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SPECIAL THEME

LIU Wei

Creating Character: Aristotle on Habituation, the Cognitive
Power of Emotion, and the Role of Prudence

Abstract For Aristotle creating a virtuous character means habituating a stable
emotional state or disposition (%exis), which enables the agent to feel and act
rightly, and to have the intellectual virtue prudence (phronésis) complete this
habituation. But because feeling or emotion (pathos) is a passive state, it is not
clear in what way we can make ourselves be affected correctly. This paper tries
to solve this apparent difficulty by emphasizing the cognitive power of emotion.
It also examines the role of prudence in the acquisition of ethical virtue,
supporting an anti-intellectualist understanding of practical motivation.
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Aristotle is justly regarded as the first major figure in the long tradition of virtue
ethics. Questions such as how many kinds of virtues there are, how virtue is
acquired, and whether virtue lies in our rational or non-rational capacity, always
play central roles in this line of reflection on our ethical life. To examine
Aristotle’s answer to these questions always proves fruitful for understanding this
entire tradition of ethics. Aristotle famously divides virtue into intellectual virtue
(dianoétiké areté) and ethical virtue (éthiké areté), in accordance with the two
parts of the soul that pertain to reason. Intellectual virtue is a good quality or
excellence of the part of the soul that has reason fully and in itself (kurios kai en
hautoi); whereas ethical virtue is an excellence of the part of the soul that shares
in reason (logou metechein) (see Nicomachean Ethics [hereafter NE] 1.13,
1102b13-1103a10).

After establishing this division, Aristotle then goes on to speak of the
acquisition of each type of virtue: “intellectual virtue arises and grows mostly (fo
pleion) from teaching (ek didaskalias); that is why it needs experience and time
(empeirias deitai kai chronou). Ethical virtue results from habit (ex ethous)” (NE
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11.1, 1103a15-17)." This paper is by and large a commentary on this statement,
with more emphasis on ethical virtue, although the closely related intellectual
virtue prudence (phroneésis) will be considered as well. I will discuss the way in
which habituation creates character, and why habituation is able to lead feelings
or emotions (pathé), and desires (orexeis), in a certain direction. This will be
done by focusing on the cognitive role of emotion and the cognitive process of
habituation. In the last section, I will discuss some salient features concerning the
role of prudence (phronésis) in acquiring full ethical virtue.”

1 “It Needs Experience and Time”

At first glance, Aristotle’s remark on the acquisition of intellectual virtue appears
rather strange, as if the acquisition of ethical virtue does not require experience
and time.” 1 believe Broadie is right in her understanding of Aristotle’s assertion:
“Since the process of habitation also takes time, Aristotle must mean that time
and experience are necessary before didaskalia can begin; whereas habituation
begins in earliest youth. Experience precedes analysis and systematic
knowledge ... experience is the stuff of wisdom (phronésis)” (Aristotle 2002,
296).

Aristotle’s remark about the priority of experience and time in the teaching of
intellectual virtue might seem to conflict with his other remark that young people
can be skilled in mathematics and similar sciences, but cannot possess prudence
(1142a11-16).* 1 do not see any inconsistency in these two remarks, since the
latter asserts only that didaskalia requires experience and time before it can begin,
not that it must be subsequent to the full acquisition of prudence, and thus full
ethical virtue.

Aristotle soon confirms the early start of habituation, as he says, “it is not
unimportant, then, to acquire one sort of habit or another, right from youth
(euthus ek neon). On the contrary, it is very important, indeed all-important (¢o

! Translation of NE is from Aristotle (1999), with slight amendments according to Bywater’s
Greek text in Aristotle (1894); translation of Politics is from Aristotle (1984b), with slight
amendments according to Ross’s Greek text in Aristotle (1957); translation of De Anima
[hereby DA] is from Hamlyn (1993), with slight amendments according to Ross’s Greek text in
Aristotle (1956); translation of Rhetoric is from Aristotle (1984a), with slight amendments
according to Ross’s Greek text in Aristotle (1959).

% In this paper I am content with a largely static analysis of different elements of moral
habituation. Burnyeat (1980) and Sherman (1988, Ch. 5), provide a more dynamic picture of
moral development.

® But this oddity escapes many commentators’ notice, such as Grant (1885), Stewart (1892),
Burnet (1900), and Joachim (1951).

* Taylor (2006, 60) points out this apparent inconsistency, and appeals to the qualifier “for the
most part” to solve this problem, which I think neither necessary nor desirable.



Creating Character 535

pan)” (I1.1, 1103b23-25), and furthermore “we need to have had the appropriate
upbringing—right from youth ... to make us find enjoyment or pain in the right
things; for this is the correct education™ (IL.3, 1104b117135). Relevant passages
in Politics also confirm this observation. In the discussion of education (paideia)
in the ideal city, Aristotle speaks of three things which make people good, i.e.,
nature, habit, and reason. The latter two are certainly the foci of education;
whereas the first only provides the foundation for education (Politics VII.13,
1332a39-b11). He then attributes a sequence to the education of habit and reason.
Habit, understood as the training of the desiring part of the soul, is prior to the
training of reason or the purely rational part of the soul, just as the body is prior
to the soul at birth, because desires are “present in children immediately on their
being born, while reasoning and intellect develop naturally in them as they go
along” (VIL.15, 1334b12-28), and “it is evident that education through habits
must come earlier than education through reason” (VIIIL.4, 1338b4-5).

How should we then understand the phrase “mostly” (fo pleion)? As 1 see it,
this phrase must be concerned with the special status of prudence. While all of
the other intellectual virtues, art (techné, or craft), science (epistemé, or scientific
knowledge), intellect (nous, or understanding), and wisdom (sophia) are acquired
through teaching and learning,® prudence alone, which is about “what sort of
things promote living well in general” (VI.5, 1140a28), needs experience and is
developed in interaction with habituated ethical virtue, in such a way that it
cannot be acquired by young people, as mentioned above.”

2 “Ethical Virtue Results from Habit”

In NE 11.1-4 Aristotle puts his greatest emphasis on habituation (ethismos), even,
it can sometimes seem, with a degree of exaggeration. Several passages should
be sufficient to illustrate this, such as, “we are by nature able to acquire them [i.e.,
ethical virtues], and we are completed through habit” (teleioumenois de dia tou

> 1 will return to this passage in the next two sections.

® Some may think that intellect (nous), understood as the intuitive grasp of the first principle
(NE VL.6), is not acquired through teaching. But if all of the scientific first principles are
grasped by nous, we can say that only the first discovery of these principles is through the
intellectual intuition of the discoverer, and that, thereafter, grasping these principles can be
achieved through teaching and learning. The teacher can show the student that a certain
principle is correct without any further reasoning. In this respect, I believe Barnes and
McKirahan are not without reason in taking nous as an intellectual state (Barnes 1994, 259-71;
McKirahan 1992, Ch. 18).

" In Politics, Aristotle says that the mind’s prime, i.e., the full maturity of its rational capacity,
is around the age of fifty (VIL.16, 1135b34-35). I will return to the special status of prudence
at the end of this paper.
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ethous) (IL1, 1103a25-26);® “we acquire virtue, just as we acquire arts, by
having first activated them ... we become just by doing just actions, temperate by
doing temperate actions, brave by doing brave actions” (II.1, 1103a31-b1); “the
actions also control the sorts of states we acquire” (I.2, 1103b30-31); “if
someone avoids and is afraid of everything, standing firm against nothing, he
becomes cowardly; if he is afraid of nothing at all and goes to face everything, he
becomes rash ...” (1.2, 1104a20-22); “we need to have had the appropriate
upbringing—right from youth ... to make us find enjoyment or pain in the right
things; for this is the correct education” (I1.3, 1104b11-13); “it is right, then, to
say that a person comes to be just from doing just actions and temperate from
doing temperate actions; for no one has the least prospect of becoming good
from failing to do them” (I1.4, 1105b9712).9 These passages make it clear that
ethical virtue, understood as a good state (hexis) of character, is acquired through
habituation. But the abundance of passages of this kind leads some commentators
to take Aristotle’s view of habituation as a non-rational procedure to be an
exaggerated reaction against the Socratic assimilation of ethical virtues to
systematic knowledge (epistemé)."

From these passages, we also see that virtue involves not only right actions,
but also correct feelings (“afraid of everything”; “find enjoyment or pain in the
right thing”), and Aristotle says explicitly that “virtues are concerned with
actions (praxeis) and feelings (pathe)” (11.3, 1104b12-13). Therefore, the
habituation of virtuous character involves two aspects, i.e., action and feeling.
Given Aristotle’s distinction between external action and internal character in 11.4,
it is clear that in the habituation of virtue, how we feel internally is more
important than how we act externally. Though it is relatively easy to understand
in what way repeated actions can generate a habit of the same pattern of action, it
is not as easy to see how this occurs in the case of feelings or emotions (pathé),
especially since feeling or emotion (pathos) has its root in paschein, a word with
a deeply passive meaning such as “being acted upon” or “being affected.” This is
precisely what the next section will examine.

3 “Find Enjoyment or Pain in the Right Way”

Aristotle’s statement that “we need to have had the appropriate upbringing—right
from youth ... to make us find enjoyment or pain in the right things” stands at the

8 This is perhaps the passage with the strongest sense of exaggeration, because, as we will see
shortly, full virtue also requires prudence, and thus is not truly completed through habituation
alone.

° See also Eudemian Ethics (EE) 11.2, 1220a39-b3; Politics VI11.13; Rhetoric 1.10, 1369b6 for
similar passages.

1% For example, Grant (1885, 482-83) and Stewart (1892, 171).
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core of his view on the habituation of ethical virtue. It is clear that, for Aristotle,
habituation makes the desiring part of the soul properly affected by pleasure and
pain, because he emphatically defines “state” (hexis)—the genus of ethical
virtue—in terms of feeling: “by states I mean what we have when we are well or
badly off in relation to feelings” (IL.5, 1105b25-26), and defines “feeling” as
“whatever implies pleasure or pain,” and is instantiated in appetite, anger, fear,
confidence, envy, joy, love, hate, longing, jealousy, pity, and so forth (IL.5,
1105b21-23). But since feeling is taken as passive, it is difficult to understand
why ethical virtue is defined as “a state that decides (hexis proairetike)” (11.6,
1106b36). How can we decide on something passive, or decide on how we are
acted upon?

Kosman, in his classic paper on this issue, is correct in appealing to Aristotle’s
theory of passive potentiality to explain our ability of “being discriminatingly
receptive and resistant” (Kosman 1980, 106-7), and is also correct to point out
that this potentiality is not sufficient to explain in what sense we are said to be
able to choose what kind of feeling we have. But I do not think that he is equally
on the mark in attempting to solve this problem by appealing to our choice of
action, which in turn and indirectly gives rise to the proper feelings in a
quasi-automatic manner. As he puts it:

One recognizes through moral education what would constitute appropriate
and correct ways to feel in certain circumstances. One acts in ways that are
naturally associated with and will ‘bring about’ those very feelings, and
eventually the feelings become, as Aristotle might have said, second nature;
that is, one develops states of character that dispose one to have the right
feelings at the right time. One does not have direct control over one's feelings,
and in this sense the feelings are not chosen; but one does have control over
the actions that establish the dispositions, the virtues, which are the source of
our feeling in appropriate ways at appropriate times and in appropriate
circumstances. Although we may in some narrow sense not be responsible for
our feelings, we are responsible for our character as the dispositional source of
those feelings. (Kosman 1980, 112; emphasis added)

I am not satisfied with this solution, because it renders Aristotle’s emphasis on
feelings moot, or at least too dependent upon action. This kind of asymmetry
between action and feeling is unsatisfactory. Even though we have to accept a
kind of asymmetrical relation between feeling and action, feeling should take the
lead, since feeling and desire generated by certain feelings are the starting points
or motivations for action (VI.2, 1139a31-35), and, when Aristotle defines a
number of virtues, he clearly has feeling, more than action, in mind. For example,
courage is defined as “a mean about feelings of fear” (II1.6, 1115a6-7),
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temperance is said to be “a mean concerned with pleasures ... and in a different
way, with pains” (III.10, 1117b24-26), and more obviously, the virtue of
mildness is only concerned with the feeling of anger, which is not necessarily
accompanied by action (see IV.5).

To reach a more satisfactory solution, we need to emphasize the cognitive
power of Aristotelian emotion.

First, we can see the cognitive power of emotion and desire in his
psychological theory in the DA,"' which provides the most substantial and
scientific treatment of the different faculties of the soul. According to Aristotle,
feeling and desire belong to the perceptive part of the soul (the other two parts
being nutritive and intellectual), and the faculties of perception, emotion and
desire are intrinsically and necessarily connected with each other, as he says:
“where there is sensation, there is also pleasure and pain, and, where these,
necessarily also desire” (DA 11.2, 413b23-24). The two key functions of this part
of the soul are to make judgments and to produce movement, and the capacity for
judgment is “the function of thought and perception” (II1.9, 432a15-16).
Perception, and thus emotion and desire, can make assertions and denials:
“perceiving is like mere assertion and thought; when something is pleasant or
painful, the soul pursues or avoids it, as it were asserting or denying it; and to
feel pleasure or pain is to be active with the perceptive mean toward the good or
bad as such” (III.7, 431a8-10). When one perceives something, certain pleasant
or unpleasant feelings or emotions will be aroused, and the desire to pursue or
avoid will follow. It is precisely this faculty for judgment, common to both
reason and emotion, which paves the way for the influence of reason on emotion.

Second, in Aristotle’s moral psychology, emotion and desire are not blind
forces, which have to be checked by sheer force, but rather, have a share of
reason. For Aristotle, the desiring part (orektikon) of the soul

[s]hares in reason in a way, insofar as it both listens to reason and obeys it.
This is the way we are said to “listen to reason” from father or friends, as
opposed to the way in which [we “give the reason” in mathematics]. The
non-rational part is also persuaded in some way by reason, as is shown by
correction, and by every sort of reproof (epitimésis) and exhortation
(paraklesis). (1.13, 1102b30-1103al)

Reproof and exhortation provide the key to the training of feeling. Reproof and

""" Fortenbaugh (1974) is a groundbreaking work for our understanding of Aristotelian emotion.
I am in many ways following it in underscoring the cognitive power of emotion and the
involvement of reason in habituation. But it is also a rare example that argues against the
existence of a continuity between the psychological theory in the DA and the ethical-political
works, with which I do not agree.
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exhortation are related to two pairs of significant themes in ethical habituation,
i.e., to like (chairein) and to hate (misein) correctly, and nobility (fo kalon) and
shamefulness (to aischron). Reproof keeps the desiring part of the soul from
what is shameful and makes it hate the shameful; exhortation encourages it
toward what is noble, and causes it to pursue the noble. This is done through the
interaction between reason and desire, just as occurs between father and child, as
Aristotle’s analogy makes clear. Without attributing cognitive power to the
desiring part of the soul, it is not possible for reproof and exhortation to have any
effect. This point is further illustrated by a passage in Politics:

The soul rules the body with the rule characteristic of a master, while intellect
(nous) rules desire (orexeds) with political (politikén) and kingly rule
(basilikén); and this makes it evident that it is according to nature and
advantageous for the body to be ruled by the soul, and the emotional part
(pathétikoi morioi) by intellect and the part having reason, while it is harmful
to both if the relation is equal or reversed. (1.5, 1254b2-9)

In this context, the relevant aspect of the distinction between a master’s rule of a
slave on the one hand and political and kingly rule on the other is precisely that
the former is based on compulsion and unwillingness; whereas the latter is
founded on persuasion and willingness.

The analogy of child and father with the use of reproof and exhortation may be
more telling, because it reveals the source of authority in the habituation of
emotion and desire. Just as a father has external authority over his child, and as
reproof and exhortation must be practiced by some external authority, in the
habituation of desire, at least in the first stage of moral development, reason
involved must be external. It is not the child’s or adolescent’s own reason (for at
this stage, his reason has not been developed), but the reason of the polis, i.e., its
law, which is seen as “intellect without desire” (Politics 111.16, 1287a32), and
which aims at the good habituation of citizens, for “the legislator makes the
citizens good by habituating them, and this is the wish of every legislator; if he
fails to do it well he misses the goal” (NE II.1, 1103b2-5).

Third, emotions are not random reactions to any feature of the environment,
but rather, they are selective reactions to certain features of the environment,
coming about through a complicated combination of different cognitive faculties,
such as perception, belief, and imagination (phantasia). This so-called
“intentional theory of emotion” is most fully articulated in Rhetoric 11."
Aristotle proceeds by analyzing three specific features of each emotion: the
mental state of people with that emotion, in whom the emotion is provoked, and

12 For fuller discussion of this theory, see Nussbaum (1996) and especially Konstan (2006).
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for what reason it is provoked (II.1, 1378a23-24). And Aristotle accordingly
defines each emotion very specifically. For example, anger is defined as “a desire
(orexis) accompanied by pain, for a conspicuous revenge for a conspicuous slight
(oligorian) at the hand of men who have no call to slight oneself or one’s
friends” (I1.2, 1378a30-32), and it is further specified as being “toward some
particular individual ... it must be felt because the other has done or intended to
do something to him or one of his friends. It must be attended by a certain
pleasure—that which arises from the expectation of revenge” (1278a33-b2). So
in anger there must be a perception of the slight directed to the agent or his friend,
the belief that this slight is not justified, and the imagination of further revenge.
Similar is the case of fear, which is defined as “a pain or disturbance due to the
imagination (phantasias) of some destructive or painful evil in the future” (IL.5,
1382a21-22). We may infer that if any of the features constitutive of anger is
removed, such as one being persuaded by reason that the slight was not intended
or by accident, or that it is wrong to be angered by some small slight, or that
there is no foreseeable way to take revenge in the given circumstance, then that
person will not be angered. The different ways of our feeling angry determine
whether we are a mild, non-irascible person, or irascible person. Similarly, the
different ways of our feeling fear determine whether we are a brave, cowardly, or
rash person. On the one hand, what we perceive, think and imagine affects our
emotions, and on the other hand, emotions also affect what we perceive, think
and imagine, a phenomenon we are all familiar with from daily experience, as
well as from Aristotle’s definition of emotion in Rhetoric, “the emotions are all
those things that so change men as to make them differ in judgments (diapherousi
pros tas kriseis), and that are also attended by pain and pleasure” (II.1,
1378a19-21)."

Fourth, Aristotle’s description of wish (boulésis) and its connection with
character provide a clue to understanding the cognitive power of desire. This can
be seen as an extension of the first point, but for two reasons I want to single out
this aspect: (1) I tend not to agree with a commonplace view among scholars that
a wish is a rational desire generated by reason itself;'* and (2) the discussion of
wish and decision (prohairesis) as related to wish provides a natural transition to
the last section on prudence.

That wish (boulésis) does not belong to the fully rational part of the soul, it
seems to me, heralds an important difference between Aristotle’s moral
psychology and Plato’s. Plato unmistakably holds that the three parts of the soul

13 T certainly do not mean to suggest that emotion can be reduced to its cognitive components
as analyzed above. It is in the end a kind of affection or sensitivity apart from these cognitive
components.

4 See, for just a few examples, Mele (1984), Hamlyn (1993), and Cooper (1999).
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each have their own desire (see Republic I1X. 580d—-592b), but for Aristotle, the
motivational function of desire is explicitly distinguished from the non-
motivational function of reason: “the starting point of an action—the source of
motion, not the goal (hou heneka)—is decision (prohairesis); the principle of
decision is desire and goal-directed reason (logos ho heneka tinos) ... thought by
itself moves nothing; what moves us is goal-directed and practical thought” (NE
V1.2, 1139a31-36; emphasis added). According to Aristotle, the goal of action is
set by wish (IIL.4, 1113al5), while deliberation is goal-directed and practical
thought, which is the function of prudence.

I believe that there are two important facts going against the common view
that wish is generated by reason itself. (1) It is a simple fact that appetite
(epithumia), spirit (thumos), and wish (boulesis) are all species of desire (orexis),
and all belong to the desiring part of the soul (orektikon), not the purely rational
part (see DA 11.3, 414b2), which is a basic distinction made in Aristotle’s moral
psychology (see NE 1.13). An important passage (DA 111.9, 432b5—7) usually
taken as supporting the view that Aristotle and Plato are similar, after careful
in-context scrutiny, cannot sustain this view, for in this passage, Aristotle does
not provide his own view, but instead raises some questions concerning the
consequences of the Platonic division of the soul.”” (2) Aristotle’s remark on
children’s being able to wish but not reason shows that wish cannot belong to the
fully rational part of the soul: “spirit and wish, and furthermore appetite, are
present in children immediately on their being born, while reasoning (logismos)
and intellect (nous) develop naturally in them as they go along” (Politics VII.15,
1334b22-25).'

According to this understanding, a wish is a desire for something judged to be
good'” and sets the goal for action (NE II1.4), and the basic mechanism of

'S Whether Aristotle’s definition of desire is consistent throughout his corpus, such as in
Topics, Rhetoric, DA, NE, EE, Politics, and so forth, is certainly too big a question to be
tackled here. But so far as I am aware, only in the Topics, arguably an early work, does
Aristotle unmistakably say, “wish is always found in the reasoning faculty” (pasa gar boulésis
en toi logistikoi) (IV.5, 126a12—-13). All the rest of his discussions do not necessarily support
this kind of “Platonic” understanding of wish.

' One anonymous referee raises another interpretation of this passage, which is supposed to
support the common view: The three kinds of desire mentioned in this passage, spirit, wish and
appetite, correspond to natural instinct, emotion, and thought, so wish stands for desire based
on thought. But I believe this understanding does not do justice to Aristotle’s contrast between
desire and intellect (broadly understood in this context as nous) in general. If thought (dianoia)
is the function of intellect (broadly speaking), as it surely is, then what Aristotle means here is
that wish, as a kind of desire, is to be distinguished from thought.

"7 This judgment is not necessarily made by reason, as the above section emphasizing the
cognitive capacity of desire makes clear. This can also be seen in the close connection between
wish and character (see below). Since our character traits do not always involve reason, what
appears good to us (and thus the object of wish) does not always involve reason either.
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decision or choice (prohairesis) is this (see NE 111.2-3):
Wish Deliberation (prudence)

The cognitive faculty of wish is shown clearly in the following passage:

— Decision

Should we say that, without qualification and in reality, what is wished is the
good, but for each person what is wished is the apparent good? For the
excellent person (spoudaios), then, what is wished will be what is in reality,
while for the base person what is wished is whatever it turns out to be ... For
the excellent person judges (krinei) each sort of thing correctly, and in each
case what is true appears (phainetai) to him. (NVE 111.4, 1113a23-31; emphasis
added)

Furthermore, the appearance of goodness, the object of wish, is determined by
character:

But someone may say that everyone aims at the apparent good, and does not
control how it appears, but on the contrary, his character controls how the end
appears to him. If each person is in some way responsible for his own state
[of character], he is also himself in some way responsible for how [the end]
appears. (NE 111.5, 1114a31-b3; emphasis added)

A wish, for both good and bad people, is a desire for something judged to be
good, but only those who have been habituated into good character can have the
correct judgment and the correct end, which provides the starting point for action,
and the goal which the calculative part of the soul (logistikon) works out the
ways to achieve. And this is precisely what Aristotle means by saying “acting
well or the opposite in action requires both thought and character” (VI.2,
1139a34-35).

To summarize, there is no doubt that emotions or feelings (pathé) are a kind of
passive state, since according to Aristotle our pathé must be caused by something
else, and must be a reaction to certain external stimuli.'® Yet, on the other hand,
pathé are not completely passive, but are like perception, which is on the one
hand passive, i.e., caused by external objects, and on the other hand an active
practice of our perceptive faculty. As cognitive powers, feeling and desire are
also able to follow reason, as a child follows a father, and once they are fully

18 “There are three things, one that which produces movement, second that whereby it does so,
and third again that which is moved, and that which produces movement is twofold, that which
is unmoved, and that which produces movement and is moved. That which is unmoved is that
practical good, and that which produces movement and is moved is the faculty of desire, for
that which is moved is moved in so far as it desires, and desire as actual is a form of
movement” (DA 111.10, 433b13-16).
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habituated through reproof and exhortation (or shame and nobility), it is possible
to judge what the right end is, and thus provide a good starting point for action. It
is the habituation of feelings that instills the right idea of nobility and
shamefulness in the youth, and leads to the internalization of these values
through repeated actions and the assessment which follows these actions. It is the
interaction between feeling and reason in habituation that prepares the soil for the
development of the seed of practical reason, i.e., prudence, to which we now turn
our attention."

4 “Actions Should Accord with the Correct Reason”

Now the issue of habituation has to be further complicated by introducing the
thorny question of the relation between prudence and ethical virtue. According to
Aristotle, although habituation and the training of the desiring part of the soul is
“all-important,” it is not the whole story. Ethical virtue also requires the rational
part of the soul, and especially one of its virtues, prudence (phronésis), to fulfill
the famous definition of ethical virtue: “[ethical] virtue, then, is a state that
decides (hexis prohairetiké), consisting in a mean, the mean relative to us, which
is defined by reference to reason (horismenéi logoi), that is to say, to the reason
by reference to which the prudent person (phronimos) would define it” (IL.6,
1106b36-1107a2; emphasis added). But Aristotle’s discussion of correct reason,
i.e., prudence, is not really taken up until Book VI, and the entire discussion of
the relationship between prudence and ethical virtue culminates in the
introduction of the term “full virtue” (kuria areté) in contrast to “natural virtue”
(physikeé areté), and the unity of ethical virtues in prudence (VI.13).

The passages regarding the rational element in ethical virtue lead many
commentators to suggest that Aristotle takes ethical virtue as being ultimately
defined by correct reason or by prudence, which results in the intellectualist
reading of Aristotle, i.e. reason determining both the end and the means towards
the end for action.”” This is not an appropriate venue wherein to fully detail the

1 1 appreciate one anonymous referee’s suggestion that I should clarify whether my position
here is anti-intellectualism or the more moderate interactionism. In the next section I defend, in
line with Moss (2011), an anti-intellectualist interpretation of the role of prudence, which holds
that the end is determined by habituated virtue, while the means is determined by prudence.
But I do not think this anti-intellectualist interpretation is incompatible with interactionism as
he or she understands. For as I emphatically argued in the previous section, there is such a
strong cognitive element in Aristotelian emotion or desire that it necessarily involves a kind of
interaction between them. The so-called “anti-intellectualist” interpretation is meant to counter
the overwhelming emphasis on reason by a number of commentators, not to exclude reason as
such from contributing to motivate an action.

% Some representatives of this intellectual reading of Aristotle are Irwin (1975), Sorabji
(1980), and Wiggins (1980).
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pitched debate between intellectualist and anti-intellectualist interpretations;”’
what I am prepared to do is to comment on some straightforward passages which
go against the overly intellectualist interpretation and then offer some reflections
concerning the difficulties facing the anti-intellectualist interpretation.

The most natural starting point for working through this controversy is
certainly Aristotle’s famous statement, “we fulfill our function insofar as we have
prudence and ethical virtue; for virtue makes the goal correct, and prudence
makes the things promoting the goal (fa pros touton)” (V1.12, 1144a6-9;
similarly VI.13, 1145a4-6). In this passage, Aristotle clearly separates the roles
of (ethical) virtue and prudence in our deliberative action. Ethical virtue is
assigned the task of fixing the goal or end; whereas prudence figures out the
means (broadly understood) which promote the end. As Aristotle also says in his
remarks about deliberation, “we deliberate about things that promote an end, not
about the end” (I11.3, 1112b33-34), and “we lay down the end, and then examine
the ways and means to (to pos kai dia tinon, lit. “the how and through what”)
achieve it. If it appears that any of several means will reach it, we examine which
of them will reach it most easily and most finely; and if only one means reaches
it, we examine how that means will reach it, and how the means itself is reached”
(ITL.3, 1112b15-18). Therefore, ethical virtue in this context cannot be that
defined in I1.6, 1106b36—1107a2, where it incorporates prudence as a constitutive
element, and must be “full virtue” (kuria areté; see VI1.13, 1144b1-17). Then
what kind of virtue provides the end with whose achievement prudence is
concerned? A key passage for this question is:

Virtue preserves the starting-point (arché, or principle), whereas vice corrupts
it; and in actions the end we act for is the starting-point, as the assumptions
are the starting-point in mathematics. Reason does not teach the starting-point
either in mathematics® or in action; it is virtue, either natural or habituated
(areté € physiké & ethisté), that teaches correct belief about the starting-point.
(VIL.8, 1151a15-19; emphasis added)

By omitting the term “full virtue” which has already been introduced and
illustrated in VI.13, Aristotle makes it clear that it is our natural or habituated

2l Given the vast literature on this topic, the limited space, and the main purpose of this paper,
I do not intend to engage in a thorough treatment of this topic, or a full argument against the
intellectualist interpretation. I will be satisfied with a few relevant remarks following Moss
(2011), who so far provides the most comprehensive defense of the anti-intellectualist view,
carefully scrutinizing most of the evidence both for and against such a position. What follows
owes much to her inspiring and provocative paper. For a somewhat similar anti-intellectualist
standpoint, see, for example, Fortenbaugh (1991) and Natali (2001, Ch. 2).

2 In science it is grasped by nous, a kind of intellectual intuition; see VI.6.
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disposition that provides the end for our deliberative action. As we have seen
above, this end is set by wish, and prudence or the fully rational part of the soul
has little to do with it.** In our present context, natural virtue can be set aside,
and we can focus on habituated virtue. What Aristotle means is quite clear:
Habituated virtue makes us, or more specifically, our emotion and desire, incline
toward the correct end, i.e., toward the noble (to kalon), for example, being
courageous in battle. The means, on the other hand, that best achieves this end is
settled by deliberation through correct reason or prudence, in the same way that a
soldier calculates his specific situation (the number of enemies and his own
fellow soldiers, the rivals’ terrain, the armament, etc.), and reaches the best
means to conduct courageously in this situation, which could well be strategic
retreat instead of holding one’s position. Only in this way can we properly
balance moral virtue as both a habituated state (which aims at the correct end in
actions) and as also in some way determined by prudence (which decides the
mean relative to the agent in a given circumstance).**

Although I believe that the above account provides the most harmonious
interpretation of Aristotle’s different statements concerning the relation between
ethical virtue and prudence, it also generates further challenges. I will mention
three of these, and try to offer some relevant comments concerning these
difficulties, even if a full response cannot be given here.

The first challenge is a major motivation of the intellectualist interpretation of
the role of prudence. Commentators worry that if desire, not reason, is the
starting point of action, Aristotle will be committed to the unacceptable Humean
view, rendering reason the slave of desire.”” How to draw a clear line between
the Aristotelian and Humean views of motivation is certainly too large a question
to be discussed here. But a partial answer can be given by emphasizing, once
again, the cognitive power of Aristotelian emotion and desire, as done above.
Unlike Hume, who sees passion as purely irrational, Aristotle understands that
the motivation of action shares in reason.*®

2 We may also recall Aristotle’s remark concerning the different ways of acquiring a principle
or starting point (VE 1.7, 1098b3-8), where he mentions induction (for theoretical disciplines),
perception (for propositions like fire is hot), and habituation (for ethical principles); see
Burnyeat (1980, 72-73).

%% That reason cannot set the end is further articulated in a passage from DA: “the object of
desire is the starting point for the practical intellect, and the final step is the starting point for
action ... the object of desire produces movement, and, because of this, thought produces
movement, because the object of desire is its starting-point ... there is one thing which
produces movement, the faculty of desire ... the intellect does not appear to produce
movement without desire” (D4 111.10, 433a15-23).

2 See Irwin (1975) and Sorabji (1980) for this rather typical worry.

% This challenge and answer are both raised by Moss (2011), and I agree with her on this
issue.
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The second challenge concerns the role of prudence as being “about what sorts
of things promote living well in general” (NE V1.5, 1140a28). Intellectualists
may argue that since prudence concerns the overall good of a person, it must be
able to determine the end on each occasion. The ultimate end, happiness, may
not be provided by prudence, but what happiness consists of, and how one should
organize life in order to best achieve happiness, must be determined by prudence.
To this challenge, I would answer with the formal definition of happiness,
namely, that “the human good proves to be activity of the soul in accord with
virtue” (1.7, 1098a16-17). This definition forms the principle (arché) of
Aristotelian ethics, and for most people this principle is not acquired through
rational argument,”’ but rather through habituation. The end of good people is
practicing virtuous action, and the role of prudence is figuring out how to
practice virtuous action on certain occasions. To wish for virtuous action is to
wish for the correct end, and this end is not set by reason. Subordinate ends may
be determined by prudence, but those ends are not only ends; they are
simultaneously constitutive means to achieve virtue, and thus happiness. To put it
another way, the analysis of end without qualification stops at the level of virtue,
which is provided by good character and habituation, or habituated virtue; all the
other ends in life are, at least to certain extent, means to achieve virtue and
happiness, which can be determined by prudence.

The third possible challenge comes from Politics, for Aristotle says, “men act
in many ways contrary to their habituation and their nature through reason, if
they are persuaded that some other condition is better” (Politics VII.13,
1332b6-8). This passage seems to suggest that habituation alone cannot provide
a solid ground for the motivation of action, since we may be persuaded out of a
present habit. If so, reason not only has to figure out the means to a certain end,
but also has to settle the end itself. This challenge can be met in two ways. (1)
There is no doubt that Aristotle thinks that habit is revisable by reason, but this is
nevertheless very difficult, as we can see by his approvingly quotation of the
words of Eunenus the sophist, “indeed the reason why habit is also difficult to
change is that it is like nature; as Eunenus says, ‘habit, I say, is longtime training,
my friend, and in the end training is nature for human beings’ (NE VII.10,
1152a30-33).%® Therefore, most people, if not well habituated or well brought up,
are not able to turn to the right path by argument and persuasion, just as Aristotle

7 Philosophers, like Aristotle himself, might be able to reach ethical principles through
theoretical investigation (a kind of induction), and could be thought of as an exception to this
thesis. But since Aristotle’s ethical treatises do not have such philosophers as a primary
audience, we may leave this exception aside for present purposes.

2 See also Rhetoric 111, 1370a6-9: “[A]s soon as a thing has become habituated (eithismenon)
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.”
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complains in the very last chapter of the NE, “it is impossible, or not easy, to
alter by argument what has long been absorbed as a result of one’s habits” (X.9,
1179b16-18). (2) Even if reason alters one’s habituation, it does not necessarily
mean that reason itself sets the goal. For, as emphasized in section II and III,
habituation is not a process without reason, but rather the interaction between
emotion/desire and reason, so, even if one is persuaded out of present habituation,
one’s goal may still be set by desire, i.e., wish. It is necessary to turn rational
understanding into this kind of desire in order to have the correct starting-point
for action.”

At the very end of this paper, I would like to go back to the special status of
prudence, as mentioned in section one, and show why it is not acquired merely
through teaching. The first relevant point was, again, the fact that a young man
can be good at mathematics, but cannot be excellent in terms of prudence. This is
because “prudence is concerned with particulars as well as universals, and
particulars become known from experience, but a young person lacks experience,
since some length of time is needed to produce it” (NVE VI.8, 1142a14-16).
Unlike science (epistémé), which is always concerned with universals and with
what cannot be otherwise (VI.3, 1139b18-24), prudence, as the calculative and
deliberative faculty, is always concerned with what can and always be otherwise,
i.e., particulars in action (VL.5, 1140b1-4; V1.7, 1141b8-23), and thus it cannot
be taught directly as a set of rigorous rules. Our mind’s eyes’ ability to see the
right mean in deliberation must be trained and sharpened by rich experience. The
second point is related to the impossibility of forgetting prudence, for as Aristotle
famously says, “it [prudence] is not only a state involving reason. A sign of this
is the fact that such a state can be forgotten, but prudence cannot” (VL.5,
1140b28-30), and Irwin is right to understand this persistence of prudence in
terms of “the close connection of prudence with character and habit” (Aristotle
1999, 243). The last piece of evidence which contributes to the special status of
prudence is Aristotle’s classification in Eudemian Ethics 11 of prudence within
ethical virtue, rather than within intellectual virtue, describing it as the mean
between cunning and simplicity (EE I1.3, 1221al4). Whether this passage
concerning prudence should be excised and whether it points to the earlier
composition of the EE is not quite relevant for our present purpose,”’ but it
shows that Aristotle understood, at least once in his life, that prudence is so
closely connected with ethical virtue that there is a possibility, no matter how

¥ See NE IL.4, 1105b11-18 for Aristotle’s warning against the tendency to take refuge in
purely intellectual studies, which cannot directly provide motivation for ethical action.

" The entire controversy begins with the classic study of the development of Aristotle’s
thought in Jaeger (1962, Ch. 9). For the updated discussion and opposite positions concerning
the composition date and other comparisons of EE and NE, see Rowe (1971) and Kenny
(1978).
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slight, that it actually belongs to the category of ethical virtue,”' and that it thus
must be acquired in the same way as other ethical virtues.
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