, Aristotle identifies reason as the principal feature 

differentiating us from other animals, and thus the use of reason in action as a distinctive 

characteristic of human agency [1098a7-8; 1166a14-17]. 

Given that Aristotle says the akratic person does not rationally choose their akratic 

actions, and that he links a person's self so closely with actions issuing from the 

recommendations of the rational intellect, one might question the extent to which a person's 

akratic actions can be seen as belonging to them, as their own actions. The worry here is that if 

a person's akratic actions are thought not to belong to them, it is difficult to see how they could 

be responsible for those actions. However, although actions proceeding ·from reason 

distinguish humans from other animals in general, humans are still animals, and the irrational 

aspect of the human soul is as much a part of the human animal as the rational aspect. Aristotle, 

at the beginning of a discussion on voluntary and involuntary action in Book III of the 

N.icomachean Ethics, notes that "the irrational passions are thought not less human than reason 

11 I owe this idea to Alfred Mele's article "Aristotle on Akrasia, Eudainwnia and Action", in Aristotle's Ethics: 
Critical Essays, Nancy Sherman (ed.), Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., Lanham, Maryland: 195 
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is, and therefore also the actions which proceed from anger or appetite are the man's actions." 

[1111 bl-3] Actions proceed, as it were, with input from both the rational and irrational 

elements of a person's soul. In cases of akratic action, the irrational part of the person's soul, 

in which dispositions to action are habituated over time to form the person's character, is able 

to override the recommendations of the rational part. Aristotle declares that 

it is activities exercised on particular objects that make the corresponding character . 

... Now not to know that it is from the exercise of activities on particular objects 

that states of character are produced is the mark of a thoroughly senseless person. 

[1114a6-10] 

Aristotle thus argues that the akratic person is responsible for their weak resolve through 

having failed to strengthen it over time - through allowing weak dispositions unsupportive of 

the rational faculty's recommendation regarding action to develop. The akratic person is thereby 

responsible for any bad actions issuing from this lack of resolve, no matter that these actions 

are merely voluntary rather than rationally chosen [1114a3-6, 1114b30-l 115a2]. 

Unlike the akratic person, the virtuous person's actions ensue from excellent choices, 

choices which are the culmination of excellent deliberation. Since one develops a good 

character through acting in the way the virtuous person acts, it will be useful to sketch an 

outline of excellence in deliberation. Aristotle says that "[ w ]e deliberate not about ends but 

about what contributes to ends" [1112b12]. Ends are things that are assumed to be good in 

themselves, and they are things for the sake of which other things are chosen - happiness, or 

good action [l 139b3-4], for example. No one deliberates about whether or not they want to be 

happy, but about how to act so as to achieve something they want, and whether this action (and 

perhaps their want) would help achieve their happiness. Aristotle defines deliberation as 

"correctness of thinking" [l 142b13]. It is a process involving inquiry and calculation intended 

to result in a conclusion which will hopefully serve as a choice to act in a particular way. Any 

deliberation can be called "correct" insofar as it provides someone with knowledge of how to 
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achieve a course of action [ 1142b 18-19]; but excellence in deliberation requires a certain kind 

of correct result: "that which tends to attain what is good" [1142b23]. Moreover, this good 

result must not be arrived at accidentally,12 but must follow as a result of one's sound 

deliberative inquiry, and be achieved within a reasonable timeframe [1142b27-28]. 

Aristotle further distinguishes two senses in which one can deliberate excellently : in a 

particular sense, and in an unqualified sense; and the practically wise person is expected to be 

able to do both [1141b21-22]. The former is success in relation to what conduces to a particular 

end; for example, choosing a wonderful and well received gift for a friend. The latter is success 

relative to what conduces to that which is the end in an unqualified sense: "the best for man of 

things attainable by action" [1141 b 14] .13 Eudaimonia is the best of things for human beings 

[1097a30-36], and insofar as it is attainable by action, it is only attainable by virtuous action. 

Aristotle writes that "[i]f, then, it is characteristic of men of practical wisdom to have 

deliberated well, excellence in deliberation will be correctness with regard to what conduces to 

the end of which practical wisdom is the true apprehension" [l 142b32-35]. Practical wisdom is 

thus the true apprehension of eudaimonia, and excellence in deliberation will thus involve 

correctly choosing what conduces to this - that is, c01Tectly choosing the virtuous thing to do. 

Cleverness is the only faculty of the rational intellect whose skilful use does not depend 

on a true apprehension of the human good.14 Cleverness is purely instrumental, or means-end, 

12 For example, if one were to reach a good conclusion through having wrongly used a false premiss in one's 
reasoning. 
13 Perhaps giving a wonderful and well received gift to a friend who is a good person, thereby contributing to 
your (and their) flourishing by fruthering the good friendship you both share. 
14 Understanding and judgement are also intellectual excellences, connected with comprehension and practical 
wisdom througli-their mutual dealings with particulars [1143a27-31]. Understanding is exercised upon "what 
someone else says about matters with which practical wisdom is concerned" [1143a14-15]. Aristotle says its 
activity is distinguished from the typical activity of practical wisdom insofar as understanding assesses, but does 
not pronounce on, a situation. It thus involves the ability to correctly appreciate and evaluate another's point of 
view of a paiticular situation. Judgement is correct discrimination of what is equitable. As part of this Aristotle 
mentions a correct understanding of the situation, including an appropriate awareness of mitigating factors 
("forgiveness about certain facts" [1143a22]). Judgement thus seems to be the ability to take one's understanding 
of various people's competing points of view on a situation and weigh the relevant information with a 
sensitivity to the individuals involved. Having judgement and understanding is to have the most correct and 
profound ways of viewing existing situations involving people [1143a14-16; 30-31]. Aristotle assumes that if a 
person's view of such a situation really is correct and profound, they would not, and would not want to, use it 
for bad purposes [1143a10-1 l]. This is because having a profound and correct view of a situation involving 
people presupposes one has a tme apprehension of the end of human action, the apprehension of the practically 
wise person [1143a25-35]. 
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reasoning; and "if the mark be noble," Aristotle writes, "the cleverness is laudable, but if the 

mark be bad, the cleverness is mere villainy; hence we call clever both men of practical wisdom 

and villains" [l 144a25-28]. Aristotle asserts that practical wisdom does not exist without the 

faculty of cleverness [1144a28] - of course, for we need to be able to accurately assess the 

likelihood of success of any means we might select to achieve our end. But in deliberating to 

choose an excellent action, the person of practical wisdom evaluates, not just for viability but 

also for goodness, any candidate courses of action constituting the means; and the acceptability 

of any candidate course of action does not stand unaffected by these considerations.15 This is 

another way of saying that the means themselves must be seen as parts of a whole action 

comprising means-and-end; what the end actually is is in part realised by the means that realise 

that end. The goodness of the means thus has a bearing on the goodness of the end, and the 

person of practical wisdom chooses an end through the means to it. 

Aristotle asserts that, with regard to choice, "excellence makes the aim right, and 

practical wisdom the things leading to it" [l l 44a8-9]. The first part of this is a claim concerning 

well habituated virtuous dispositions : that these ethical excellences ensure that, in any given 

situation, the agent will be appropriately affected by what is significant and be disposed to 

deliberate and choose with the fundamental purpose of doing whatever is right in that situation. 

Aristotle asserts that inferences regarding what is to be done involve a practical first principle, a 

starting-point [1144a31]; and this is only evident to someone who has well habituated ethical 

dispositions to excellence. While these make the aim right, it is practical wisdom which makes 

right the things leading to it (to the expression of this good aim). Practical wisdom deals with a 

subset of particulars - namely, "all things that have to be done" [1143a32-33]. The practically 

wise person knows what is good for themselves, and what sorts of things conduce to the good 

life for themselves and others. On the basis of this they will correctly assess what needs to be 

15 I owe this point to Sarah Broadie: "the selection or rejection of means at each stage [of deliberation] 
represents both sides of that division , integrating (1) a factual picture (due to intelligence) of a possible course 
of action with (2) an evaluation ( due to moral character) of O as an end worth or not worth pursuing under the 
conditions and with the results implied by pursuing it through M. Since 'worth pursuing' here means 'worth 
pursuing given the cost', (2) is a comparative judgment. Tiris judgment could go one way or the other, and 
which way it goes is a matter of character." - Ethics With Aristotle, Oxford University l'ress, New York, 1991 : 
246 
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done in a given situation, and they will choose a particular course of action, which is that which 

ought to be done. 

Aristotle asserts that "the choice will not be right without practical wisdom any more 

than without excellence; for the one determines the end and the other makes us do the things 

that lead to the end" [l 145a4-6]. Because of our well habituated ethical dispositions, we aim at 

good action; practical wisdom determines (in the sense of 'decides' or 'makes determinate') this 

end through deliberating and specifying an excellent course of action. Our well habituated 

ethical dispositions ensure we properly value this excellent course of action, and thus "make 

us" set out and follow through to achieve this particular instantiation of the ideal of good action 

at which we habitually aim. Practical wisdom is thus an "eye of the soul" which requires well 

habituated dispositions to excellence in order to see aright; and these dispositions in tum require 

the insight of practical wisdom in order to qualify as complete ethical excellences. This is the 

basis for Aristotle's claim that in acquiring practical wisdom one thereby has all the ethical 

excellences. 

PART IV Developing practical wisdom 

Aristotle states that : 

while young men become geometricians and mathematicians and wise in matters 

like these, it is thought that a young man of practical wisdom cannot be found. The 

causE} ~s that such wisdom is concerned not only with universals but with 

particulars, which become familiar from experience, but a young man~ has no 

experience, for it is a length of time that gives experience; indeed one might ask this 

question too, why a boy may become a mathematician, but not a wise man or a 

natural scientist. Is it because the objects of mathematics exist by abstraction, while 

the first principles of these other subjects come from experience, and because 

young men have no conviction about the latter but merely use the proper language, 

68 



while the essence of mathematical objects is plain enough to them? [my italics, 

1142al 1-20] 

The abstract objects of theoretical knowledge are dealt with through deduction; the first 

principles of these are grasped inductively by comprehension (nous). But the domain of 

practical wisdom involves particulars as well as universals. These particulars (qua particular) 

cannot be dealt with deductively, because they belong to particular situations, but must rather 

be experienced. 

To develop practical wisdom, one's experience of a situation must be correct- one must 

correctly see what is important or significant in a situation, what needs to be acted on. This is 

why good principles (or correct first principles) regarding action in particular situations are 

grasped inductively through a practical comprehension which Aristotle also refers to as a form 

of perception [l 143b5-6]. Developing practical comprehension is learning to see correctly the 

facts of a situation, because, says Aristotle, "the facts are the starting-point"[l095b6]. One gets 

starting-points through being brought up in good habits;16 that is, being guided to experience 

situations correctly, and respond appropriately, until one can do this oneself. It is thus through 

good habituation that a person comes to have convictions regarding the first principles of the 

particulars practical wisdom deals with. Aristotle draws parallels between the state of the young 

person and that of the akratic person insofar as they have not yet made the good principles of 

action grasped in practical comprehension - the good starting-points - part of themselves 

through habituation.17 In the later period of youth and in adulthood, a person habituates 

virtuous dispositions and begins to develop practical wisdom by correctly perceiving the facts 

16 "while we must begin with what is familiar, things are so in two ways - some to us, some without 
qualification. Presumably, then, we must begin with things familiar to us. Hence any one who is to listen 
intelligently to lectures about what is noble and just and, generally, about the subjects of political science must 
have been brought up in good habits." [1095b1-5] 
17 Of course, we would not reprove the young person for this in the same way we would the akratic person, 
because the young person's unfamiliarity with the first principles is due to a lack of experience for which they 
cannot be held accountable; for they have not had the time, and therefore not had the opportunity, in which to 
gain this experience. However, we do implicitly recognise something like a juvenile akrasia when we reprove 
children for an action by saying "you're old enough to know better"; or "you should know better than to do 
something like that" 
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of a situation, and deliberating to choose, and then performing, the right action.18 Having thus 

made the first principles of action part of themselves through good habituation, this person will 

not be laid low by the phenomenon of akrasia. 

Practical wisdom is an intellectual excellence, and Aristotle declares that "intellectual 

excellence in the main owes its birth and its growth to teaching (for which reason it requires 

experience and time)" [1103a14-16]. Unfortunately, he does not expand on this in-the EN, and 

offers little by way of example for how intellectual excellence is taught. But it seems clear that 

while formal teaching situations may be fine for the kinds of knowledge of universal things that 

can be taught through theoretical demonstrations, they will not be adequate for the learning 

needed for practical wisdom, which requires knowledge of particulars. This is not to say that 

formal teaching will be of no help, just that it will not suffice. For instruction regarding 

practical wisdom, Aristotle rather recommends that we "attend to the undemonstrated sayings 

and opinions of experienced people or of people of practical wisdom not less than to 

demonstrations; for because experience has given them an eye they see right." [1143bll-14] Of 

course, as valuable as these pieces of advice are, there is no substitute for a person's own 

experience.19 Because practical wisdom and complete ethical excellence are co-requisite and 

thus entail each other, I imagine the experience the young adult needs for the development of 

practical wisdom must be in a large part co-extensive with the experience needed for fully 

developing the well-habituated dispositions required for ethical excellence. In this case, the 

young adult will need experience of situations where they should (be disposed to and) display 

courage, temperance, liberality, magnificence, magnanimity, moderate ambition, good temper, 

a goodnatured disposition,20 truthfulness, tactfulness and ready wit,21 and justice. 

18 CDC Reeve (op cit.: 60/1) contends that "habituation involves more, not less, than induction", and this is 
surely right. Induction is involved in correctly perceiving a situation, and in the deliberation process - Aristotle 
formally represents the induction involved in the deliberation process with his examples of practical syllogism 
[1147al-1147b5]. But habituation further involves the performing of the action, and its effects on one, both 
internal (the habituating effect) and external (the results of the action). 
l9 see 1144b26-28 in response to 1143b28-33 
20 This is my rendering of the social virtue whose vices are obsequiouness and churlishness, and which Aristotle 
leaves nameless. 
21 Aristotle does not require of the virtuous person that they be a storehouse of jokes, just they they appreciate 
refined and intelligent amusement [1128a5-10] 
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One can easily imagine that a young person could have had experience of most of the 

situations requiring the different excellences during their youth, and have begun to develop 

good dispositions in regard to these. But this is not possible for two of the virtues : 

magnanimity and magnificence. In order to be magnanimous, one must be a person of great 

worth, and must have a correct estimate of one's worth; magnanimity presupposes one is well

habituated with regard to all the other character virtues [l 124al-5]. The virtue of magnificence 

exercises a control over resources usually not available to adolescents and a standing within the 

community which adolescents have not yet acquired. Moreover, both magnanimity and 

magnificence involve a political awareness of the public good and one's social responsibilities 

which requires experience and maturity.22 While habituation for dispositions to the other 

virtues may begin early, habituation toward dispositions for these two cannot really even begin 

until adulthood. As both are required, as excellences of character, for practical wisdom, and 

thus for complete virtue, this means that the development of practical wisdom - indeed, ethical 

development in general - W1Jl contLrme well into maturity. 

22 Concerning political awareness (although he is not here talking specifically about magnificence or 
magnanimity), Aristotle writes that "a young man is not a proper hearer of lectures on political science; for he is 
inexperienced in the actions that occur in life, but its discussion start from these and are about these" [1095a2-4] 
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Chapter Five Mature ethical development - the most virtuous person 

The need for excellences of character such as courage, justice, liberality and temperance 

in order to be practically wise and thus to be fully virtuous is relatively uncontroversial - we 

would probably all agree that the virtuous person will need these qualities. But there is some 

dispute ~egarding Aristotle's position on the necessity for virtue of two ethical excellences 

developed in maturity - magnificence and magnanimity. Magnificence involves spending well 

on honourable things with (the benefit of) the public in mind. Magnanimity requires the 

complete habituation of dispositions to all the other virtues, which is reflected in Aristotle's 

portrayal of the magnanimous person as greatly worthy with a correct appreciation of their great 

worth. The magnanimous person represents a man who is supposed to have reached the 

highest achievement of ethical development; but, for all this, there are some prima f acie 

disagreeable aspects to Aristotle's portrayal of this paragon of virtue. 

In Part I of this chapter, I will suggest that, as a disposition, magnificence is a kind of 

socially-tuned aesthetic sensibility, and that Aristotle saw this as a quality the practically wise 

person in his society should have. I note, speculatively, that his ideas of what sort of life 

counts as eudaimon could be thought to offer some practical reasons for this. Magnificent acts 

require a certain level of material goods, and I argue that access to this level of goods is thus 

required in order for a person to habituate the virtue of magnificence and be ethically excellent; 

and moreover, that this requirement is not unreasonable as it might first appear. I begin Part II 

with an outline of the virtue of magnanimity, after which I suggest that Aristotle's mention of a 

person who correctly estimates their worth, but is not yet greatly worthy, could be seen as a 

recognition of an intermediate stage in the habituation necessary for magnanimity. There are 

some seemingly unpleasant aspects to Aristotle's depiction of the magnanimous man. I suggest 

that some of these can be mitigated through generous-minded interpretation - yet a suspicion 

that the magnanimous person is unpleasantly self-absorbed remains. However, I argue, 

Aristotle's discussion of why the virtuous person should love and care for their own self most 

can largely dispel concerns regarding this. Whether 'the virtuous person' and 'the 
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magnanimous person' are co-referential is the matter of some argument among those interested 

in Aristotle's ethical theory.1 In the hope of contributing to this discussion, I will critique and 

dispute Stephen A White's recent claim that one can be virtuous without magnanimity, arguing 

that magnanimity is required for virtue, and, against White, that being a good or virtuous 

person is not an achievement which is surpassed by being a magnanimous person. I shall 

conclude in Part III by looking at the value of friendship to the virtuous person, and suggest 

that the good (magnanimous) person with good friends represents the pinnacle-of Aristotelian 

ethical development. 

PART I Magnificence 

Magnificence is an excellence concerned with wealth; it is "fitting expenditure involving 

largeness of scale" [l 122a23]. As the only thing that seems to really differentiate it from 

liberality is its scale [ 1107b 17-19], one might wonder at its inclusion as a sepa..rate virtue; but 

this scale calls for a different kind of response. Magnificence is an excellence of the irrational 

part of the soul which has both a moral and an aesthetic aspect, and it is the aesthetic element 

that Aristotle more strongly emphasises. He writes that the magnificent man "is like an artist; 

for he can see what is fitting and spend large sums tastefully" [1122a34-1122bl]. The moral 

quality comes in the choice of objects, for while magnificence is not typically expenditure on 

general welfare for the public - that is the particular business of the statesman - it does involve 

expenditure on things that are honourable and benefit the city. Aristotle gives as examples 

things connected with religious worship, events at art festivals and the fitting out of a warship. 

Things such a_s these are "the proper objects of public-spirited ambition" [l 122b20-22]; 

magnificent expenditure on them is thus going to make the city look good and benefit its 

citiz.ens. The magnificent man is further expected to benefit the public in his private spending : 

1 see, for example, the discussion engaged in by: IRWIN, Terence H, "Disunity in the Aristotelian Virtues": 
61-78; and KRAUT, Richard, "Comments on 'Disunity in the Aristotelian Virtues'", (IRWIN, 1): 79-86 in the 
Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy, supplementary volume, 1988, Clarendon Press, Oxford 
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Of private occasions of expenditure the most suitable are those that take place once 

for all, e.g. a wedding or anything of the kind, or anything that interests the whole 

city or the people of position in it, and also the receiving of foreign guests and the 

sending of them on their way, and gifts and countergifts; for the magnificent man 

spends not on himself but on public objects ... [1122b35-l 123a5] 

A moral concern is also required in the motivation behind the magnificent action; a 

man's action is not magnificent if he is acting "not for the sake of the noble but to show off his 

wealth" [l 123a25]. A man's action is also not magnificent if it is inappropriate to his personal 

circumstances. A poor man who bankrupted himself to fit out a warship would not be 

magnificent but foolish, "since he spends beyond what can be expected of him and what is 

proper" [l 122b28-29]. Magnificence thus involves (primarily) appropriate expenditure on areas 

of the public good that strengthen the city's image and benefit its citizens in two ways : it 

should be exemplary ... an example of an excellent citizen's public-spLrited action; a..lld the 

resulting magnificent event itself should be great and beautiful such that contemplation of it 

arouses admiration [1122b16-17]. 

If it is the case that all the virtues of character or ethical excellences are required for 

practical wisdom, and magnificence is an ethical excellence, then magnificence must be 

required for practical wisdom.2 Aristotle, in his comments on the life and happiness connected 

with moral excellence and practical wisdom (as opposed to that connected with contemplative 

wisdom) assumes this life is that of the statesman [l 178a20-28]; and he elsewhere mentions 

Pericles, a great statesman, as an archetypical example of a practically wise person [1140b7-

2 Aristotle says at one point that "the magnificent man is liberal, but the liberal man is not necessarily 
magnificent" [1122a29-30]. I do not see this as a denial of the reciprocity of the virtues (i.e. as suggesting that a 
person could have the excellence of liberality without also having the excellence of magnificence). I take this as 
meaning that any act by a particular person that qualifies as magnificent is also liberal, insofar as it is an 
appropriate use of wealth by that person; but a liberal act by this person need not qualify as magnificent - for 
example, if it does not involve largeness of scale. (Aristotle is, in fact, distinguishing magnificent actions from 
liberal actions in terms of their scale immediately prior to this in this passage). In defence of my interpretation, I 
point to passage 1178a28-34 in Book X, where Aristotle speaks of "the liberal man", "the just man", "the brave 
man" and "the temperate man", using this way of speaking to distinguish a person doing a particular virtuous act 
(liberal or just, etc.), without thereby intending it to be assumed that the person acting has e.g., the virtue of 
liberality but not the other virtues, or the virtue of justice but not the other virtues. 
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11 ]. However, he also notes that "practical wisdom also is identified especially with that form 

of it which is concerned with a man himself'' [1141b30-31]. So let us not assume that the 

practically wise person will have to be a career politician with extensive sway over other 

people's lives, but rather politically aware and active in the sense of being a private individual 

involved in their society, and sometimes acting, as a private individual, toward society at large. 

The practically wise person will thus need personal experience of acting toward human beings 
~ 

as individuals and noting their reactions toward themselves, and acting toward wider society, 

and noting its reaction toward themselves. Aristotle is quite clear that engaging in actions 

towards other people requires using money, and that engaging in them well requires using 

money appropriately3• Liberality is the virtue concerned with using (small amounts of) money 

appropriately in actions toward human beings as individuals, and magnificence is the virtue 

concerned with using (larger amounts of) money appropriately toward human beings in general 

(society at large). If someone does not have control over enough money to engage in these 

actions they cannot gain the experience necessary for practical \visdom. Thus if practical 

wisdom is required in order for one to fully possess any ethical excellence, then magnificence 

will be required for one to fully possess any ethical excellence. 

Terence Irwin notes that a person who seemed otherwise liberal might be unsuccessful 

when faced with a situation requiring a magnificent response.4 He argues that "the assumption 

that the large-scale virtues [magnificence and magnanimity] are genuine and distinct virtues 

relies on the demand for success" [p75]. He does not discuss whether Aristotle has any reason 

which might justify such a demand for success. Certainly, none is made explicit by Aristotle, 

nor is any really implied (except perhaps a hint that there is a social expectation that the virtuous 

person would be magnificent [EE 1232a29-31]). However, I believe Aristotle's conception of 

eudaimonia, happiness or flourishing, the highest good for a human being, might be seen to 

provide such a reason. We know that virtue (virtuous action) is a constituent part of 

eudaimonia. If this is the case, and if one needs all of the virtues in order to be virtuous, and if 

3 We have already mentioned that Aristotle notes one needs money for magnificence [1122b28-29]; he also notes 
this with regard to liberality and justice [1178a29-31]. 
4 TH Irwin, p66, "Disunity in the Aristotelian Virtues", Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy, supplementary 
volume, 1988, Clarendon Press, Oxford: 61-78 
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one needs to do the actions of a particular virtue in order to gain that particular virtue, and 

magnificence is one of these particular virtues, then one needs to do magnificent actions in 

order to have a chance at gaining eudaimonia. There are two types of lives that Aristotle 

believes could fulfil the requirements for ev.daimonia - the philosophical and the political. For 

the former, one will need enough money that one can spend a considerable amount of one's 

time at leisure to do philosophy, and still have money to spend on friends. If one opts for a 

political life, the life of a statesman, ome must entertain visiting dignitaries, and one will be 

expected to maintain a public profile. Each of these lifestyles presupposes access to a 

reasonable amount of funds, and probably enough that it is appropriate for one to be subject to 

the demands of magnificence. 

One might object that the difference in knowledge required for magnificent action is not 

sufficient to distinguish magnificence from liberality as a separate excellence of character. An 

excellence of character is an ethical disposition, a__n excellence of the irrational part of the soul 

(ethos) able to be learned through habituation (ethismos). If, with a well-habituated disposition 

to liberality and some money, all that was needed for magnificence were some cultural 

guidelines on how to present things nicely, then magnificence would surely not differ from 

liberality qua virtue of character. So how is magnificence an ethical excellence - what 

distinguishes it as a disposition? The magnificent person must choose appropriate causes or 

events to spend their money on, and act out of a concern for what is noble, rather than for 

displaying their wealth. Aristotle does not represent the former as difficult or requiring 

dispositional habituation. He notes various socially recognised and seemingly easily identifiable 

worthy causes one could finance, such as equipping a warship, or outfitting a chorus in a 

play.5 And given that acting out of a concern for what is noble is basic to all the particular 

dispositions to the various virtues, it might seem that the essence of magnificence is merely 

knowing that one must not show off one's wealth. 6 But learning this fact does not count as 

5 Aristotle does not mention the magnificent person deliberating about which cause is most worthy; presumably 
this does happen, yet clearly he does not see it as a particularly characteristic or important aspect of 
magnificence. 
6 Moreover, Aristotle downplays any specifically moral aspect to magnificence when he says that there are 
vices associated with magnificence, but they are not disgraceful [1123a31]. 
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habituation, nor does knowing this fact count as a disposition (this is propositional rather than 

dispositional knowledge). 

To look at what distinguishes magnificence from liberality, we should look at what 

Aristotle sees as definitive of magnificence, and see how this differs from liberality. Aristotle 

focusses on the production of an aesthetically and socially pleasing result for one's elected 

action as definitive of magnificence. I would thus suggest that the habituation of a disposition 

to magnificence involves the development of a socially-tuned aesthetic sensibility. The 

magnificent person will take pleasure in manifesting this aesthetic sensibility regarding their 

expenditure directed toward wider society.7 An aesthetic sense is more important with regard to 

magnificent actions than liberal actions, because magnificent actions are public actions, in the 

sense that they directly impact on society at large and present the agent to society. Wider society 

gets a chance to view a person only through those actions they do which impact widely. The 

considered inflated in other (more personal) situations - situations where liberality is 

appropriate. If the virtuous person is to be the pillar of the community or social exemplar 

Aristotle says they are, then it is appropriate that they are viewed as all-round outstanding 

citizens, and thus appropriate for them to perform, and enjoy performing, magnificent actions. 

Considering that the practical wisdom needed for excellence requires that one be well

habituated with regard to all the virtues, it seems reasonable to ask whether one might be cut off 

from achieving excellence through being financially unable to acquire the habituation for 

magnificence. Aristotle makes it clear that one must have appropriate access to the means 

required to be magnificent; that is, one must have earned or inherited or can gain from friends 

reasonably large sums of money which can be directed at magnificent spending without 

incurring undue hardship. But perhaps a student can begin to habituate magnificence if she 

spends her time with virtuous people and observes and participates in their deliberations when 

7 "The niggardly man on the other hand will fall short in everything, and after spending the greatest sums will 
spoil the beauty of the result for a trifle, and whatever he is doing he will hesitate and consider how he may 
spend least, and lament even that, and think he is doing everything on a bigger scale than he ought." [my italics, 
1123a27-30] 
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they organise a magnificent action, and moreover aids in its implementation. Of course, the 

student cannot fully develop a disposition to magnificence without practising it herself, and so 

will one day need access to reasonable resources in order to be fully magnificent. This does not 

require, however, that one must be exceedingly wealthy; Aristotle holds that "we can do noble 

acts without ruling earth and sea; for even with moderate advantages one can act excellently" 

[1179a4-5]. But someone with no advantages - a pauper - could not be magnificent, nor could 

someone with only small advantages, e.g. secure access to all the basic necessities but little 

disposable income left over. With moderate advantages, therefore, one must presumably have 

access to sufficient disposable income to perform a magnificent action without degrading one's 

lifestyle to the point that one is unable to be liberal or just in the short term, and unable to be 

magnificent again in the medium term, or if circumstances require. Considering that Aristotle 

explicitly allows one may acquire resources from friends (connections) to do a magnificent act 

[l 122b31], magnificence would presumably be within reach of most people in a society. 

The phronimos, or person of practical wisdom, will probably spend much of their life 

in a city-state in which they are expected, qua citizen, to participate for the public good; 

moreover, qua virtuous person, they are expected to participate in an exemplary fashion. The 

virtue of magnificence is thus required to ensure the virtuous person appropriately represents to 

the populace a good image of the city in himself as a pillar of society and civic supporter, and in 

his magnificent actions. 

PART II Magnanimity 

While some virtues can begin to be developed from an early age and somewhat 

independently of each other (one probably will be better habituated with regard to one 

excellence than another at some points in time), the virtue of magnanimity8 requires well-

8 In his chapter "Honor and Dignity", from his book Sovereign Virtue : Aristotle on the relation between 
hawiness and prosperity, IV. III, Stanford University Press, California, 1992: 247-71 , Stephen A White 
argues that megalopsuchia is the virtue that makes one worthy of, able to do, and willing to do great actions. He 
uses the term 'dignity' to translate megalopsuchia, claiming that "the latinate 'magnanimous' is too narrow and 
too passive in its current sense ('generous', 'forgiving')." (footnote, p250) To my mind, 'dignity' evokes only 
the first of the three qualities he mentions, whereas 'magnanimous' gets across the sense of greatness, of secure 
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habituated dispositions to all the other ethical excellences; "[it] seems to be a sort of crown of 

the excellences; for it makes them greater, and it is not found without them" [1124al-3]. This is 

because magnanimity is a disposition involving a true sense of one's great worth as a person of 

noble and virtuous character, giving one a feel for how both oneself and others ought to behave 

to demonstrate and honour excellence. The magnanimous man is excellent, and takes proper 

pleasure in his excellence. He deserves great things because he is great; that is, he always does 

excellent deeds. "Desert is relative to external goods" [1123bl7-18] accordintto.Aristotle, so 

the magnanimous man will then deserve the greatest of external goods - that which "is the prize 

appointed for the noblest deeds" [l 123b19-20] - honour. However, he will rejoice only in 

honour given him qua virtuous person, qua doer of excellent deeds. This can only be given by 

people who recognise and value that which is truly great - that is, by good people who honour 

excellence. Aristotle writes, of the magnanimous man, that "at honours that are great and 

conferred by good men he will be moderately pleased .... but honour from casual people and 

on tdfling grounds he will utterly despise" [1124a6-10]. 

The magnanimous man believes that only that which is truly good is worthy of honour, 

no matter what other things may be honoured in society. Recall what Aristotle says of young 

men "accepting the rules of society in which they have been trained, and not yet believing in 

any other standard of honour" [Rhet. 1389a29-30], and contrast that with his description of the 

magnanimous man, of whom "it is characteristic ... not to aim at the things commonly held in 

honour" [1124b23]. Young people have a heightened awareness, whenever they act, of how 

they are regarded by their peers or other social authorities, but the magnanimous man, in 

acting, "must care more for truth than what people will think" [l 124b28-29]. Aristotle 

emphasises that the magnanimous person has a correct perception of the worth of things 

[l 124b5]. He writes that "magnanimity seems to accompany all the excellences. For to 

distinguish correctly great goods from small is laudable." [EE 1232a32-33] The greatest of 

self-confidence, of willingness to give much of oneself (and implying that one is well in a position to come 
through and give). Hence I choose to use the terms 'magnanimity' and 'magnanimous'. (In Ross's translation of 
the Nicomachean Ethics (revised by J O Urmson), megalopsuchia is translated "pride"). 
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goods is excellence [1169all], and excellence alone is highly valued by the magnanimous man; 

anything else is of comparatively minor value [1124a16-20]. 

It is obvious that in order to have a true sense of one's great worth, one already has to 

be a person of great worth. This is why a magnanimous disposition does not arise without all 

the other virtues, why it is an excellence developed in maturity, and why Stephen A White 

characterises it as sovereign virtue.9 After noting Aristotle characterises virtue as involving the 

capacity to confer great benefits,10 White persuasively argues that it is important the reason and 

self-estimation of the magnanimous man is true and correct principally so that he is both willing 

and able to do great acts of beneficence. Of the two vices opposed to magnanimity, vanity is the 

state where a person thinks themselves worthy when they are not; they are thus willing but not 

able to do great acts. Meekness is the state where a person does not think they are worthy when 

they are; they are thus able but not willing to do great acts. Of course, there are people whose 

worth is not great and who are not deceived in tMs. In the Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle refers 

to such a person as "temperate" [1123b5]. Clearly he is using this term loosely, and not 

intending us to suppose that this person has temperance in the sense of what Aristotle discusses 

as the virtue concerned with bodily pleasures. Considering his suggestion in Book VI that 

temperance preserves the correctness of one's assessment of a thing's goodness or badness 

[1140bll-19],11 perhaps when he uses "temperance" here he is thinking of this person's 

correct assessment of their own goodness or badness. In the Eudemian Ethics Aristotle writes : 

to be worthy and think oneself worthy of small goods might seem opposite to 

being worthy and thinking oneself worthy of great ones. But such a man is not 

opposite to the magnanimous man ... (his habit being what reason directs) ... He 

might become magnanimous, for of whatever he is worthy of he will think himself 

worthy [my italics, EE 1233a19-25] 

9 ibid, p268 
10 "Excellence is, according to the usual view, a faculty of providing and preserving things; or a faculty of 
conferring many great benefits ... " [Rhet. 1365b36-37] 
11 He also says that temperance preserves practical wisdom [1140bll-12] 
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Aristotle thus seems to indicate this non-vicious, non self-deceptive perception of oneself as not 

great might be an intermediate stage; perhaps the advancing student of virtue might be an 

example of someone who is thus "temperate". 

How does one become magnanimous? As an ethical virtue, magnanimity is a habituated 

disposition. One presumably develops it by vesting one's interest in being and doing what is 

excellent and great, and this would involve learning to discern what is worthy. Aristotle 

remarks that 

in reality, power and all other goods are precious and worthy of pursuit only if they 

are truly great, so that there is no excellence without greatness; therefore every 

excellence, as we have said, makes a man magnanimous in regard to the object 

with which that excellence is concerned. But there is still a single excellence, 

magna.riirPity, alongside of t.lJ.e other excellences, and he who has this must be 

called in a special sense magnanimous. [EE 1232b21-26] 

Doing what is excellent in any situation often requires the exercise of one or more of the 

virtues. Part of the habituation for magnanimity, then, would seem to involve developing a 

disposition to support the ongoing habituation, securing and practice of one's other virtuous 

dispositions, which in turn would increase one's self-worth as one recognised the worth of 

one's activities. Part of the reason the magnanimous man is able and willing to do great acts 

comes from the expression of his all-embracing, sovereign concern for virtue in a self

habituation aimed at securing strong dispositions from which he is staunch and always willing 

and able to do excellent acts. The magnanimous man would thus be a standard of excellence in 

habituating virtuous dispositions. It must be the complete self-reflective habituation of the 
I 

magnanimous person that Aristotle has in mind when he writes, with regard to excellence of 

character, that we "are made perfect by habit" [1103a25]. 
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If the magnanimous man is meant to be a model of perfection, it is somewhat worrying 

that there ·are aspects of Aristotle's portrait of him that seemprimafacie downright unpleasant. 

Aristotle states that the magnanimous man will "hold back except where great honour as a great 

result is at stake and to be a man of few deeds, but of great and notable ones." [1124b23-6].12 

This makes the magnanimous man sound like an otherwise lazy gloryhog with an eye for the 

main chance. But Aristotle notes that the magnanimous man has a true perception of the worth 

of things, and thinks only truly great things great [1125a9-l l]; and that consequently, he does 

not value many of the things commonly held in honour. He will thus not be chasing after 

everything which is accorded honour by others, but only that which is truly great; and Aristotle 

indicates that such things are few [l 124a19, 1124b7]. Moreover, the magnanimous man will 

not aim at "the things in which others excel" [1124b24]; that is, he will not risk being a jack of 

all trades and master of none. Nor will he try to steal someone's limelight; in a circumstance 

requiring a particular skill, he will leave it to an expert to act if he be not the expert in the 

particular skill required. Aristotle writes that "[t]his is most apparent in the case of we::ilth and 

rule. Now the good man will resign these to another, not on the ground that it does not become 

him in the highest degree to have them, but if he sees that another will be able to make more use 

of these than he" [MM 1212a35-38]. 

men 

Another aspect of Aristotle's description that rankles is his comment that magnanimous 

seem also to remember any service they have done, but not those they have 

received (for he who receives a service is inferior to him who has done it, but the 

proud man wishes to be superior), and to hear of the former with pleasure, of the 

latter with displeasure [1124bl2-15]. 

12 cf. Rhetoric "Things that deserve to be remembered are noble, and the more they d~serve this, the nobler they 
are. So are the things ... which are exceptional; and those which are possessed by one person alone - these last 
are more readily remembered than others." [Rhet. 1367a24-27] 
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This may not be quite as bad as it sounds. For a start, it is clear that 'not remembering services 

received' does not equate to 'not servicing debts', for Aristotle has just made explicit that the 

good man is apt to confer greater benefits in return for a service. Aristotle says at one point in 

the EN that the good man likes to contemplate worthy actions [1170a2]; it is nobler to give than 

to receive, and so he prefers to recall ( or have recalled to him) the times when people have 

relied on him, rather than the times when he had to rely on others. Yet Aristotle also adds that 

the good man likes to contemplate worthy actions whether they be his own -or. those of his 

friends [1169b31-1170a3]; it still seems that the magnanimous man is overly concerned to 

bolster his ego. The nicest suggestion I can think of for interpreting this passage is that perhaps 

to take pleasure in recalling the services that people that have done for one is seen as evidencing 

a concern for the materialistic; one might be likely to start thinking of people in terms of what 

material benefit they were able to provide one. Aristotle believes this is a common focus for 

most people, who "are more anxious to be well treated than to treat others well" [1167b26-27]. 

On the other hand, to take pleasure in recalling instead the benefits one has provided, without 

thinking of services one may have gained in return, is to take pleasure in what is noble; and this 

might not necessarily be easy, because "most men, while they wish for what is noble, choose 

what is advantageous; now it is noble to do well by another without a view to repayment, but it 

is the receiving of benefits that is advantageous." [1 l 62b35-l 163al] 

Even given charitable interpretations of certain passages, however, the magnanimous 

man of Aristotle's description comes across as much more interested in himself than others; he 

still seems unpleasantly self-absorbed. In the Nicomachean Ethics Book IX § 8 Aristotle asks 

whether a person should love themselves most, or someone else. He answers that the good 

man should love himself most, but not the bad. This is because the self-love of the good man, 

with his true perception of worth, will benefit himself and others, whereas the bad man, with 

his false perception of worth and subsequent vicious tastes will only harm himself and others 

through self-love. The good man loves what is excellent and thus truly lovable - that is, the 

noble - whilst the bad man's vicious tastes will lead him to love things that are not excellent in 
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given situation and thus actually w011h little - that is, something that is incidentally useful or 

pleasant [EE 1212a35-1212b8]. 

Aware that the epithet 'self-lover' is usually used of those who gratify their bad 

appetites at the expense of others, and thus as a term of abuse, Aristotle declares that 

if a man were always anxious that he himself, above all things, should act justly, 

temperately, or in accordance with any other of the excellences, and in general were 

always to try to secure for himself the honourable course, no one will call such a 

man a lover of self or blame him. [1168b24-27] 

But he then argues that such a person is a lover of self par excellence, 13 characterising self-love 

as gratifying the most authoritative element in oneself and assigning to oneself the things one 

believes to be good [1168b29-34]. The good man will benefit himself and others because his 

most authoritative element is his reason, and what he believes to be good - the noble - truly is 

good, and good without qualification. Aristotle asserts that what may be seen as the good 

man's concern for his self is better characterised as a concern for the noble or the good, for he 

is only concerned with his self qua good, where 'good' does not mean what is in someone's 

materialistic self-interest (the common view), but rather what will ensure the noblest action 

[MM 1212b18-19]. 

In saying the good man assigns to himself the things that are noblest and best 

[1168b29-30] or tries to "secure for himself the honourable course", Aristotle is simply 

referring to the good man's aim to do whatever is the noble thing for him to do in any situation, 

at the price of any external good. He writes of 

honour and office [and other external goods]; all these things he will sacrifice to his 

friend; for this is noble and laudable for himself. Rightly then is he thought to be 

13 I mean this phrase with the connotations it has as used in English. 
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good, since he chooses nobility before all else. But he may even give up actions to 

his friend; it may be nobler to become the cause of his friend's acting than to act 

himself. In all the actions, therefore, that men are praised for, the good man is seen 

to assign to himself the greater share in what is noble. In this sense, then, as has 

been said, a man should be a lover of self; but in the sense in which most men are 

so, he ought not. [1169a29-1169b2] 

W FR Hardie comments that "[t]he magnanimous man is not described as active or 

dedicated in seeking the general good."14 But this may be the wrong take on the situation. 

Aristotle views society as a collection of individuals, and clearly believes the best way to 

contribute to the general good is for each individual to set themselves in a position to always be 

able to do what is noble. He writes that those 

who busy themselves in an exceptiona 1 degree with noble actions all men approve 

and praise; and if all were to strive towards what is noble and strain every nerve to 

do the noblest deeds, everything would be as it should be for the common good, 

and every one would secure for himself the goods that are greatest, since 

excellence is the greatest of goods. [my italics, 1169a6-ll] 

Given that virtue is in part described by Aristotle as a faculty of conferring benefits on others, it 

may be inappropriate to describe as 'self-absorbed' a person whose foremost concern is that 

their self is virtuous, when their concern is motivated by their comprehension of the ultimate 

human goodness of a virtuous self - including its goodness for others. 

The magnanimous person is ethically excellent, and so clearly being excellent is 

necessary for magnanimity; but Stephen A White claims that Aristotle denies that being 

excellent is sufficient for magnanimity.15 As far as I am aware, Aristotle never does this 

explicitly. White mostly uses Aristotle's emphasis on the greatness of the magnanimous man to 

14 HARDIE, W FR," "Magnanimity" in Aristotle's Ethics", Phronesis, vol 23, no. 3, 1978 : 73 
15 op cit. p258 
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argue his claim, which he supports with material drawn from various Aristotelian treatises. 

However, he fails to take account of the case to be made for the opposing view that 

magnanimity is required for virtue - the corollary of this being that virtue must be sufficient for 

magnanimity. For example, White's contention that one can be virtuous without being 

magnanimous implicitly dismisses Aristotle's assertion in the EN of the reciprocity of the 

virtues - that one cannot fully have any one of the virtues without thereby having all of them 

[1144b30-1145a2] - an implication which White does not discuss.16 

White offers two arguments for his position, neither of which, in my view, adequately 

supports his contention that magnanimity is not required for excellence. The first relies on his 

claim that there is another more ordinary virtue besides magnanimity which is a mean between 

the extremes of vanity and meekness, and that this virtue and magnanimity are mutually 

exclusive. This is the 'vittue' of correctly perceiving that one is worthy of small but not great 

stage of non-vicious, non self-deception (a sort of "temperance" with regard to self

perception). White terms this self-estimation "modesty", although Aristotle gives it no name, as 

far as I am aware. The implication is that one could be virtuous by having 'modesty' (along 

with the other virtues of justice, courage, etc.) instead of magnanimity. I agree that this 

'modesty' and magnanimity are mutually exclusive - after all, one cannot at the same time 

correctly perceive both that one is worthy only of small things and that one is worthy of great 

things. However, while 'modesty' is certainly better than either vanity or meekness, there is no 

evidence that Aristotle holds it to be a virtue; White's claim that he does is left unsubstantiated. 

White's second argument is that magnanimity requires a greatness beyond the 

excellence of the (merely) virtuous person. Aristotle emphasises that the magnanimous person 

has a correct perception of the worth of things, and values doing what is the noble thing to do 

16 White does mention a passage from the Eudemian Ethics [EE 1232a31-38] which says that one cannot have 
magnanimity without all the virtues, nor all the virtues without magnanimity (p255) - but this, of course, is a 
different claim. The claim I refer to in the EN is rather that one cannot have any particular virtue without also 
having all the other particular virtues (not that this applies only to the virtue of magnanimity). 
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in any situation above all else. White agrees that any virtuous person has just this perception 

and value priority; but, he argues, this 

shows only that the exercise of rational virtue is their sovereign concern, not that 

they have the strength of character always to act on that concern. [ .... ] Some 

actions, in short, are too difficult or demanding even for many of the virtuous to 

perform; then, whether the deficiency is in talent or in courage and convic_tion, it 

would be vain and foolish for them to attempt what they cannot reasonably expect 

to achieve.(p268) 

White thus lists two possible scenarios where virtuous people should not act while the 

magnanimous person should : where they lack the ability required, and where they lack the 

steadfastness required. In response to the first scenario, although we can expect the· 

magnanimous man to be above average in competence in most areas and to excel in some ( or 

even many), we have already seen that he is not expected to be among the most skilled in every 

possible area.17 But it does not seem that Aristotle would not expect this level of competence of 

any virtuous person. As for the second scenario, I again suggest that Aristotle would be 

reluctant to call 'virtuous' any person who was not steadfast enough to carry out what they 

knew to be the best course of action, even where this meant suffering great hardship. In fact, in 

his description of courage, Aristotle says that "the brave man is as dauntless as man may be" 

[1115bll] and "the brave man endures and acts as courage directs" [1115b23]. Sure, it is 

evident from the depiction of the magnanimous person that he is better than most people - but 

so is the virtuous person. Indeed, it is clear from Aristotle's comments right throughout the 

Ethics that a good man is hard to find [e.g.,1156b22-26]. 

If White wants to claim we do not necessarily need magnanimity in order to be 

virtuous, he must suppose there to be two tiers within virtue, such that there could be a 

17 Recall that the magnanimous man will not aim at "the things in which others excel" [1124b23]. 
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virtuous person who was not magnanimous, and one who was. 18 If this were the case, one 

would have expected Aristotle to say something to this effect in the Nicomachean Ethics where 

he introduces his six-fold division of possibilities concerning virtue and vice; but Aristotle 

nowhere mentions this. As we noted in chapter two, in Book VII of the Nicomachean Ethics , 

Aristotle sets out the following division of the scale involving virtue and vice : 

heroic / divine excellence 

virtuous/excellence 

continence 

incontinence 

vice 

brutishness 

super-human 

human 

human 

human 

human 

sub-human 

He writes that "if, as they say, men become gods by excess of excellence, of this kind must 

evidently be the state opposed to the brutish state; for as a brute has no vice or excellence, so 

neither has a god; his state is higher than excellence" [l 145a25-26]. Aristotle's magnanimous 

man is virtuous, great, good, noble or excellent; nowhere is he described as 'heroically' or 

'divinely' excellent. Conversely, in his description of divine excellence, Aristotle does not 

mention magnanimity. This is because divine excellence is not ethical excellence at all, but 

superior to it,19 and does not involve the great human actions of the magnanimous man. 

Aristotle's characterisation of the magnanimous man reads like a run through of prototypical 

actions of ethical excellence in human circumstances: of courage, liberality, conduct toward 

others, ambition, good temper, social intercourse and truthfulness. But Aristotle says in Book 

X, "[i]f we were to run through them all, the circumstances of action would be found trivial 

and unworthy of gods" [l 178b17-19]. If divine excellence is not really even human excellence, 

18 Hardie (op. cit.) argues that this is the case, and that the magnanimous person is the person with heroic or 
divine excellence. 
19 This is also expressed in the Magna Moralia: "Now the excellence opposed to [brutality] is without a name, 
but this sort of thing is above man, a kind of heroic and divine excellence. But this excellence is without a 
name, because excellence does not belong to god. For god is superior to excellence and it is not in the way of 
excellence that his goodness lies." [MM 1200bl l-15] 
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but higher than it, then the magnanimous man, who does great human actions, must be 

considered virtuous, but not divinely excellent. 

PART III Friendship 

Aristotle is clear that a human life cannot be lived alone [Pol. 1253a28--30], and in the 

Nicomachean Ethics he devotes Books VIII and IX to the study of friendship. Aristotle hedges 

about whether friendship counts as a virtue, suggesting that "it is an excellence or implies 

excellence" [1155a4]. He does not say that one cannot be virtuous without good friends; we 

thus cannot assume that good friendship is categorically required for virtue ( or practical 

wisdom), in the way that other ethical excellences are. Yet what Aristotle says about friendship 

implies that the ideally virtuous person needs good friends, for he clearly holds that having 

good friends can help one be more virtuous. Firstly, he suggests that for some of the virtues 

(most notably liberality), actions are more noble when practised towards friends rather than 

strangers. Aristotle writes that 

if it is more characteristic of a friend to do well by another than to be well done by, 

and to confer benefits is characteristic of the good man and of excellence, and it is 

nobler to do well by friends than by strangers, the good man will need people to do 

well by. [1169b10-13] 

This is particularly the case if one is wealthy or in a position of power; "for what is the use of 

such prosperity without the opportunity of beneficence, which is exercised chiefly and in its 

most laudable form towards friends?" [my italics, 1155a7-9]2° Secondly, friendship with a 

good person can encourage virtuous activity; "those in the prime of life it stimulates to noble 

actions - 'two going together' - for with friends men are more able both to think and to act." 

20 It would seem a natural corollary to this that vicious actions done towards friends would be considered worse 
than those done toward strangers; and indeed Aristotle holds this to be the case [1160a3-6]. 
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[1155a14-16] A good friendship thus provides the best social space or framework for the 

virtuous person's excellent actions. 

We have discussed Aristotle's arguments in support of the idea that the good person 

should love themselves most - but it should be noted he also says that the good person "is 

related to his friend as he is to himself (for his friend is another self)" [1166a31-32]; and "the 

extreme of friendship is likened to one's love for oneself' [l 166bl]. The good friendship can 

actually help each friend improve their own character, "for from each other they take the mould 

of the characteristics they approve - whence the saying 'noble deeds from noble men"' 

[1172a12-14]. For this, each friend must be good in themselves, recognise goodness in their 

friend, and take pleasure in and wish well to their friend insofar as he or she is the good person 

that they are [l 156b6-16]. Such friendships themselves need time and a growing familiarity for 

their development [1156b26], and Aristotle writes that it is hard to gain experience of another 

person and become familiar with them [1158al 4-16]. Moreover, these friendships cannot form 

until one has reached maturity, because one must be already virtuous to participate in such 

them, and one does not become virtuous until one is an adult. 

Given Aristotle's comments regarding a good friendship as both a spur for already

good persons to further noble actions and character improvement, and as a relationship within 

which are created the most noble acts of beneficence, such a relationship could be taken as a 

sign of ultimate achievement in ethical excellence. Aristotelian ethical development thus reaches 

its apex in the good (magnanimous) person with good friends. 
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CONCLUSION 

We have thus traced Aristotle's account of the ethical development of the human being 

from its natural beginnings to its most perfect expression in the virtuous person with good 

friends. Essential to this development are the natural, mutually-influential capacities for feeling, 

action and reason prerequisite for our ability to form the habits or dispositions to act which 

shape our character, for better or for worse. Aristotle believes that we may naturally be 

temperamentally suited to some types of action - we may find someone is naturally disposed to 

be liberal, or brave, or just. These "natural virtues", as he calls them, are distinguished from 

full virtues insofar as they do not require practical wisdom, which means they do not require a 

person to possess other virtues (natural or full), and their expression in action requires neither 

deliberation nor a proper appreciation of the worth of virtuous action. I have shown that 

Aristotle believes the somewhat impulsive action stemming from a naturally virtuous 

temperan1ent is voluntary and not chosen, and posited that the lack of deliberation characteristic 

of such action suggests the natural virtues will need to be habituated (along with the 

dispositions to other virtues a person does not have naturally) in order for a person to develop 

the practical wisdom necessary for complete ethical excellence. 

Aristotle believes that ethical development starts with the development of a human 

character and reaches excellence through the development of the rational element of the soul to 

control this character, for the exercise of reason, and expressing of reason in perception and 

action, is the function which distinguishes human beings from other animals. In order to act 

excellently, one must act according to right reason; and in order to be able to develop the skills 

to reason rightly, the ilrational element must learn to pay heed to the recommendations of the 

rational element of the soul. Aristotle believes that the desires of the irrational element of the 

soul - appetite (epithumia) and heated angry emotion (thumos) - are naturally strong in children 

and predominant over the as yet undeveloped rational element. He thus asserts that the first 

order of early ethical development is the habituation of these desires, particularly appetite. 

Because these desires increase with indulgence, and are already naturally strong in the child, 
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they must be restrained. Aristotle writes that if appetites become too intense they can dismiss 

one's ability to think rationally about one's situation; as the child does not yet have this ability, 

the unrestraine<l child could lose the opportunity to develop it and become brutish. Appropriate 

early tempering of epithumetic desire is thus crucial for further ethical development. I argue that 

it is also important to temper thumetic desire, too, lest the child develop an appetite for wanton 

aggression. The early ethical habituation of the child is intended to make the child realise that 

some objects of desire and actions regarding objects of desire are considered unacceptable, and 

hopes to establish a break or pause between the child's desire for a particular object and its 

attempt to secure for itself that object. This is essential, I assert, in order for the child to begin 

to develop the deliberation skills necessary for perceiving causes operating in the world, and 

which will later aid them to act as causal agents - that is, to engage in chosen, rather than 

merely voluntary actions. 

The child's recognition that some objects of desire arid actions regarding objects of 

desire are considered unacceptable is transformed into a personal awareness of some of these as 

base or ignoble through a linking of this recognition with the thumetic emotions of anger and 

shame. I have pointed out some difficulties with habituating right ways of acting in situations 

where the youth is angry, due to the tendency of thumetic anger to make angry action seem 

reasonable, and inhibit deliberation, and noted that the youth must learn how their emotional 

response to a painful situation may wrongly colour their judgement on how they should act. 

Judgements concerning how to act in seeking pleasure, on the other hand, are improved by the 

thumetic emotion of shame; for a proneness to the sense of shame will prompt the youth to 

think more carefully about the fulfilment of their desires, and can help restrain the youth from 

acting on th~ base or ignoble desires which give rise to it. 

Shame is an indicator that the youth can move beyond a concern for mere pleasure or 

pain as a motivation for action to a concern for the nobility of an action. This is essential for 

good ethical development, for in order to habituate virtuous dispositions one must act in the 

way the virtuous person does, and the virtuous person acts out of a concern for what is noble. 
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However, Aristotle notes that the young person's concept of, and concern for, noble action is 

strongly linked to those actions which will win them honour in their peer group or society. I 

argue that the youth's preoccupation with social approval must lessen, for the virtuous person 

is concerned to act according to right reason (as detennined by their practical wisdom) even 

were this to bring them social opprobrium. Yet, in the short-term, this interest in the concerns 

of people other than just their parents indicates the young person's own concern to develop 

their own ideas on how they should act. As they begin to form these ideas into the goals for the 

sake of which they act, they begin to make adult choices of action. It is at this point, I argue, 

that the young adult starts to be subject to ethical assessment; for it is having such goals which 

distinguishes the adult's action (chosen or voluntary) from the child's, and it is these adult 

actions which most directly habituate an adult's dispositions to virtue or vice. 

It is crucial that a person make good choices and habituate strong dispositions to 

virtuous action rather than weak, ineffectual dispositions, or dispositions to vice, because 

Aristotle believes viciousness, and probably extreme weak-willed akrasia as well, to be 

incurable. I argue that akratic action is due to a person's lack of comprehension of the first 

principles, or starting-points, of good action, a practical comprehension which translates as a 

personal valuing of virtuous action as good in itself. This comprehension, according to 

Aristotle, can only be gained through proper habituation through which one acts well, 

experiences and learns the value of good action, and thus strengthens one's resolve to futher act 

well. Moreover, he believes the akratic person is responsible for whether or not they do the 

actions which would eventually constitute such a habituation, and thus responsible for the 

akratic actions which now result from their weak resolve. The practically wise person has a true 

apprehension of the end of human action - eudaimonia, what counts as a good life for a human 

being - as well as this good habituation and comprehension, and so succeeds in deliberating to 

choose and perform excellent action. Because practical wisdom and complete ethical excellence 

are co-requisite, the development of practical wisdom, I claim, must be in a large measure co

extensive with the development of the excellences of character. Two of these excellences -
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magnificence and magnanimity - cannot really begin to developed until one is an adult; and thus 

practical wisdom (and complete ethical excellence) is developed in maturity. 

The disposition to magnificence I have defined as a socially-tuned aesthetic sensibility 

expressed in action through spending well on honourable things with the public in mind. I have 

explained the necessity of this virtue for practical wisdom by casting it as part of the social and 

political awareness the practically wise person must have in order to deliberate weli about what 

is good for themselves and for human beings in general. Furthermore, I suggest its necessity 

for complete virtue makes sense if we consider Aristotle's idea of a eudaimon life - a life 

presupposing such complete virtue - that of the (good) philosopher or statesman. The 

achievement of the virtue of magnanimity is sufficient for being a good or virtuous person, and 

is the standard of excellence in ethical development. This ethical excellence is also necessary for 

being a vLrtuous person, I argue, because Aristotle sets the standard for virtue very high, and 

because he asserts that the person of practical wisdom has all the ethical excellences, and one 

cannot be virtuous without practical wisdom. Although Aristotle's portrait of the magnanimous 

person seems to paint them as unpleasantly self-absorbed, his discussion of why the virtuous 

person should love themselves most shows that this 'self-absorption' is not narcissistic. It 

encompasses being concerned with and for others, especially a friend, who is seen as another 

self; and moreover, Aristotle presupposes that such a 'self-absorption' is the best way the 

virtuous person can benefit both themselves and others in society generally. Finally, after 

discussing Aristotle's conception of the place of good friends in the life of the virtuous person -

how the friendship of two good persons can support, increase and provide opportunities for 

best expressing the virtue of each of them - I conclude that in the good person with good 

friends we see the acme of Aristotelian ethical development. 
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aidos 

akrasia 

arete 

epithumia 

ethos 

ethismos 

eudaimonia 

hexeis 

megalopsuchia 

megalopsuchos 

orge 

nous 

pathe 

phronesis 

phronimos 

thumos 

GLOSSARY OF GREEK TERMS 

shame 

incontinence, weakness of will 

excellence,virtue 

appetite 

character 

habituation 

happiness, flourishing 

dispositions, states of character 

magnanimity (sometimes translated pride, dignity, great-souledness) 

magnanimous person 

anger 

comprehension 

feelings (appetite and emotions) 

practical wisdom 

person of practical wisdom 

heated angry emotion 
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