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Aristotelian Habits
Stephen M akin

Department of Philosophy
University of Sheffield

Abstract: Aristotle emphasises the role of habituation in our awumoral virtues, as
well as other abilities. | discuss an independently eingagroblem concerning the
acquisition of abilities through practice, formulated in the context of Aristotle’s account of
virtue development. The problem consists in a tensiond®st two plausible claims, one [A]
concerning what is required for an agent to be acting ormiaidle, the other [B] concerning
the view a novice should have of whether they could evssiple be making the decisions
required for moral development. | recommend a solutlmself-blind novice response. That
solution implies that self-blindness should be pervasivengraistotelian moral developers.
And that implication is confirmed by the fact that theessarily rare state of self-aware

expertise is an important part of the Aristotelian virtiemagnanimity.



1 The paper

| will discuss a problem concerning ability acquisition whicthink is both general and
independently engaging. In particular |1 consider its appdinawvithin the framework of
Aristotle’s account of virtue acquisition: that we acquire virtues by habituation or practice
(NE 2.1 1103al17-18; NE 2.1 and 2.4 for fuller discussion); thahegeire a virtue (as we
acquire some other skills, abilities or habits) “by first exercising it” (NE 2.1, 1103a31)

First some preliminaries. The details of Aristotle’s account of the virtues (and their
acquisition) are disputed. | want as far as possible boaire neutral on contentious
interpretative questions though. Problems threaten ie tima&n areas. First, discussion of a
problem framed in terms of Aristotle’s account of virtue acquisition had better get that
account right. Second, my discussion will focus on Aristotle’s notion of decision
(prohairesis) and so | had better get that notion right toad,Thirtue acquisition is a
prolonged process and intuitively — doesn’t end when a child ‘comes of age’. I will be
interested in the later stages of that process, wlareae might be fairly reflectively
engaged in their own moral development. But it might seem that Aristotle doesn’t allow for

much in the way of mature moral development. So thahseeoblematic.

! In what follows translations typically follow Ross/Urms2884 (in The Complete Works of Aristotle: The
Revised Oxford Translation), with departures indicated.rAdtive translations are Irwin 1999, Rowe 2002
(Broadie/Rowe 2002) and Taylor 2006.

What Aristotle says allE 2.1 is that moral virtue (aréte éthiké) comes about thrdadpit (ethos: Rowe 2002
prefers “habituation”). And the title of this paper adverts to that standard translation. But | will typically talk
instead about acquiring a virtue through practiad will not often use the term ‘habit’ or its cognates.

What characterises acquiring a virtue or developing anyabilitearning a skill... through practice is that we
acqure the virtue, ability, skill... “by first exercising it” (NE 2.1, 1103a31). At NE 2.1, 1103b21-22 Aristotle
gives a crisp statement of the essential featureabéstquisition through practice: “states arise out of like
activities’). I will often refer summarily to this process as one in which someangires the ability to ¢
through p-ing. That formula sounds fine for lots of the examplesstatie provides and | use someone
acquires the ability to play the flute by playing the flute, someone learns to heal by healing etc. But it doesn’t fit
well with our natural ways of talking about virtue acquisitidhere are two points. First virtues are normally
referred to by abstract nouns (‘courage’, ‘good-humour’). But what a virtue is (as Aristotle recognises, and as
the formula requires) is a state or disposition (a hblEs2.5, 1106a10-12 ; séeat 8, 8b26-9a14 for more on
the notion). Second, in addition to the unwieldy rexfiee to a virtue as a dispositiny there is the problem of
providing an easy reference forIn lots of cases of acquisition by practicetands for what it is that the ability
(disposition, skill...) is an ability to do. | acquire thaligy to build through building. But there is generally no
non-trivial way of specifying what a virtue like courageidisposition to de courage is the disposition to be
courageous. These two points combine to make applicatitvedormulaacquires the ability to ¢ through ¢-

ing to the case of the virtues sound inevitably clumsy.tBe underlying point should be clear. What it means
to say that courage is acquired by practice is that sceremuires the disposition to act courageously by acting
courageouslyNE 2.1, 1103a34-1103b2; 2.4, 1105a17-19).



How can | hope to remain neutral? The idea is that my anguw reply only on some

pretty uncontentious (perhaps because loosely stated) points about Aristotle’s views.

The first uncontentious point is that virtues issue inisiteas, that a virtuous person will
(quite often) act in ways which express a decision; that a virtue is a ‘prohairetic state.”” So,

contrast a youngster who does not yet possess some amtuthe developed person who
does possess that virtue. The former will not, while #teed will (sometimes) act in ways
which express decisions appropriate to that virtue. So théqaac habituation by which an
agent acquires a virtue will take that person from a statvhich they cannot, to a state in

which they (often) do, express the appropriate decisioastion.

The second is that decision is closely connected witll &nsome way involves,

deliberationi.

And the third is that there are limits on what can be deliberated about; an agent’s deliberation
is constrained by what that agent believes they carewtby their own efforts; | cannot

deliberate about what | know | will not succeed in d8ing

Now a more substantive move. Since decision involves deliberand there are constraints
on deliberation there are therefore the same contran decision as there are on
deliberation. What does that mean? | mean that if | kifiady in acting in a certain way | will

not be X-ing, then I cannot, in acting in that way, kpressing a decision to X. Further if
expression of a decision to X in the appropriate cirtant®es is what is generally required
for the X virtue, and | know that in acting as | am in sarbumstances | am not expressing

a decision to X, then | ipso facto know that | do not pos$esX wvirtue.

Back to contentious issues in Aristotelian scholarship. drgement in this paper could do
with examples. And, as is well known, Aristotle likeduse crafts as an example in talking
about virtues. But there are also important differences leetwefts and virtues, as Aristotle

recognises, and it is a matter of debate how much weigstiofie puts on those differences

2 SeeNE 2.4 passim
% SeeNE 3.2-3 passim

* NE 3.3, 1112a28-30, 1112a33-34, 1112b24NBS.2, 1139b5-8NE 6.5, 1140a30-3



in his account of the virtues. Will it then be saferfog to appeal to craft examples as often as
| do? | think the answer is yes, so long as two conditiarld. First that the deliberation
involved (in whatever way) in craft decisions is subjecttie same constraints as the
deliberation involved (in whatever other way) in virtue isiens. Second that all that is
required for the problem | will talk about is that the debkitien involved in virtue decisions
be subject to the constraint that | cannot deliberate akbbat | know | will not succeed in
doing. | think those two conditions do hold, and | hope Wiktbe clear as | go on. So | will
use the crafts as an example. But not my only exampleothBr favourite is the new parent
developing parental virtues through practice. At one point in time people don’t possess the
parental virtues (they aren’t parents). At a later time many do possess them. So it seems that
many people do acquire parental virtues; and the most udwi@y is through parenting,
habituation and practice. But this type of virtue acquisjtamcurring later in life and perhaps
involving some reflection seems un-Aristotefiaiivhat to say? Well, if Aristotle’s own
conception of virtue acquisition concentrates almosiredy on virtue acquisition in the
young, and cannot be adapted to accommodate virtues whiclecarieed by practice at a
more mature stage, then for me at least it begins ®ilegphilosophical interest. We lead
safer and more compartmentalised lives than the citzEasGreek polis. | cannot honestly
say that | have ever been in a situation which would recairexercise of Aristotelian
courage, | have had an easy life. But there is of courseptiemomenon of people
recognising, eg as a political situation develops, thatageurs increasingly called for
(looming political dangers, the real possibility of a taiy draft, courage required in
deciding whether to fight or to refuse the draft etc). What we hope is that Aristotle’s — an
Aristotelian— account of virtue acquisition should be able to accomreatthait sort of case,
even if rare for an Athenian citizen. And of courseai.cThere are continuities between the
trials | have endured and predictable situations which will ipehy require the virtue of
courage. The acquisition of the parental virtues througmpagediffers from this case only
in being a more striking example, since the disconigmiibetween not being a parent and
being a parent are so much more radical than those between the annoying trials I’ve faced so

far and situations calling for courage. But it is equally secam which people really do

acquire virtues as their lives continue.

® As might seem obvious from Aristotle’s texts. See eg NE 2.1, 1103b24%6 “It makes no small difference, then,
whether we form habits of one kind or of another framaery youth; it makes a very great difference, or rathe
all the difference.”



2. The Problem

The problem | am interested in is this. If we conceivprattice as we have to in order for it

to inculcate virtue, we are committed to two conflicting claims

[A] If someone knows that in doing F they will not beint well then their doing F
cannot express a decision to X

and

[B] In acquiring the X-related virtue(s) through practicensone must often act in ways
which express a decision to X while knowing that they will motsed in X-ing well.

What is meant by the weasel phrase conceive of practieee dsmve to in order for it to
inculcate virtu@ The thought is that the ‘practice” which will inculcate virtue can’t remain
externally driven. It might start out that way, but if tievice is eventually to be able to make
decisions characteristic of the Wetue then at some stage they have to ‘give it a genuine
shot’, ‘have a go for themselves’, act authentically, as it were: what they have to do, I will
claim, is make decisions for themselves. Consider the new pAtesime stage they have to
act for themselves, without relying on the childcare begpage or friend (more than they
shouldy.

So now a bit more detail on what is involved in making a a&gignd acting in a way which
expresses a decision. As mentioned, the important pare is that decision involves
deliberation, and that deliberation involves looking for appabg or effective ways of
behaving, with something further in view. Aristotle says thateaision involves a wish
(boulésis) for sme end, accompanied by deliberation about ‘the things towards the ends’’. A

decision is a certain type of desire: a deliberative deaimationally generated desire, an

® Conyare the sullen parent, who isn’t really on board with the childcare project at all. Mere stubborn repetition

of something they’ve been told to do (‘look, that’s how you change a nappy’) won’t do anything to make them a

good parent. The contrast, and theriof ‘acting authentically’, should be familiar. If T am to develop the ability

to play chess, I have to ‘play properly’ as it were: I have make moves with the aim of winning. Moving pieces in

order to reproduce openings | have learned from books, ordim to impress my teacher, won’t help me
develop the ability to play chess. Or if a student ibedocome good at philosophy, then she has from the very
start to approach the subject seriously, and give geanisgers to the questions she is faced with. Suppose the
guestion for an early tutorial is whether euthanasipeisnissible. A student whose aim in answering that
guestion is accurately to reproduce points which have beste in lectures is not thereby on the road to
becoming a good philosopher. What the student needs to &mgeiting to the bottom of that question.

"NE 3.31112b12 ta pros ta telé



intellectual desiré A decision is a desire to perform some action whishlte from working
out (through deliberation) that that the prospective agsdhe only or best way to achieve
some aim. Aristotle says that a doctor does not detibertaout whether, but about how, to
heaf. The point is that a discipline like healing (X-ing) ciolesed in itself has an internal
goal describable as healing well (X-ing well). In some casesg well will come to
obtaining some good product of the appropriate sort (somedlds tuell when they produce
good houses). In other cases that will not be parenting well, acting well in danger, living
well aren’t a matter of producing anything’®. Now insofar as someone is engaged in the
discipline they do not deliberate about whether to engage well*'. So the (relevant)
deliberations of the doctor, builder, new parent...will hthe following sort of structure:
‘given that I want to build well and construct the house as designed, I need to provide support

for a large roof, and therefore to build strong walls;tlse walls have to be thick, and
therefore |1 need mortar which is strong but slow to set,slightly flexible; a good way to
get that would be by mixing cement, sand and water in (routfiyse proportions; so now |
need to ..."*% When these deliberations bring me to something which iseifiately open to
me, and when | act accordingly (I actually do mix cememigl send water in the proportions

optimal for mortar of the required consistency), thgnaction expresses a decision

8 NE 6.2, 1139b4-5
9NE 3.3, 1112b11-15.

10 See the contrast BE 6.4 between making (poiésis) and acting (praxis). Deisgrihe internal goal of the X-
activity as X-ing well is intended as a way of saying shing which will capture both those (very different)
cases.

™ This doesn’t involve denying either of the following two points. First, someone might deliberate about eg
whether to become a builder in the first place, and alsbather to preserve their skill and remain a builder (as
opposed, for example, to allowing it to be lost through lakclaativity). Second, a skilled builder might
deliberate about whether to do some building right noterathan, for example, taking the day off. But what
we have in each of those cases is deliberation atdoether to pursue the internal goal of building, and such
deliberation will compare the advantages and disadvantddmslding (I get paid, but on the other hand it is
hard work) with the advantages and disadvantages of some alte(ttae weather is warm and it would be nice
to lie on the beach, but on the other hand | havetbilfmy) relative to some further role with its own intd
goal (I am a parent, and a parent does not deliberate afhether to support his children).

Note that these remarks are intended only to support thk glaim that if | do deliberate about whether to
acquire or exercise some ability, then that deliberatiost be relative to some further goal which is beirlg he
fixed. | am steering clear of the much more difficuind much discussedquestion of whether it is possible to
deliberate about one’s ultimate goals. NE 1.4, 1095a17-22 suggests that there is an internal goaliig k&
human life which can be schematically characterisduea®y happy, living and doing well. The problems arise
when we consider Aristotle’s position on the question of whether and how someone can deliberate about what

the pursuit of happiness or living well would be for theither in general or in the immediate circumstances.

12 SeeNE 3.3, 1112b15-19; for a case of medical deliberation Met Z 7, H332bcompare the practical
syllogism atMA 7, 701a18-23.



Suppose that’s a good enough explication, at least as far as it goes, of what it is for an action

to express a decision. Then we are in a position tesaisse plausibility of each of [A] and
[B]. For if one or both of [A] and [B] were implausible,etth we should conclude that the
implausible one is false, in which case no interestmgion would arise between [A] and
[B].

Why then should [A] seem plausible? Here is one linegdmment. As mentioned, the crucial
point is that decision involves deliberation, and there @estraints on what we can
deliberate about in particular, | can only deliberate about what | cahiae by my own
efforts. It follows then that | cannot deliberate abouatwhknow | will not succeed in doing.
Imagine a general who wants to command his troops well antheibattle (the internal goal
of his expertise in military strategy). Suppose a certetiom (eg ordering the troops on the
left flank to advance) does seem possible to him (eg hea@amunicate with them). Still,
that cannot be the only action which is possible for o if it is possible to order the
troops on the left to advance then it will also be padsgo order them to retreat or to remain
where they are. Why then does the general order theadance? Presumably because he
has worked out that doing so is the only or the bestafiaghieving the internal goal of his
military activity (namely to command the troops well and e battle). But now suppose
that he knows in advance that ordering the troops on dhetd advance will not be
commanding well and will not lead to winning the battle. In thae ¢be link between the
action which presents itself to the general as immelgigiossible (ordering the advance) and
the desired goal from which he has worked backwards to tlmsdcommanding well and
winning the battle) is broken, since the general takes hinsekinow that ordering an
advance will not be commanding well and will not lead to winning thdéeb#nd if that were
the case then thgeneral’s military deliberations would never take him to the (feasible)
option of ordering an advance. Now that can all be summed up by saying that if the general’s
performing a certain action (ordering an advance) expseasdecision to X (to command
well and win the battle) then it is not also the cdmset the general knows that in performing
that action (ordering an advance) he will not succeed -imgX(commanding well and
winning the battle). And that claim is equivalent to (it is¢batrapositive of)

[A] If someone knows that in doing F they will not bein¢ well then their doing F

cannot express a decision to F.



Here is another line of argument in support of [A]. Tdllao action expressing a decision to
X is shorthand for a claim about the desire which m&wahe action. An action which
expresses a decision to X is motivated by a desire to X wiheshits from working out
through deliberation that that action is the best oy wsly to achieve the internal goal of X-
ing — namely to X welf®. If a certain action for example, fastening together in a particular
way this many rafters made of that type of weoekpresses a decision to build a house then
what motivates the action is that agent wants to fasigather these rafters in this way
because it is feasible to do so and they have worked out that doing so is what’s required in
order to support a roof of the type wanted for the house ibgilgroject to hand, and
therefore for completing the project well. Or agairfegding the baby with this comforting
food right now expresses a decision to parent well then it’s feasible (there’s food available)

and the father has worked out that doing that is thedoestly way to be a good parent.

Suppose then that the locution express a decision to X]ims[@xpanded in line with that

explication to give

[Al] If an agent knows that in doing F they will not be n¢iwell then their doing F cannot
be motivated by a desire to X which is the result of workingthat doing F is the
best or only way to achieve the goal of X-ing well

[Al] is more unwieldy than [A], but its plausibility mmore apparent. Consider the apprentice

learning to build by building and the new parent, and takeepisodes in their development.

The apprentice is about to contribute something to theibgilgroject, to mix the mortar for

the north wall; the parent is trying to get the baby tepsl&he possibility of a certain action

presents itself add a bit more sand to the mortar, give the baby moie Trtile apprentice

and the parent go for it. Now there is a perspectivédhaingpisode which is distinct from that

13 But the converse isn’t true, namely that if an action is motivated by a desire to X which results from working

out through deliberation that that action is the besbrdy way of X-ing well then that action expresses a
decision to X. That cannot be right, in view of the Blie#Anscombe point that the calculating akratic who
pursues a neighbour’s partner in a shrewd and intelligent fashion is not nevertheless acting on a decision —
indeed, qua akratic they are acting on appetite and againstd#eision That’s to say that we need to be
sensitive to the distinction between

(a) if an action is motivated by a desire to X whichuhssfrom working out ... then that action expresses a
decision to X

which is false, and

(b) if an action expresses a decision to X then it isvatatd by a desire to X which results from working aut ..
The second (b) is (at the least) less obviously falge ag and is all that is required to sustain the argument
which follows. Note that (b) is intended to be sufficigitiose to accommodate cases in which someone acts
virtuously without immediately prior thoughNE 3.8, 1117a17-22) perhaps make that clearer by adding a
further qualification to (b) to give

(b*) if an action expresses a decision to X then eithés inotivated by a desire to X which results from
working out that ..., or there would be such a motivatirgirdevere the agent to work out that ...



of the apprentice or the new parent, namely the perspeafithe expert, the person who
does possess the virtue which the novice is seeking to adogagh practice- in this case,
the master builder or the experienced good parent. tnitgato build (by building), and
learning to bring up a child (by bringing up a child) each of {hyerentice and parent is
consciously trying to acquire the ability or virtue whichyth®nceive of the expert as
possessing. Each considers the expert’s perspective as an ideal to which they aspire, and

which they are seeking to attain.

Now what the novice (apprentice or parent) has in fact @op@t to add more sand to the
mortar, and give the baby more milk. What should the novice’s attitude be to the expert’s
perspective on that situatiofi?The novice wants to be able to alight on the opti@h the
expert would alight on, and to do so in the way that tiperxvould— the apprentice wants
to build well, the young father wants to parent well. Thaacdy why they are engaged in
acquiring the skills of the master builder or the virtaéshe good and experienced parent.
What the expert would do is to plump for the alternatwech is sensitively optimised for
the project at hand (eg the master builder would mix theéamar light of an appreciation of
what’s required for the immediate building project, of the differences that variations in the
composition of mortar make to its properties, and af hauch it matters to get it right, and
to what degree of accuracy, at this stage of the job; idewnutatis mutandis for the
experienced good parent). But the novice knows that whicluptem they went for (adding
more sand, giving the baby more milk) will not in fact haeerbreached in that way, by
sensitive optimisation for the project at hand, andhesresult of building expertise or
parental virtue- because the novice knows that they are not an egmeriso knows that they
don’t have the expertise or virtue which would by definition inf@amaction which was the
best option in the circumstances. To summarise: the@aavants to X well, that is, to X as
the expert would; but the novice knows that she doesn’t have the expertise or virtue which
would inform X-ing well (since she knows she is a novitejo the novice knows that she

will not X well*®. And what [A1] says- plausibly— is that given that the novice knows that in

1 The fact that it is this question which brings outpteisibility of [A1] is significant. For more on this séet
discussion later in the paper at section 3.

15 See later for the significance of this point.

16 SeeNE 2.4, 1105a260 “Again the case of the arts and that of the [virtues] are not similar; for the products of

the arts have their goodness in themselves, so tigaeftough that they should have a certain character, but if
the acts that are in accordance with the [virtues] haamdklves a certain character it does not follow thegt th
are done justly or temperately”
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doing such and such she will not be X-ing well, then hengah that way (adding more
sand, giving more milk) can’t be motivated by a desire which results from an expert’s
deliberations about what building well or parenting well wouldnbdese circumstances. For
ex hypothesi the novica hot an expert. So the novice doesn’t have a full understanding of
quite why and how adjusting the consistency of the mantagiving the baby extra milk
contributes as it does to building this house well or bnmpgip the baby well. And since the
novice doesn’t have that understanding it follows that the novice hasn’t alighted on the
particular action by appealing to that understanding in working out what it’s best to do. The
novice’s action can’t be motivated by a deliberative desire — can’t express a decision
because the novice knows that they lack the expesdaired to make a decision in this

situation.

Those are my arguments in support of [A]. But | mayaamlyehave stumbled badly on an

ambiguity in the idea that someone develops the X-visjuacting as the expert would act.

That idea covers two distinct claims regarding what somme®eds to do in order to develop

the X-virtue:

(1) A novice developing the X virtue needs repeatedly to paréctions which are such
that the expert would in fact also decide on those actions

(2) A novice developing the X virtue needs to make decisioitise way that the expert
would make them.

The fact that these are distinct is clear fridE5.8, and in particular 1136aB-“‘Similarly, a

man is just when he acts justly by [decision] (proeloménoa result of decision’, ‘if his

decision causes him to do justice’), but he acts justly if he merely acts voluntarily”. And the

distinction is crucial here. My two earlier argumerits [A] relied on assuming that

Aristotle’s account of virtue acquisition commits him to (2). For they turned on the thought

that if a novice knows that they are not an expem they know that they will not make

decisions in the way that the expert would make them. Beitnagtly doubtthat Aristotle’s

It’s not that the novice knows that whatever they do will be different from what theert would have done (it
might turn out that the parent gives more milk, and in fact that’s exactly the thing to do). The parent is trying to
develop parental virtue. and in that cadey contrast to the artsthe goodness is not just in the product. The
new parent doesn’t just want the results of parental virtue (the outcomes which result fd@tisions which
manifest parental virtue} they want parental virtue. So, in effect, the questicseg@as: given that you are
someone who is developing the parental virtues, do you thiakaction you are undertaking right now is an
exercise of the parental virtues, ie a decision to pavelt? And the plausible answér no, I know it isn’t an
exercise of the parental virtue, because I know I don’t possess the parental virtues.
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account of virtue acquisition does commit him to (2) as disfioen (1)'. (1) is weaker than
(2), and in particular is far too weak to sustain my argusnéant[A]. For even if a novice
knows that they are not an expert, that gives them repmeto think that the action they
perform (adding more sand, giving the baby milk) is different ftbm action which the
expert would perform, even if it is an action which has beeived at differently from the
way in which the expert would arrive at it. The new parevegythe baby more milk, and
perhaps that is precisely what the expert possessing rdetglavirtues would have done. So
if acquisition of eg parental virtue requires only {13s opposed to (2)then there will be no
reason to suppose that [A] is a plausible claim about @astofelian account of virtue

acquisition.

Well, here’s an argument that Aristotle should be committed to (2) over and above (1). It
rests on the thought that (1) leaves the phenomenowirtble acquisition essentially
mysterious in a way that (2) does not. | start from thiewing:
This is why [decision] (prohairesis) cannot exist either euththought (nous) and
intellect (dianoia) or without a moral state (éthiké hexisy;good action (eupraxa
and its opposite cannot exist without a combination of eteldianoia) and character
(ethos)
NE 6.2, 1139a33-35
Unsurprisingly the interpretation of this passage is disputatipBrhaps | can take from it

the thought that someone who lacks a moral characteceiftain type cannot make decisions

" This is to put it mildly. Isn’t it obvious from NE 2.4, 1105b5k0 that it’s (1) that Aristotle has in mind:
“Action, then, are called just and temperate when they are such as the just or tempeaatevould do; but it is
not the man who does these that is just and temperatdyebatan who also does them as just and temperate
men do them. It is well said, then, that it is by doinst jacts that the just man is produced, and by doing
temperate acts the temperate man.”

And the argument which I offer is just the stubborn report that I don’t see how repeatedly performing actions
which don’t express X-decisions can turn me into the sort of persondebs express X-decisions.

But at least the target is a bit clearer. What’s at issue here is not the desiring aspect of virtue. The question is not

eg how can | come to be the sort of person who wantghave courageously or temperately by repeatedly
acting as a person who is courageous and temperate would act? There’s a familiar and plausible answer to that
guestion concerning the internalisation of the pleasurestofgavirtuously. The emphasis is rather on the
intellectual aspect of decision. The question is ratih@r can | come to be the sort of person who is abéet

in ways that express decisions, that are sensitiyaiynesed for the situation at hand, by repeatedly acting in
ways which don’t express a decision, and which I don’t arrive at by sensitive optimisation for the situation at
hand? And perhaps it’s not clear what the answer to that question is (which would be interesting).

Notice that my examples are deliberately chosen tatdatgention away from the connection of habituation t
the desiderative aspect of virtue, and correspondingly tovtlaedsontribution of practice to the practical insight
required for virtue, since they are examples in whiék @asier to imagine the desiderative component given:
the new parent who naturally wants to be a good parent, bachevertheless develops parental virtue in the
Aristotelian way through practice, becoming a good parentigtr acts of good parenting. Likewise | assume
that the apprentice wants to be a good builder, thatibgsmovice wants to be a good player etc.
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of the appropriate sort. A courageous person can make cowjagssve decisions and act
accordingly, while someone who lacks a formed charasteegards courage cannot. Now a
novice is precisely someone who is developing a charadta certain sort. The young
person does not yet have either a courageous or a covehatigcter, the new parent is not
yet either a good or a bad parent. And that suggestththabvice does not act in ways that
express the appropriate decisith#n that case then an account of virtue acquisition sieed
explain how an agent moves from repeatedly acting in Weatsdo not express a decision to
X — ie from habituation and practieeto a condition in which they (sometimes) act in ways
that do express a decision. Now consider the contrast &et(t¢ and (2). Which of those
more plausibly accommodates Aristotle’s formulaic statement of his account of virtue
acquisition at NE 2.1, 1103b2D- that “states arise out of like activities” (ek tdn homoidn
hexeis ginontai)? (1) gives Aristotle reason to say that
(1*) repeatedly acting in ways that don’t express a decision to X can bring one to being the
sort of person whose actions do express a decision to X
whereas (2) would license
(2*) repeatedly acting in ways that do express a decisiondanXbring one to being the

sort of person whose actions do express a decision to X.

It is reasonable to think (isn’t it?) that (2*) cleaves closer to Aristotle’s formulaic statement
that does (1*). To put in another way, (1*) leaves it a eryshow it is that repeatedly acting
in one sort of way- a way that doesn’t express a decision to X — can result in a state of
character which enables one to act in a significantfemrint sort of way- the way that does
express a decision to X. (2*) on the other hand doesn’t involve that degree of mystery. (2*)
requires only that we accept something, failure to recognisehvidi according to Aristotle,
‘the mark of a thoroughly senseless person’, namely that ‘it is from the exercise of activities
on particular objects (tou energein peri hekasta that statebapécter (hai hexeis) are
produced’ (NE 3.5, 1114a8-9).

18 Does it? Consider some virtue (eg temperance). It can’t be true that it is only the temperate (or the indulgent

or the insensible) who make decisions, since Aristeflgs that the incontinent agent acts on the hafsis
appetite and against (contrary to) his decisioand that may suggest that the incontinent agent makes a
decision, but fails to act on it. So it’s not true that its only people of settled character who make decisions.

The argument above attempts to side-step this problemalking of the agent who acts in ways that express
decisions. And clearly that akratic doesn’t actin a way that accord with his decision. But this manoeuvre isn’t
going to work, since the continent agent does act s waat express his decision, although he has to struggle
against his appetites to do $dE 3.2 1111b135 “Again, the incontinent man acts with appetite but not with
[decision]; while the continent man on the contrary &gtk [decision] , but not with appetite (proairoumenos
men, epithumén d’ ou)’. And compare NE 7.1, 1145b134 ‘while the continent man, knowing that his
appetities are bad, does not follow them because of lEerrddia ton logoy’



13

It may seem though that this cannot be a good argumecg, what is required by (2) and
(2*) is patently paradoxical namely that a novice, who cannot make the appropriate
decisions, comes to be someone, an expert, who can neafipgiopriate decisions by means
of repeatedly making the appropriate decisions. But thesation of paradox is premature.
For the issue of whether there is genuine paradox bgyeecisely the issue of whether [A]
and [B] are genuinely in conflict. As we will see, | haveuggestion about how to resolve
the conflict between [A] and [B} the so-called Blind Novice Strategywhich suggestion

will also remove the appearance of paradox from (2) and (2*)

Where does this leave my arguments for [A]? The chargethed those arguments rely on an
Aristotelian commitment to (2) rather than (1), wher@astotle is in fact committed only to
(1) and not to (2). The argument of the preceding two paragreghsntended to persuade
you that an Aristotlelian should accept (2) and not justifihat argument was successful
then perhaps my arguments for [A] and [B] adsmd, but if I’'m wrong about an Aristotelian
commitment to (2) rather than (1) then my arguments forg&] in trouble. | guess this is
something that we can talk about in discussioiim not confident on what to think at

present.

Further argument in support of (2) emerges when we turn &gsassing the plausibility of

[A] to the plausibility of [B]

[B] In acquiring the X-related virtue(s) through practicensone must often act in ways
which express a decision to X while knowing that they will nmiceed in X-ing well.

along with its more clumsy expansion

[B1] In acquiring the X-related virtue(s) through practiceneone must often act in ways
which are motivated by a desire to X which is the resultarking out that doing that
is the best or only way to attain the goal of X-ing, wihihowing that they will not

succeed in X-ing well

For one component of [B] and [B1] says exactly whats@)s: that an apprentice acquiring
building skill through building has (at least sometimes) tdope actions which express a
decision to build, and that the new parent acquiring palremtues has (at least sometimes)
to perform actions which express a decision to parent @Welte again, why suppose that

true?
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Building and parenting are extended and complex projectgait that is why each requires
skill or virtue to be performed well. Building well involves-oodinating a wide range of
sub-activities (planning foundations, erecting walls etc) anthg) the performance of each
appropriately to that of the others in order to constaubbuse as designed. Building skill
enables the trained builder to work out what is requiredddding well, and to connect that
with something feasible and practicable in the here and fAdwat involves deliberative
sensitivity — the ability to select and focus appropriately on the owuari relevant
considerations (to think about the right things and to dieentthe right weight). The novice
is trying to acquire that deliberative sensitivity, so thaytcan act as the expert acts and with
the insight the expert has, and thereby alight om@stivhich are optimised for the internal
goal of the project at handand they are doing so by practice (learning to build biging,
learning to parent by parenting). Now if the Vs practice is to be successful then it must
(somehow) make the apprentice aware of how it is tieadlifferential exercise of the various
sub-abilities involved in building contributes to achieving titernal goal of building skill. It

is only if the apprentice becomes thus aware that sheuwilerstand how to adjust the
exercise of those different sub-abilities so as tordmute to the internal goal of the project at
hand. And only if she understands that will she be able tbetate and work back from that
internal goal to see what’s required for exercising this particular sub-ability right now (eg
mixing the sand, cement and water into mortar of tha gnsistency and properties for the
house under construction). If the apprentice’s mixing the mortar in such and such proportions
were always externally motivated, say by a desire to do thbagxpert says, or to follow the
instructions in the builder’s manual, then it will not be tracking the deliberative sensitivity
required to work it out for herself. At a certain stageaictice the apprentice needs to mix
just this much sand, cement and water because she conoéidesng that as the best
contribution to the internal goal of the project: builglwell. That is to say, at a certain stage
of her practice the apprentice needs to start makingidesi®r herself rather than following
instructions or guessing. For decisions are characterisedibyg arrived at in a certain way,
and what the apprentice needs to do is to alight onbfeasourses of action in that way
rather than in any of the other ways in which one coulghtibn a course of action which

merely coincides with the action which would be decided tbofihat gives one component

19 Tsn’t this how it must appear to the novice? See NE 2.4, 1105a260 “Again the case of the arts and that of the
[virtues] are not similar; for the products of the arts hver goodness in themselves, so that it is enough that
they should have a certain character, but if the actstlkan accordance with the [virtues] have themselves a
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of [B] and [B1]: in acquiring the constructive virtues (f@se of the good builder) through
building an apprentice must often perform actions which egpaedecision to build. And
likewise mutatis mutandis for the agent acquiring the parental sithmeugh practice

What about the other component of [B] and [B1], whialissthat the apprentice knows that
they will not succeed in doing what it is that they needdodoing, namely performing
actions which express a decision to build? What the appeeknows is that she will not
succeed in building well; that is, in building as the expenld; that is, in building in such a
way as displays the right sensitivity in focusing oe tiight sub-tasks and tuning their
performance correctly to the goal of producing a housey Khew that they will not succeed
in that because they know they are a novice and notpertexConsequently they know that
they lack full understanding of how and why variations mrtar consistency contribute to
building a house well. And since they know that they lack timakerstanding they cannot
draw on that understanding in order to deliberate to a partim@grof mixing the mortar,
and so their actions will not be an instance of buildin. vgain, likewise mutatis mutandis

for the novice developing the parental virtues through peactic

3. A Solution

What to say? The problem raised by the conflict betwe¢rapdl [B] is in part a sceptical
one. The dialectical pressure is generated by [B], andaiticular by its focus on the
following (sceptical) question addressedhe novice in the course of practice: “if you were

to ask yourself, as you now perform F and thereby expregsiaion to X, whether your
doing F doesexpress a decision to X, what answer should you give?” The moral of the
preceding section was that the novice (the building appegrthe new parent) should answer
that she knows her doing F will not express a decision tanégshe knows that she is a
novice and not an expert, and so cannot have deliberateduaged in order to X well as an
expert would- since she knows she does not possess the virtue shesaspacquire). But
notice the presupposition of that question (‘if you were to ask yourself as you now perform

F’); and the support I offered for the novice’s answer (‘since she knows that she is a novice

certain character it does not follow that they are done justly or temperately”. The parent is aiming to develop
parental virtue. and in that caséy contrast to the artsthe goodness is not just in the product. The new parent
doesn’t just want the results of parental virtue (the outcomes which result fad®uisions which manifest
parental virtue)- they want parental virtue.
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and not an expert’). My suggestion now is that the best response to the conflict between [A]
and [B] is, in effect, to deny that presupposition and rentbat support. We acknowledge
thatif a novice asks themselves whether their acting thuscareese and now, does manifest
a decision (to X) thethey should conclude that they know it doesn’t. But the consequence to
draw is that a novice must not ask themselves that queBtiother if, as she acts, the novice
makes herself aware of heovitiate status (‘I am a novice and not an expert’) then the
sceptical question will inevitably arise. And so the novicetmaos be aware of her novitiate
status as she acts in the course of developing thea¥edeVirtues through practice (acquiring
the X-related virtue through repeatedly X-ing well). | willereto this as the self-blind novice

response.

This response is parallel to a possible approach to sceptaalems concerning theoretical
knowledge. We have certain ways of acquiring theoreticalkedge (eg if | wish to acquire
knowledge of the colours of apples, then (roughly) I get bbithe apples, bring them into
good light, and look at them). And there are considaratwhich, if | reflect on them, will
logically block my acquisition of theoretical knowledgethat way. For example, if, as | hold
the apple in front of my eyes, I reflect that | coud brain in a vat more generally, if |
run through sceptical arguments to myself - then my knowleagjuisition will be blocked.
What conclusion should we draw from that? Not that we shgivle in to these sceptical
challenges to the acquisition of theoretical knowlethgé rather that we should not reflect on
these sceptical challenges as we go about acquiring tleadbkeiowledge of the world. In the

words of Bernard Williams: “reflection might destroy knowledge”20

The situation is much the same as regards practical kdgaleNe have certain ways of
acquiring practical knowledge (eg if I want to know how to builthaw to parent well then |
practice). Part of what that involves is acting in waysciv express decisions. But there are
guestions which, if | reflect on them, will block that pracds order to acquire the virtues |
want, | have (at some stage) to act in ways which explexssions (first component of [B]);
if I know that the action I’'m performing isn’t an act of Xing well then I can’t in thus acting

be expressing a decision to X; but if the question arises then | e #rat the virtue-

acquiring action I’'m now performing isn’t an act of X-ing well. The conclusion to draw is not

20 Wwilliams 1985/2011 pp.164, 185
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that virtues aren’t inculcated through practice (they obviously are?’), but that we must not go
in for those reflections (just as we must not reflecso@ptical possibilities when gathering
information about the worldj.

Notice finally where the self-blind novice response leaves sigegards the contrast

mentioned earlier between these two claims regarding iwmhaquired of someone for virtue

acquisition

(2) A novice developing the X virtue needs repeatedly tmparactions which are such
that the expert would in fact also decide on those actions

(2) A novice developing the X virtue needs to make decisiotise way that the expert
would make them.

The earlier worry- to rehearse it here was that while Aristotle was committed to (1), he

was not committed to (2); but it was (2) that | appe&deid my argument for the plausibility

of [A]; so that argument fails, and the interesting tendetween [A] and [B] does not arise

for an Aristotelian account of virtue acquisition. Myac#on to this worry was to claim that

an Aristotelian should be committed to (2) rather than (1).epdiorsing (1) forces one to

claim that

(1*)  repeatedly acting in ways that don’t express a decision to X can bring one to being the
sort of person whose actions do express a decision to X

whereas adoption of (2) would instead license

(2*) repeatedly acting in ways that do express a decisiondanXbring one to being the
sort of person whose actions do express a decision to X.

And my argument was then that (2*) constitutes a less niysteraccount of virtue

acquisition than does (1*), and an account which cleaves closer to Aristotle’s formulaic

statement on the topic at NE 2.1, 11030821¢that “states arise out of like activities” (ek tén

homoién hexeis ginontai

2L NE 3.5, 1114a80 “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”

%2 This would not be interesting if it were a point simpbpat human psychology - that our confidence drains
away if our status as beginners is too apparent to ust Buto more a matter of psychology than is thelbelr
point about theoretical knowledge. There is indeed a lynpsychological point which could be made about
theoretical knowledge. Suppose | am taking a multiple ehlgiglogy exam, and that as the questions come up,
answers strike me. It may very well be that if I pause at every question, and ask myself how I know that’s the
answer, and where that answer came from, then nfideoce will evaporate. But the conflict between [A] and
[B] is not a matter of psychology. There is a conceptuitdlity facing anyone who seeks to develop the X-
related virtue through acting in ways which express a decisiX while knowing that they will thereby not be
X-ing well.
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Now that may well have seemed a fishy argument at the ifimely because (2*) itself looks
patently paradoxical. It appears to require that a novit®, @annot make the appropriate
decisions, comes to be someone, an expert, who can neasipgitopriate decisions by means
of repeatedly making the appropriate decisions. But with tifidlsed novice strategy on the
table we are now in a positiehas promised - to replace (2*) by something more nuanced.
For the upshot of that strategy is to insert a clause(if) to give
(2**) repeatedly acting in ways that do express a decision ®oXong as the question of
whether they express a decision to X is not raised, éag bne to being the sort of
person whose actions do express a decision to X.
Of course (2**) may seem no more attractive than (2*).tBatreason it is supposed to be so
is that it builds into the account of virtue acquisitiinat | see at the core of the response to
the practically sceptical problem which drives the tend&ietween [A] and [B]. Acting in
ways that express decisions is the significant differdvetgveen the virtuous and those
developing towards virtue. Aristotle is correct to say that acquire the virtues though
practice. But there is a prima facie problem which turntherpossibility of raising a certain
practically sceptical problem. The conclusion is thait throblem must not be raised (for
conceptual reasons), and that the moral student must a@tdre of their student status. And
(2**) sums all that up, in making it plain that whether @t some action of mine does
express a decision can rest (among other things) on wheth&ot | am self-aware

concerning my possession of what is required in order k& malecision.

4, Exceptional Virtue

How does any of this connect with anything we might expect to fiddigtotle? The tension
between [A] and [B] arises for those engaged in devedmprimoral or otherwise) through
practice— acquiring the virtue which enables one to X well through reggade-ing well.
But how common are moral developers in the Aristotetittrical scheme? Again this is
contested, and | claim no decisive contribution to the téeaut there are those who

advocate a ‘realistic’ reading of Aristotle’s treatment of the virtues, in contrast to the
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widespread ‘idealising’ approaches®® according to which the virtuous ag&€nis a practically
unattainable paragona person who, for example, never voluntarily peroa bad actidn,
and who always and in every situation thinks of and pseférat virtue requiré§ These
more ‘realistic’ interpretations seek to accommodate texts in which Aristotle talks about
virtuous agents in graded terms, much more familiar fromexperience of the ways in
which moral virtue shows up in the complexities of human &ifed texts in which he appears
to countenance ethical developnfénFurther, someone taking a ‘realistic’ as opposed to
‘idealising’ approach to Aristotle’s characterisation of the virtuous agent and the (different?)
virtues would think that moral development might be commoargnvirtuous people; and
therefore that refraining from explicit ethical selsassment, as recommended by the self-
blind novice response, should be pervasive in the lives of #hosetelian agents who are

‘ordinarily’ virtuous.

But on any reading of Aristotle’s account of the virtues there certainly is a type who can face
the scepticaduestion “if you were to ask yourself as you now perform F and thereby express
a decision to X, whether your doing F does express a dettsnwhat answer should you

give?” This is the person who possesses the Aristotelian virtue of magnanimity

% The terminology ofan ‘idealization interpretation’ as contrasted with ‘realistic interpretation’ is due to
Curzer 2005.

2 A monolith, if we emphasise opaque claims such as {§) fiiot possible to possess any individual virtue
without possessing phronésis, and (ii) possession of phroné&sis rbssession of every other moral virtue.
SeeNE 6.13, 1144b30-1145a6.

2 NE 4.9, 1128b28-29
26 NE 1.10, 1100b18-20

%7 See for exampl®&lE 10.3 1173a181 where Aristotle refers to “justice and the other [virtues] in respect of
which we plainly say that people of a certain characteisa more or less, and act more or less in accoedanc
with these [virtues]; for people may be more just or &rand it is possible also to act justly or temperately
more or less”. Or this optimistic remark on the prodigal agentNg 4.1, 1121a2@7: “For he (sc the prodigal)

is easily cured by age and by poverty, and thus he may nowwards the middle state. For he has the
characteristics of the liberal man, since he both gimdsefrains from taking, though he does neither of these
the right manner or well. Therefore if he were broughddso by habituation or in some other way, he would
be liberal; for he will then give to the right peopledawill not take from the wrong sources. That is why he
thought not have not a bad character; it is not the nfaxknvicked or ignoble man to go to excess in giving and
not taking, but only of a foolish one.”

Prodigality is the vice of excess which corresponds ¢ovittue of liberality, on which selE 4.1 passim
According to Aristotle there is something paradoxical about the prodigal’s character. She gives away her money

far too easily, but is also careless about trying to get money from others. So it’s just a fact of life that such
prodigals are likely simply to run out of resources. pigt in the passage quoted is that while prodigality is a
vice, prodigals are ‘in no small degree better’ (1121a20) than the mean and stingy (1121a11-29).
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(megalopsychid$. For this virtue is unique in Aristotle’s catalogue in that it is characterised

in terms of two components, one of which comprises awagenf the othéf. On the one
hand there is the exceptional degree of virtue posségstdte magnanimous agent; on the
other there is the magnanimous agent’s correct self-evaluation, that she does indeed possess

9531

virtue to this exceptional degr@eThe magnanimous agent is the “best (man)”*! and knows

it.

Consider now what follows from Aristotle’s views about what would be involved in being the
best and knowing it. It helps here to take Aristotle’s discussion of magnanimity within the
broader context of the first four chaptersNE 4. There are four topics: Liberality (4.1),
Magnificence (4.2), Magnanimityn{egalopsychia) (4.3), a nameless virtue (4.4). These four
virtues display a patteth They fall into two pairs. First liberality and magoéhce, second
magnanimity and the nameless virtue. In each casefdhe pairs is a large scale cognate of

the othef®. Liberality is the virtue which concerns the right ati¢ to wealth (something

% From here on | follow Irwin 1999 in translating megalopsyekianagnanimity’. This is a departure from the
ROT, in which Ross/Urmson 1984 have ‘pride’; but that has slightly negative connotations. Rowe 2002 and
Taylor 2006 both opt for ‘greatness of soul’ which displays the structure of the Greek term wonderfully but is a
little unwieldy, particularly given the absence of a nateognate English term corresponding to the adjective
‘magnanimous’.

For recent discussions of magnanimity see the commestifrirwin 1999, Broadie 2002 and Taylor 2006, and
for greater detail Hardie 1978, Sherman 1988, Curzer 1990, Ci89&rBae 2003 Stover and Polansky 2003
Pakaluk 2004 and Russell 2012.

2 For the point about uniqueness see Taylor 2006, 217. Notteriignanimity differs significantly in this
respect from truthfulness, the nameless virtudlief4.7, which is the mean between boastfulness and mock-
modesty; the person possessing that virtue is “truthful both in life and word owning to what he has, and neither
more nor less” (1127a23-26). Truhfulness does indeed involve an awareness of something (ie one’s worth), but
what it requires awareness of (eg one’s courageous and temperate behaviour) isn’t itself part of the virtue of
truthfulness. Magnanimity by contrast involves reflexpedf-awareness. Being magnanimous in itself involves
being aware that one is magnanimous. It shouldn’t be surprising that magnanimity in unique in this regard
though. The reason is that magnanimity concerns dealing tpmét honour, which requires one to recognise
deserved honour, which takes one to virtue as the subgtter for magnanimity. There is no object for awart
other than honour which would lead so directly to virtuelfitas an object. | can have great wealth, and
recognise that | have great wealth, without having a dleaut my own state of character (my virtues). What |
can’t have, in the absence of a view about my virtues, @sraat attitude to honour.

30NE 4.3, 1123b1-2, 13-15, 26-30

31 NE 4.3, 1123b27 aristo#t’s not essential to the virtue of magnanimity that there be a single ‘most virtuous’
agent as it were. It’s more that the magnanimous agent has no better to get. She is as good as it can be with
humans (or whatever kind). And there’s nothing necessarilyglitist about that, because it’s not necessarily false
that all humans could attain the acme (though givendiofacts about the world, in fact not all humans can
realistically attain the acme).

32NE 4.4, 1125b 1-6

33 “Large scale’ is used as a term of art, following the literature (eg Gardiner 2001). ‘Cognate to’ is novel
terminology. It is intended to be taken as neutrally asipte as regards the vexed question of what the relation
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commonly pursued as a good). Magnificence is the virtue which sispone correctly
towards great wealth (wealth on the large séalénother very general good pursued by
human beings is honour: being perceived by others as one miesigsyed good reputatin
And there are a pair of virtues which dispose one corréotiyards small scale and large
scale honours. The former is the nameless virtue of4NME the latter is magnanimity.
Aristotle turns first in NE 4.3 to the large scale cognbie starts by working out the content
of a virtue which disposes us well as regards the greatest Isotmmour is noble only if it
is deserved or meritdd So the magnanimous agent is someone who deserves #tesgre
honours. In that case she must be someone of thegireatue, since what merits honour is
precisely virtud’ (what good person would want to be honoured by the vig)dtr virtue
of magnanimity disposes one well towards being someone of thgegreirtue. How could
someone go wrong in regard to this issue? Aristotle’s thought is that one might not recognise

that one is of the greatest virtue. There are two wayghich that wn-recognition could be

is between eg generosity and magnificence. There sdsmable debate about whether Aristotle can count eg
generosity and magnificence as distinct virtues (IrvB88LKraut 1988, Halper 1999, Gardiner 2001, Pakaluk
2002, Drefcinski 2006).

34NE 2.7 1107b18-19
3% NE 1.5, 1095b22-1096a4.

% NE 4.3 1123b1-2: the magnamius person “thinks himself worthy of great things, being worthy of great
things”; and 1123b16 “he deserves and claims great things”. See also NE 1.4, 1095b26-31.: it is this point about
honour which puts paid to the life of honour as an accoumgbiness.

37 One might form the impression that what is essetdialagnanimity is the undertakinggrand projects, of a
scale which would be beyond most people (NE 4.3, 1124b22-26)pdheir lacking the resources and power
to instigate and carry through grand projects. Andithptession might be reinforced by Aristotle’s remarks on

the contribution made by “goods of fortune” to magnanimity (NE 4.3, 1124a23-28). But the impression should
be resistedAristotle’s views on the magnanimous agent’s attitude to wealth and power are nuanced. He doesn’t
deny that people will in fact honour the wealth and pavfer magnanimous person, if the person is indeasl
they may often be wealthy and powerful. Indeed, since Aristotle thinks tiratie typically brings success and
happiness, it is perhaps only to be expected that the magnaninill in fact be wealthy and powerful. But
even when the magnanimous are wealthy and powerful ittisheopossession of wealth and power which
makes them deserving of honour, but rather their viftlie4.3, 1224a26-28). Indeed wealth and power are not
essential to magnanimity, for the magnanimous agent’s virtue enables her to take the right attitude to wealth and
power— to use them well if possessed (NE 4.3, 1124b1-2), but to tekapipropriate attitude to their absence
(NE 4.3, 1124a11-19). And it seems that Aristotle would count 8scess a magnanimous person, although he
was neither wealthy nor powerful although that point has to be extracted from an examplosterior
Analytics 2.13, 97b16-24. (The point in Posterior Analytics 2.1Biss Suppose you want to enquire what F is;
then gather together a group of F items, and see whah#iveyin common; and then gather another group of F
items; if there is nothing further common to the fast the second F group then F will not be a unified kind,
and there will be two types of F. Aristotle’s example takes Alcibiades, Achilles and Ajax as magnanimous (in
virtue of their intolerance of insults); and then Lysanded Socrates as magnanimous (in virtue of their
indifference to good and bad fortune). If there were notiingommon between intolerance of insults and
indifference to fortune then there would be two typesnafynanimity. But there is no sign ME 4.3 (the
canonical treatment of magnanimity) of the virtue bemg bifurcated. So we can conclude that Aristotle takes
Socrates to be magnanimous).
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manifest. Someone might think that they afehe greatest virtue when in fact they’re not
(the overestimator, the ‘vain’ person); or someone might not think they are of the greatest
virtue when in fact they are (the under-estimatthe ‘unduly humble’ person)®,
Correspondingly the core of the magnanimous person’s virtue is that they correctly estimate
that they are of the greatest virtue. Since the magnaniagmrgis of the greatest virtue then
they are unimprovable, the acme of moral development. fice she magnanimous agent is
aware that they are of the greatest virtue (as they beugiiven that they are able correctly to
estimate themselves of the greatest virtue), they knosy twe unimprovable. The
magnanimous agent is aware that moral development isenegquired nor possible. The
magnanimous agent is someone for whom the conflict betj¥geand [B] poses no threat,
since they can confidently answer the sceptical question “are you, in your current X-ing, X-

ing wel?” in the positive (‘yes, as well as it can be done’). The self-awareness of the
magnanimous agent is a dual to the self-blindness requireldeofidvice by the conflict
between [A] and [B]. The magnanimous agent could know, ldlghe care to think about it,
that her each and every action really is an expressivintoe; there would be no conceptual
difficulty should there be an inner voice of self-conglation accompanying her actions. But
most agents in the Aristotelian scheme are not magnasinidney are, at a practicable best,
virtuous. They do (and should) recognise that there aegegrives than their own. They are
vulnerable to the tension between [A] and [B]. The besponse to that tension, for someone
for whom moral development is a possibility, is to ignthre corrosive sceptical question by
which it is generated: does this (virtue developing) act of Xekmress a decision to X? Of
course that is not in everyday activity a difficult queesto ignore. Perhaps that is part of the
reason why Aristotle finds it difficult to offer anything paularly definitive of the nameless
virtue (NE 4.4) which stands to magnanimitpE 4.3) as liberality (NE 4.1) stands to
maghnificence (NE 4.35.

3 NE 4.3, 1125a16-18: the vice of excess is being vain ofhdeficit being ‘unduly humble.. It is striking that
Aristotle refers to each as lacking in selbwledge. The unduly humble person seems ‘also not to know
himself ¢ai agnoein d’ heauton) 1125a2122; and vain people are ‘fools and ignorant of themselves, and that
manifestly’ (élithioi kai heautous agnoountes , kai taut’ epiphands) 1125a27-28. Talk of self-ignorance is not
common in Aristotle’s catalogue of the virtues (NE 3.6-4.9). In particular, there is no reference to seléignce

in NE 4.7’s characterisation of those who are boastful and those whaack-modest . The boastful man of NE
4.7 makes excessive claims, the mock-modest man makefciestify strong claims; the truthful man neither
exaggerates nor understates the worth or significanbés afctions. But given that the truthful man is not, as
such, magnanimous, his self-estimate should be limitaeaery least he should realise that human life holds
greater honours than those to which he can possiblglégay; he should be aware that there are human lives
better than his (eg the lives of those who deserve #ridsnio which the boastful wrongfully lay claim). By
contrast the magnanimous person knows himself to bellynorémprovable.
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