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VIRTUE AND CHOICE IN ARISTOTLE’S ETHICS

In a well known article on the Nicomachean Ethics, L.A. Kosman states a
plausible account of how Aristotle views the nature of virtue, feeling, and the
relation between the two'. Virtues, for Aristotle, are dispositions toward feelings
(pathe) as well actions, and feelings are passively experienced in that they are not
chosen. But this account, Kosman thinks, creates a problem for anyone interpret-
ing Aristotle’s claims about the relation between virtue and choice (prohairesis).
If virtues are tendencies toward feelings, and feelings are not chosen, then it’s
difficult to see how virtues can be prohairetic — that is, to involve choice. Yet
Aristotle insists that virtues are prohairetic. The optimal solution to this problem,
if there 1s such a solution, would explain how virtues are prohairetic, but would
not challenge the claim that feelings, in Aristotle’s view, are not chosen. Kosman
considers a solution which seems to suffice, but claims that it ultimately fails. He
contends that the problem cannot be solved unless we “rethink™ the idea that for
Aristotle feelings cannot be chosen. Of course Aristotle never asserts that feelings
can be chosen, but Kosman thinks that if we interpret Aristotle as holding this,
we can easily explain how virtue involves choice. And he thinks Aristotle’s ac-
count of prohairesis makes this solution defensible. This is only a bare outline of
Kosman'’s position, but it will serve as a start. What | intend to show is that the
problem Kosman addresses i1s not as serious as he maintains — in fact, there are
two solutions to it suggested by his own article, and neither requires us to *‘re-
think™ the idea that for Aristotle, feelings are not chosen. As I will point out in
section 3, Kosman’s problem should indeed make us rethink something about
Aristotle’s ethics, but not the thing Kosman has in mind.

Section 1.

The first task is to fill in the above outline, beginning with Kosman'’s view of
the relation between virtues and feelings in the Nicomachean Ethics. Aristotle’s
ethics, Kosman tells us, is a theory not only of how to act well but of how to feel
well. In other words, Aristotle sees virtues as states of character which dispose us
not only toward morally appropriate actions but toward morally appropriate feel-

1. L.A. KOSMAN, “Being Properly Affected: Virtues and Feelings in Anstotle’s Ethics™, in Essays
on Aristotle’s Ethics, ed. Amélie Rorty (Berkeley, University of California Press, 1980), 103-116. Page
references are to this article.
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ings (104 ff)’. This does not mean, however, that a given virtue is a tendency
toward a particular range of feelings or a particular set of actions. Rather, feeling
and action are twin elements in the realization of any virtue, meaning that every
virtue is realized by a characteristic set of actions and feelings (104 ff). For exam-
ple, the courageous man is not simply disposed to act bravely, but to feel fear and
confidence in the right amounts and in the right circumstances’. Virtues, then, are
dispositions toward feelings®. But this, Kosman thinks, creates a serious problem.
Aristotle states that virtues are prohairetic, yet he also says that feelings are not”.
Thus, we face the difficulty of explaining how choice can be involved in a disposi-
tion toward something that is not chosen (107 f, 110)%. In other words, we must
explain how these dispositions toward feelings can involve choice, but it seems we
cannot look to the feelings themselves for the explanation, since we have said that
no choice is involved there. Where and how, then, does choice enter the picture?
A possible answer lies in a key feature of Aristotle’s ethics, namely the view that
each virtue is cultivated through action — that 1s, through a process of routinely
performing the actions characteristic of the virtue in question’. Since actions can
be chosen®, we are furnished with a simple and plausible way of bringing choice
into our account of virtue without saying that feelings are chosen. For example,
we can say that courage involves choice because it 1s cultivated through a series of
actions that are directly chosen. Once acquired, the courageous state of character
will express itself not only in actions, but in a particular range of feelings —
feelings which are not chosen, but instead spring directly from the courageous
disposition. Hence we can say that the courage thus cultivated involves choice,
but the feelings associated with it do not. This solution, Kosman says, is “on the
whole correct and, broadly speaking, faithful to Aristotle’s vision of the moral
life”” (113). Kosman's point is correct; in fact the proposed solution is one that
Aristotle comes close to stating:

“With regard to the virtues in general we have stated... that they are states of character, and that they
tend... to the doing of the acts by which they are produced, and that they are in our power and
voluntary... But actions and states of character are not voluntary in the same way? for we are masters
of our actions from the beginning right to the end... but though we control the beginning of our states

2. See Nicomachean Ethics (hereafter NE) 1105b 251, 1104 b 14, 1107 b 17-25, 1106 b 25, 1107 a
5-9,

L.NEIlll5a6-1116a9.

4. | have omitted the phrase, “according to Anstotle™, and will frequently do so for the sake of
brevity.

5. NE1106 a 36, 1105b 28 - 1106 a 5.

6. Some might be surprised that Kosman considers this a difficulty. This surprise is justified — see
the last two paragraphs in section 2, below,

7.NE1103a 31 ff,b 13 ff.

B. NE1111a20-33, 1112b 31 f, 1113 a 9 ff, 1139 a 31.
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of character the gradual progress is not obvious, any more that it is in illnesses; because it was in our
power, however, to act in this way or not in this way, therefore the states are voluntary™.

This passage does not mention choice; it speaks of the wider notion of vo-
luntariness. But it says that the acts by which we cultivate virtues are *‘in our
power’’, that we are “‘masters” of them. And since Aristotle often says that choice
relates to actions within our power'’, it’s reasonable to think the actions mention-
ed in the quoted passage, those which constitute *“‘the beginning of our states of
character”, are not only voluntary but chosen. Thus, the proposed solution to
Kosman’s problem is not merely faithful to the quoted passage; it is strongly
suggested by it. But Kosman rejects the solution on the grounds that *it fails in
important respects” (113 f). Its failure, he thinks, means that the problem we face
cannot be solved without rethinking the claim that feelings, for Aristotle, are not
chosen. The fact that virtues are prohairetic, Kosman suggests, can only be ex-
plained if we suppose that feelings are prohairetic also (114 f). This, quite ob-
viously, is a drastic solution to our problem (given the implausibility of the claim
that we can choose our feelings); thus, before accepting it, we should examine
Kosman’'s criticism of the solution already outlined. This examination, I believe,
will reveal that the solution is not a failure. It also will uncover a second solution,
one suggested but left unexplored in Kosman’s article. This solution is even more
plausible than the first, and equally compatible with the view that for Aristotle
feelings are not prohairetic.

Section 2.

The strongest objection to the first solution, Kosman thinks, i1s that it's at
odds with a view Aristotle “seems” to hold, namely that acts chosen prior to and
as a means to virtue do not involve choice in a strict sense (113 f). Such acts,
Kosman says, may resemble prohairetic acts, but since they are not the realiza-
tions of an already established virtue they are not really prohairetic, for “pro-
hairesis involves... not merely deciding but willing, where the notion of will is
sufficiently rich to demand reference to the ...habits of an agent’s moral life”
(114). It follows, contrary to our proposed solution, that virtues cultivated
through chosen action do not involve choice, or at least do not involve choice
owing to the relevant actions, for the actions came prior to the virtues and hence
were not chosen in the full sense. Kosman defends all this using a single passage
from the Nicomachean Ethics, which he reads to mean that virtue is a necessary
condition for choosing:

9. NE 1114 b 26 1. This and all following quotations are from W.D. Ross’s translation.
10. NE1111 b 20-33, 11122 30-b 8, 1112b 31 £, 11132 9 1.
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“[Clhoice cannot exist either without reason and intellect or without a moral state (éthikés hexeds)™!'.

This 1s a curious passage. As far as I can tell, there are no others like it in the
Nicomachean Ethics — no others, that i1s, which include moral character as a
requirement for prohairesis. Therein lies the first flaw in Kosman'’s objection. The
evidence he musters for it, being but one part of a single sentence, is simply too
meager to be convincing. This is especially true given that the proposal he is
contesting is faithful to most of Aristotle’s text. Now I am not saying that an
interpretive claim about a text should always be dismissed whenever there is only
one passage supporting it. I do say, however, that given what we know about the
origins and composition of the Nicomachean Ethics, no isolated sentence in it
should be taken as entirely reliable, especially if other passages seem to speak the
other way. There is a second flaw in Kosman's objection. Not only does he fur-
nish only one passage in defense of it, but that passage is open to a reading which
renders it incapable of supporting his claims — a reading, that is, which does not
imply that moral character 1s a necessary condition for prohairesis. Let us con-
sider the passage again, this time in context:

“The origin of action —its efficient, not its final cause— is choice, and that of choice is desire and
reasoning with a view to an end. This is why choice cannot exist either without reason and intellect or

without a moral state; for good action and ils opposite cannot exist without a combination of intellect
and character™!2,

The sentence from which Kosman took his quote begins with ““this i1s why”
(dio). From this we might expect that the passage immediately preceding it gives
reasons for saying that choice requires moral character, yet we find no such rea-
sons. Note, however, that the final part of the sentence begins with “*for™ (gar),
indicating, perhaps, that the reasons we seek are contained there. “For good ac-
tion (eupraxia) and its opposite cannot exist without a combination of intellect
and character™. This suggests that the passage quoted by Kosman is mainly con-
cerned with good choice, not merely with choice itself — 1.e., that when Aristotle
maintains that choice requires moral character he means that such character is
needed if our choices are to reliably promote eupraxia, meaning consistently good
actions or well-doing. This interpretation 1s supported by several other passages
in Aristotle’s text, one of which (the first of those below) appears only a few lines
prior to the one we have been examining':

“[Shnce moral virtue 15 a state of character concerned with choice, and choice 15 deliberate desire,

therefore both the reasoning must be true and the desire right, if the choice is to be good... (emphasis
added).

11. NE 1139 a 33. Kosman translates this as *no prohairesis without intelligence and thought, nor
without moral character™.

12. NE 1139 a 31-34.
1I3.NE1139a23ff, 1105a 2911, 1144 a 17 ff.
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|Blut if the acts that are in accordance with the virtues have themselves a certain character it does not
follow that they are done justly or temperately. The agent also... must choose the acts, and... his action
must proceed from a firm and unchangeable character.

[I]n order to be good... one must do them (the relevant acts) as a result of choice and for the sake of the
acts themselves. Now virtue makes the choice nght...”

Aristotle obviously thinks that a good moral character is required if choice is
to reliably promote good actions or well-doing. He does not obviously think that
choice itself 1s impossible without good moral character. In fact, he seems to
think that only deliberation and desire are necessary for choice per se. This is
revealed in the first of the three passages quoted above, and revealed again only a
few lines after the passage cited by Kosman:

“Hence choice 15 either desiderative reason or ratiocinative desire... The work of both the intellectual

parts, then, is truth. Therefore the states that are most strictly those in respect of which each of these

parts will reach truth are the virtues of the two pans“”.

Observe the reference to the “two parts™ of choice, meaning reason and de-
sire. There 1s no mention of moral character as a third. Choice, then, requires
only desire and intellect, but choice which reliably promotes well-doing also re-
quires moral character — such is our reading of the line quoted by Kosman. If
this reading is correct, then actions chosen prior to and as a means of cultivating
virtues can be said to be prohairetic'®, and of course the virtues thus cultivated
can be said to involve choice. It’s the latter proposal that Kosman contests, and
his objection rests solely on the passage we have just interpreted. So if our inter-
pretation is correct (certainly it is plausible), Kosman is robbed of any evidence
for his objection. In sum, the evidence for Kosman'’s objection i1s both too meager
and too questionable to render the proposed solution (the one in section 1) a
failure, particularly since the proposed solution is faithful to the rest of Aristotle’s

14. NE 1139 b 4-13.

15. It might be objected that if a given set of actions led to the development of various virtues,
which in turn led to virtuous conduct, then we can say that the choice to perform the imitial actions
resulted in well-doing. If so (the objection continues), we must also say that the choice required, and
must have issued from, a good character (i.¢., from pre-existing virtues), since we have said that choice
that promotes well-doing requires such character. This objection is clearly defective. Consider the fol-
lowing: **A shot that hits the bull’s-eye requires good aim;” and “Shooting cannot exist without good
aiming; for accurate shots, those that hit the bull's-eye, require a sharp aim™ (compare with NE, 1139 a
33). Interpreted fairly, these statements do not mean that if we find a bull's-eye with a hole in 1t we
must conclude that the shot issued from a good aim. Shooting per se requires only pulling a trigger, and
a novice might hit the bull’s-eye on his first try. To say that hitting the bull's-eye “requires™ a good aim
means that if our shots are to consistently hit the bull’s-eye we need a good aim; it does not mean that
if a shot hits the bull’s-eye it logically follows that 1t resulted from a good aim. The same goes for the
statement that choices that result in well-doing require, or cannot exist without, good moral character.
We can make choices without a virtuous character, and they might promote well-doing. But if they are
to reliably promote well-doing they must spring from a good moral character.
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text. The proposal Kosman contests is a reasonable way of handling the question
originally posed, the question of how virtues, for Arnistotle, can involve choice
although their feeling-realizations are unchosen. But Kosman has two other ob-
jections to the proposal in section 1:

“Note in the first place how far we have come from our initial characterization of a virtue as a disposi-
tion for deliberate and chosen conduct. That characterization interpreted Anstotle’s description of a
virtue as a hexis prohairetiké to mean that the virtue was the agent’s ready capacity to act... prohaireti-
cally, not that the virtue had been acquired through some mode of prohairetic action. In the second
place, the rather elaborate account into which we have been led seems curiously otiose; once we recog-
nize that actions and feelings are linked together as the realizations of a virtue, why not simply say that
a virtue is prohairetic because it 1s a disposition for those elements of its realizations which are actions?

For there is no special problem, apart from the general problem of giving an account of what prohaire-
sis is, about actions being prohairetic™ (113).

Neither of these contentions rules out the proposed solution. The first says
that the solution i1s removed from Arnistotle’s description of virtues as ready ca-
pacities to act prohairetically. This amounts to saying that the solution i1s not
implied in that description, but this clearly does not make it inconsistent with the
description. We can agree that virtues are capacities to act prohairetically, and
still maintain that virtues formed through prohairetic conduct are, in a derivative
way, prohairetic themselves. Kosman'’s second claim in the above passage is that
the solution in section | i1s needless once we recognize that virtues are realized by
actions as well as by feelings, and that actions involve choice. But this really
doesn’t amount to an objection. It does not reveal a flaw in the solution it address-
es; it merely indicates that an even simpler solution is available. As Kosman puts
it in the above passage, “why not simply say that a virtue is prohairetic because it
1s a disposition for those elements of its realizations which are actions? For there
1s no special problem about actions being prohairetic™. It i1s curious that Kosman
waits until the concluding pages of his paper to ask this question, for the question
naturally comes to mind when one encounters the problem he is addressing. In
other words, we are told early in Kosman's paper that every virtue is realized by a
charactenistic set of feelings and actions, and that actions involve choice. We then
are asked how virtues can involve choice if they are dispositions toward feelings
which do not involve choice. It’s natural to be surprised by Kosman's concern
over this question, for the solution seems easy: virtues involve choice because they
are realized by actions, not just by feelings, and actions involve choice. But only
late in his paper does Kosman consider this solution, and only then as an objec-
tion to the more elaborate solution already proposed. As just indicated, however,
it fails as such an objection. It does not fail as an additional solution, for it is
faithful to Aristotle’s account of virtue, and especially to his description of virtues
as tendencies toward prohairetic acts'S.

16. NE 1106 b 36, 1105 a 31, 1136 a 3 fI.
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Section 3.

We thus end up with not one, but two plausible answers to Kosman's origin-
al question, which shows that it never really posed a serious problem. Certainly it
created no problem requiring us to “rethink™ the notion that, for Aristotle, feel-
ings are not chosen. In fact, some might conclude that since the second of the two
answers was obvious all along, the question never posed a problem at all; hence
the pages spent addressing it —ours as well as Kosman’s— were utterly pointless.
However, there is one valuable thing our discussion reveals —a small thing per-
haps, but something we should occasionally “rethink™, or rather remind ourselves
of— regarding Aristotle’s ethics. The fact that there were two answers to Kos-
man’s question, both faithful to Aristotle’s theory but not stated in it, should
remind us that Aristotle’s concerns were not the same as those of contemporary
philosophers, and the puzzles we experience in reading him often result from this
difference in concerns. Frequently we approach the work of a past philosopher
with a question that seems germane to his subject, only to find several answers
consistent with his work yet none explicitly stated in it. This is a clue that al-
though the question is important to us it was not so important to the philosoph-
er, that although he was capable of answering it, he did not find it crucial enough
to address directly. The question we have been discussing (the question of how
virtue can involve choice) is an example. Although Aristotle leaves passages from
which at least two answers can be constructed, he never pauses to address the
question in a frank way. This is because his main interest is not the relation
between virtue and choice, but the relation between virtue and legislation. Unlike
contemporary ethical theorists, his main concern is with how men can be made
good through appropriate laws, not with the role of individual choice in moral
behavior. Thus, many of his ideas on the latter topic are left unclear, but he
seldom is unclear on the role of legislation in producing good character'’. None
of this is new to readers of the Nicomachean Ethics, so 1 will not belabor it. But
perhaps we should bring it to mind occasionally, if only to prevent frustration
over questions the book does not explicitly address, and to prevent blindness to
its provocative answers to many others'®.

John TILLEY
(USA)

17. NE 1094 a 26-b 10, 1103 b 2 ff, 1179 a 28 - 1180 a 32.
18. T thank Jon Moline for helpful comments on the imitial draft of this paper.
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APETH KAI ITPOAIPEZH £TH HOIKH TOY APIZETOTEAH

[Mepiinyn

‘O "Aprototéng dwateivetarl Ot ol dpetéc elval mpoalpeTiKeg Kai Ot
eivan £€eig o oyéon npog t@ cvvaroBipata xaboc kai tic évépyeieg. Pai-
vopevika Bempel Eniong 6t 1@ cuvarcnuata d&v eivarl UmoKeipeva Tpoape-
oewc. Loppwva pé tov L.A. Kosman 10 yeyovog alto dnuiovpyel npofinua
yu TV Katavonon thg apiototelikiic andyene avapopika pé TN oyeon
Gapetiic xai npoaipéoeme, £va nmpofinua ol O@eiier va pdac émpPaiier va
EavaokepBoipe xatandéoo 0 "Aprototédng Bewpel 1@ cuvarctijpata ©¢ pn
Unmokeipeva ot npoaipeon. I perétn avth dmootnpile 6T 10 mpdPAinua
rob Bétel 6 Kosman 8&v eival othv npaypatikétnta 1600 coPfapd doo da-
teivetan 6 1drog. "Ymdpyovv dvo duvatég Avoelg Tic Omoieg ExbBéto oto dp-
Bpo pov kai Emopéveg d&v eivar dvaykaio va Bewpoipe 6t kata tov "Apt-
ototéAN T ovvaicOnipata dév vmokewvtar o £Aevbepn PBovinon.

John TILLEY
(CEAL. ptepp. A. APABANTINOY)
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