OUP CORRECTED PROOF - FINAL, 03/12/19, SPi

BECOMING BAD:
ARISTOTLE ON VICE AND MORAL
HABITUATION

RACHEL BARNEY

ARISTOTLE has remarkably little to say about moral badness or
vice or kakia.' What he does say is both fragmentary and puzzling:
Aristotle specifies various features of badness in different contexts,
but never explains how the pieces fit together.? Nor do we ever get
a psychologically vivid picture of the kakos, to place alongside his
portraits of the akratic, the megalopsuchos, and the phronimos. As a
result, students of Aristotle have traditionally ignored the subject
as marginal.’ Yet badness is not only an ethically urgent topic in its
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For criticisms, suggestions, and unanswerable questions on this paper I would like
to thank colleagues and audiences at the University of Chicago, Colorado,
University of Oklahoma, Oxford, Sdo Paulo (USP), Toronto, and UCLA; and,
especially, Hugh Benson, Sarah Broadie, Tom Hurka, Sean Kelsey, Mitzi Lee,
Jozef Miiller, Karen Nielsen, Martha Nussbaum, Bryan Reece, and Marco Zingano.
I am also endebted to Victor Caston for his careful and perceptive editorial scrutiny.
I also appreciate the opportunity to acknowledge here my very deep debt (and not
only on questions of Aristotelian ethics, or even ancient philosophy in general) to
John Cooper, from whose guidance I have acquired only good habits.

' T opt for ‘badness’ to translate kakia, sometimes specifying ‘moral’; as the most
generic term of strong deprecation in English, it is the closest counterpart to
Aristotle’s term. But I will also use ‘vice’ indifferently: it has the merit of neatly
matching ‘virtue’, and helpfully has a plural. I will also speak of the kakos as the
‘fully’ or ‘truly’ bad person, ‘bad in the strict sense’, etc., reflecting Aristotle’s con-
trast between kakia and mere akrasia.

* I will draw on both versions of Aristotle’s Ethics, giving references for the com-
mon books using Kenny’s notation (that is, AE A-C = EE 4—6 = NE 5-7) in
A. Kenny, The Aristotelian Ethics, 2nd ed. (Oxford, 2016). I have not tried to
identify any differences in view between the Nicomachean Ethics and the Eudemian
Ethics on this topic; the question seems worth investigating. Greek texts are taken
from the most recent OC'T's. T'ranslations of the Nicomachean Ethics are from Ross,
with revisions; of the Eudemian Ethics, from Kenny (likewise); of other texts, from
the Revised Oxford Translations.

* General studies with interesting reflections on Aristotelian badness include
N. Sherman, The Fabric of Character: Aristotle’s Theory of Virtue [Fabric] (Oxford,
1989), 108-17; S. Broadie, Ethics with Aristotle (Oxford, 1991), 99—103, 160—78;
H. Curzer, Aristotle and the Virtues [Virtues] (Oxford, 2012), Chapter 17 (and see
index for the particular vices).
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own right; it’s hard to see how we could hope to understand
Aristotelian virtue apart from it, given that knowledge of contrar-
ies belongs to the same science (Top. 1. 14, 105°5-6, Metaph. B. 2,
096°20). In recent years, interpreters have given Aristotelian bad-
ness some overdue attention:* but the result has been a range of
dramatically different portraits of the Aristotelian bad person.’
This might reinforce the suspicion that Aristotle simply does not
give us enough to go on.®

This paper tries to show that, on the contrary, Aristotle has a
clear and rich understanding of what moral badness is. I will pro-
ceed by working through four of the basic theses which structure
his view. First, vice is symmetrical with virtue in a number of cen-
tral respects (though asymmetrical in others), as the contrary hexis
of the non-rational soul. I'll discuss this Symmetry principle in
Section 1. A symmetry of especial importance is that vice, like vir-
tue, is acquired through repeated action (Habituation, Section 2).
Third, what distinguishes the bad person from the mere akratic is
that his reason endorses his actions (Endorsement, Section 3).

* These include (in alphabetical order) T. P. S. Angier, ‘Aristotle’, in id. (ed.),
The History of Ewvil in Antiquity: 2000 BCE—450 CE (London, 2019), 145-62;
J. Annas, ‘Virtue, Skill and Vice’ [‘Virtue’], Etica & Politica, 17 (2015), 94—106;
T. Brickhouse, ‘Does Aristotle Have a Consistent Account of Vice?’ [‘Account’],
Review of Metaphysics, 57 (2003), 3—23; A. Fermani, ‘To kakon pollachos legetai:
The Plurivocity of the Notion of Evil in Aristotelian Ethics’, in C. Baracchi (ed.),
The Bloomsbury Companion to Aristotle (Llondon and New York, 2014), 241-50;
T. Irwin, ‘Vice and Reason’ [‘Reason’], Journal of Ethics, 5 (2001), 73—97; P. Kontos,
‘Non-virtuous Intellectual States in Aristotle’s Ethics’ [‘Non-Virtuous’], Oxford
Studies in Ancient Philosophy, 47 (2014), 205—43 and ‘Radical Evil in Aristotle’s
Ethics and Politics’ [‘Radical’], in id. (ed.), Evil in Aristotle [Evil] (Cambridge,
2018), 75—97; ]. ]. Mulhern, ‘Kakia in Aristotle’, Mnemosyne, suppl. 307 (2008),
233-54; J. Miiller, ‘Aristotle on Vice’ [‘Vice’], British Journal for the History of
Philosophy, 23 (2015), 459—77, cf. ]. R. Elliott, ‘Reply to Miller: Aristotle on Vicious
Choice’ [‘Reply’], British Journal for the History of Philosophy, 24 (2016), 1193—203;
K. Nielsen, ‘Vice in the Nicomachean Ethics’ [*Vice’], Phronesis, 62 (2017), 1-25;
C. D. C. Reeve, ‘Good and Bad in Aristotle’ [‘Good’], in Kontos, Evil, 17-31; and
D. Roochnik, ‘Aristotle’s Account of the Vicious: A Forgivable Inconsistency’
[‘Inconsistency’], History of Philosophy Quarterly, 24 (2007), 207—20.

* For a particularly stark contrast, see Nielsen, ‘Vice’ vs. Miller, ‘Vice’.

¢ My interest here will be in the picture of vice we get from Aristotle’s two Ethics.
The Politics has much more to offer interpreters interested in human defectiveness:
see e.g. B. Yack, The Problems of a Political Animal: Community, Fustice, and Conflict
in Aristotelian Political Thought (Berkeley, 1993), 98—108, and R. Kraut, “The
Political kakon: The Lowest Forms of Constitutions’, in Kontos, Evil, 170-88, and
cf. Reeve, ‘Good’, 23. But whether the Politics is consistent with the Ethics (or even
internally) on the topic is a question I avoid here.
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Fourth, this endorsement involves a kind of corrupt activity on the
part of reason (Corruption, Section 4). I will try to show that these
principles suffice to give us an account of vice with some major
theoretical advantages. Aristotle’s account is rightly open to the
many diverse ways there are of being bad—so much so that a num-
ber of recent interpretations go wrong, in my view, by mistaking a
particular kind of bad person for the whole genus. Yet it also makes
a plausible and elegantly simple proposal as to what all truly
deplorable people have in common.

In working out Aristotle’s view, it may help to keep in mind
some of its rivals. We have a rich cultural gallery of competing
candidates for the titles bad, vicious, evil, worst. There is the pur-
suer of disvalue as such, like Hannibal Lecter or Milton’s Satan;
the wanton or brutish slave to low desires; the Dostoevskeian out-
law, committer of some unforgiveable crime; and the amoral egoist
or sociopath who greets all moral considerations with a shrug.
There is also a more complex figure we might call the misguided
enkratic:” the superficially rational and self-controlled agent in
thrall to some mistaken principle, embodied by Hollywood in the
honourable Nazi officer and some of the more philosophical James
Bond villains. We will see that Aristotle rejects some of these types
as psychologically impossible, while others turn out to be some-
thing less than bad strictly speaking. His own understanding of the
vicious person is, I will try to show, quite different from any of
them.?

The account presented here will differ from other recent discus-
sions in a number of ways. One is that [ will have little to say about
an admittedly important fifth thesis, Aristotle’s claim that every
vice is a form of excess or deficiency. The doctrine of the mean
presents complicated problems of its own; and it seems to be pri-
marily designed to diagnose the emotions (7dafly) characteristic of
good and bad agents, whereas my focus will be on deliberation,

7 Not an Aristotelian enkratic strictly speaking, for the enkratés without qualifica-
tion acts correctly (cf. AE C. 9), but in the broader sense of someone who does as
his practical reason bids. Miiller, ‘Vice’, calls this figure the principled vicious person
(PVP), arguing instead for a reading of Aristotle’s kakos as the conflicted vicious
person (CVP). I take Sherman, Fabric; Irwin, ‘Reason’; and Nielsen, ‘Vice’, to spell
out in different ways a conception of the kakos as a misguided enkratic.

¥ See Section 3 with reference to Sherman, Fabric; Irwin, ‘Reason’; Annas,
‘Virtue’; Muller, ‘Vice’; and Nielsen, ‘Vice’.
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action, and the cognitive aspects of vice. Another difference is that
I set aside a text which has traditionally been a stumbling block to
interpretation. This is the extended discussion at Nicomachean
Ethics 9. 4 in which Aristotle depicts the wicked doer of terrible
deeds as prey to regret, self-loathing, and motivational conflict
(1166°2—29). This passage is, in my view, simply impossible to
square with what Aristotle says about the bad person elsewhere,
despite the heroic attempts of recent scholars.” My inference is
that it is not about the bad person at all; and it is a striking feature
of the passage that nowhere does the word kakos or any cognate
occur.'® Rather the discussion weaves back and forth between two
other groups: the phauloi (a group evidently including all the non-
virtuous ‘many’, and explicitly including akratics, 1166°8) and the
mochtheroi (apparently a subset of the phauloi who have committed
wicked and criminal acts).'' How either group relates to the kakoi
properly speaking is an interesting and non-obvious question—one
which Aristotle, in avoiding his technical term, is apparently seeking
to duck.'* So I will avoid reliance on Nicomachean Ethics 9. 4 here:

? Above all Miiller, ‘Vice’. Cf. Nielsen, ‘Vice’; Elliott, ‘Reply’; Irwin, ‘Reason’;
Brickhouse, ‘Account’; and (in a way) Roochnik, ‘Inconsistency’.

1 The parallel discussion of EE 7. 6, 1240°11-18 also avoids kakos, in favour of
mochthéeros and ponéros.

'" Nothing in Aristotle’s moral psychology entails that only the vicious person
can do something seriously wrong; the vignette of the mochthéroi here might be
intended precisely to depict the non-vicious doers of wicked deeds. Moreover, since
vice is ‘sectoral’ (see Section 1), an agent might be thoroughly vicious in one respect
while retaining decent impulses and judgements in another. This opens up huge
scope for conflict and regret—not experienced by the bad person qua bad, however,
but from the standpoint of the virtue which he might otherwise attain. An almost-
generous person will reproach himself if he cannot help others because of self-
indulgence, and a mostly friendly person will feel bitter regret if his bad temper
spoils his friendships. Thus Aristotle could be right to say both that the vicious
person as such has no regrets and that a more complex mixed type, the mochthéros,
will do so.

2 Admittedly these terms (particularly kakia and mochtheria) often are used inter-
changeably; but Aristotle sometimes uses them for quite distinct purposes. As
Nicomachean Ethics 9. 4 itself brings out, phaulos is much weaker and broader than the
other two. It is often used, as at 1166°3, to deprecate the ordinary non-virtuous masses
(cf. NE 2. 3, 1104%21; 4. 3, 1123"35; 4. 9, 112825; EE 7. 2, 123833), just as ta phaula
are any base actions (NE 2. 3, 1104°10; 2. 6, 1107°13; AE A. 11, 1138%28; C. 1, 1145
10—-14). So what Aristotle says about the phauloi cannot be expected to fit all types of
non-virtuous people equally well; if it is a particularly poor fit for the kakoi as such,
we should infer that they are not here in view. (This might signal that they are a com-
paratively small minority among the phauloi: so far as I can see, Aristotle never indi-
cates whether he thinks of vice strictly speaking as common or as rare.) Mochtheros
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this will allow us to give full weight to Aristotle’s insight that the
bad person as such is unrepentant.

1. Symmetry (and its limits)

For Aristotle, badness is the disposition contrary to virtue (é¢is
évavtia) of the non-rational soul, and like it an acquired determin-
ation of a distinctively human capacity (8ovaus)."* Aristotle empha-
sises that virtue and vice are neither mere capacities nor episodic
experiences like emotions; nor are they simply a matter of having
good or bad desires. Rather they are permanent structural features
of the soul, which determine how it is disposed vis-a-vis the epi-
sodic pathe.'* Vice like virtue is a hexis prohairetike, a state concerned
with prohairesis or choice (EE 3. 1, 122823—5; 3. 7, 1234%23—5): it
is expressed in an agent’s conception of the good and so in their
rational wish (BodAyois), as worked out in deliberation (NE 3. 4—5;
AE B. 2, 1139°22—3).

So virtue and vice are symmetrical as the best and worst ethical
conditions: the fully bad person consistently does the wrong thing
and experiences the wrong emotional reactions on the basis of his
character (NE 2. 4-5; 5. 10; EE 2. 2). Vice also mirrors virtue in
being a condition of psychic harmony. In the good person, Aristotle
says, reason and desire are harmonious, or speak with one voice
(6pnodwret): the non-rational part of the soul ‘listens to’ (kariroov),
‘is persuaded by’ (welferar), and ‘obeys’ (weibapyucdv) the correct logos
(NE 1. 13, 1102P26-1103%3)."* In the bad person too, non-rational

and cognates are more powerful terms, often associated with criminal acts (AE A. 2,
1130°24; EE 2. 3, 1221%21; cf. Rhet. 1. 13, 1374°11), etc. But this association with
particular acts means that, despite its strongly deprecatory flavour, in the right con-
text mochtheros can be broader than kakos: so, for instance, ‘incontinence seems to be
a wickedness [mochtherial’ () 8 dxpacio poxfnpla Soxel elvar, EE 2. 7, 1223°36—7;
cf. Rhet. 1. 10, 1368°13—14). All this should be sufficient to warn us against simply
assuming that the kakoi must be in view in NE 9. 4.

3 NE 2. 1; 2. 5; 2. 6 passim; 2. 8, 1108°11-19; AE A.1-2, 1129°14—26; EE 3. 1,
1228%23-5; 3. 2, 1231°36—7. On the metaphysics of hexeis, see Physics 7. 3; Cat. 10;
Metaph. 4. 20.

'* On the puzzling question whether Aristotle thinks vice is curable, cf. Curzer,
Virtues, 367—73; Kontos, ‘Non-Virtuous’, 234-9; and G. Di Muzio, ‘Aristotle on
Improving One’s Character’, Phronesis, 45 (2000), 205—19.

" That is why Aristotle assures us that this part of the soul must itself have some
specifically receptive kind of rationality (NE 1. 13, 1103%1-3).
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desire and reason are in agreement, as Aristotle stresses in differen-
tiating badness from akrasia.'®

Thus vice is not merely a negative condition for Aristotle, as it is
for the Stoics, but a positive state.'” Vice is also symmetrical with
virtue in being a generic or ‘sectoral’ concept. There are many
vices: in general, one of excess and another of deficiency in relation
to each one of the virtues (NE 2. 6—9). To be kakos is thus to be
vicious in some specific way (cf. AE A. 11, 1138 14—18): we need to
hear kakos as a placeholder term, standing in for a predication of a
specific vice such as ‘cowardly’, ‘stingy’, or ‘unjust’. This is an
important respect in which ‘evil’ fails to match kakos semantically.
Aristotle’s technical term picks out the person who has a moral
disposition which reliably causes wrong action within a particular
sphere—not, or not necessarily, the wrongdoer as such, the crim-
inal, or the person who is depraved overall.

At this point, we can begin to see where the symmetries between
virtue and vice break down. Whereas the person who has one
ethical virtue must have them all, and so can be described as ‘virtu-
ous’ simpliciter, there is no comparable ‘unity of the vices’. To be
bad perfectly and without qualification we would presumably have
to collect the whole set; but Aristotle never discusses this ideal
type. This may be in part because he has no sense of humour, but
also because such a state is not fully realizable: at any rate, vices of
excess and deficiency in respect of the same pathos will tend to
exclude each other.'® In fact, there is no reason to suppose that the
vices cluster even in a general sort of way: one could easily be enkratic
in respect of fears and dangers, but bad-tempered or unjust.

A closely related asymmetry is that while the intellectual virtue
of phronesis, practical wisdom, is mutually entailing in relation to
the ethical virtues, there’s no obvious cognitive counterpart in the

' One wants here to say that instead of reason coming to rule irrational desire,
irrational desire comes to rule reason; and Aristotle does say that ‘passion rules’
(kpateti 70 mabhos) the bad person in his crucial discussion at AE C.8, 1151°22—4. On
the whole, though, we get less Republic-style talk of ‘rule’ by one part of the soul
over another than we might expect. This is perhaps because it would suggest a
stronger commitment to the division of the soul than Aristotle wants (note his strik-
ing tentativeness at NE 1. 13, 1102°27-"2).

17 According to the Categories, a privation of a hexis is not its contrary (10, 12°26—
13°306).

% Only ‘tend to’ because rashness and cowardice, for instance, can actually be
combined (NE 3.7, 1115b29-33).
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case of vice. Aristotle does contrast phronesis with another intel-
lectual state, cleverness [dewdrns], which s available to the vicious
person (AE B. 12—13). Cleverness is a kind of unmoralized dexter-
ity in means-ends reasoning: it is what would be practical wisdom
if it were synched to the ethical virtues. In the bad person it
becomes panourgia, cunning (AE B. 12, 1144°26-8). But this does
not make cleverness as such a marker of badness, or even a neces-
sary ingredient.'®

A third asymmetry lies in the descriptions under which good
and bad agents choose their actions. It is part of being a good per-
son to choose the right action ‘for the sake of the fine’, as Aristotle
puts it, or ‘for its own sake’. But no parallel requirements hold in
the vicious case. Aristotle’s bad person does not pursue the bad
under that description, let alone choose the cowardly act qua cow-
ardly or the stingy act qua stingy. On the contrary, like anybody
else, he experiences boulésis, the rational species of desire, for what
appears good to him (NE 3. 4). (Thus Aristotle flatly excludes as
psychologically impossible one of the traditional gallery of evil
types: the ‘Satanic’ agent who pursues the bad as such.)*® The
truly vicious person, then, is one whose pursuit of the good in a
particular ‘sector’ fails in some reliable way (e.g. AE B. 5, 1140°17—20,
B. 12, 1144"34-6; see Section 4).

2. Habituation

The second basic building block of Aristotle’s account is a claim
about how badness is produced. This is by the same mechanism as
virtue: both are acquired through habituation [éfiouds]. As Aristotle
says in a key passage, the person who becomes cowardly or unjust

' Annas, ‘Virtue’, gives an illuminating account of the ways in which badness is
learned as something like a skill (cf. Section 3 below); but she seems to me to over-
emphasise the connection between badness and cleverness [dewdrys] (101, 103-6).
One important type of bad person, the immoralist ventriloquized by Glaucon in
Republic 2, certainly thinks of himself as defined by a kind of cleverness which
‘good’ people lack; but Aristotle is no more likely than Plato to accept that self-
conception.

2 For argument against this position cf. M. Stocker, ‘Desiring the Bad: An Essay
in Moral Psychology’, Journal of Philosophy, 76 (1979), 738—53 and J. D. Velleman,
“The Guise of the Good’, Noiis, 26 (1992), 3—26.
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is like the person who, through repeated action, becomes a bad
builder or bad lyre-player:

mpdTTOVTES YaAp TA €V TOls CUvalAdypact Tols wpos Tovs avlpdmovs ywduebda ot
wev dikaiot ol 8¢ ddikot, mpdTTovTes 6€ Ta €v Tols Sewols kal é0ilduevor poPetabar
7 Bappeiv of pev avdpetor of 8¢ Setdol. (NE 2. 1, 1103P14-17)

For it is by acting as we do in our dealings with other people that some of
us become just, others unjust; and by acting as we do in the face of danger,
and by becoming habituated to feeling fear or confidence, that some
become courageous and others cowardly.

I will discuss this claim more fully in Section 3, when I turn to the
role of reason in the vicious person’s psyche.

Interpreters have generally had little to say about how this
habituation works in the vicious case. Many accounts of moral
development in Aristotle slide without comment from discussions
of habituation in general to the virtuous case in particular.?’ Some
even erase the bad case by a kind of terminological fiat, saying
things like ‘Ethical habituation means repeatedly engaging in vir-
tuous activity’.?? This blind spot is, I think, due to a preoccupation
with the mysteries of virtuous habituation—with the puzzle of how
mere repeated action could produce something as comprehensive
and cognitively sophisticated as full virtue. The usual solution has
been to present an enriched picture of what habituation involves:
the person developing the virtues does not merely repeat right
actions by rote, but acquires relevant perceptual sensitivities and
affective responses, an ever-more-refined and powerful sense of
shame, a strengthened commitment to the guidance of reason, and
so forth.?* But for all their philosophical sophistication, such

*! Interpreters who make this move might mean to claim that there is simply no
such thing as habituation into badness: the bad person is someone in whom no
habituation has taken place. But this would imply that all the non-virtuous are
vicious, as they are for the Stoics, which is clearly not Aristotle’s view. Habituation
is a neutral concept in Aristotle, not one reserved for the normative case.

22 J. Moss, Aristotle on the Apparent Good: Perception, Phantasia, Thought, and
Desire (Oxford, 2012), 207. Moss’ talk of the ‘character-shaping pleasures of
habituation’ (206) sounds neutral between virtue or vice; but by a page later habitu-
ation is being characterised in terms of ‘one type of passion which attends all virtu-
ous activity’ (207).

#3 Cf. e.g. in addition to the general accounts already cited, M. F. Burnyeat,
‘Aristotle on Learning to be Good’, in A. Rorty (ed.), Essays on Aristotle’s Ethics
(Berkeley, 1980), 69—92; J. McDowell, ‘Deliberation and Moral Development in
Aristotle’s Ethics’, in S. Engstrom and J. Whiting (eds.), Aristotle, Kant, and the
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accounts just leave us with a deeper mystery. For people who are
becoming bad will have access to few of these enriched mechan-
isms—apart perhaps from shame, in the bad person being pro-
duced by a bad society—and yet habit is also producing a reliable
disposition in them. So we need to start by understanding the
mechanics of brute habituation, the generic process at work in
every case where a moral disposition is produced. Without one,
how could we hope to know what enrichments to habituation are
necessary or possible in the virtuous case?

Brute habituation is explained by Aristotle most clearly in a
famous passage of the Eudemian Ethics:

P S Ty \ /s ~ s NS g2 v o
671 e Tolvuv 1) Nlucn) dpern mepl )0éa kal Avrmpd éoti, diAov: émel 8 {éoTl} TO
2 o o , v s y s, Y \
10os, damep kal 76 Svopa onpaliver, {8ti} amo édovs éxer Ty émidoaw, €0{leTau Se
N Ay sy A . - ' ¥ O 2
70 U7’ dywyis wi) éupiTov TG modAdkis kwelobar s, oUTws 1o {70} évep-
© ol A S soy v C s Y
ynTudv (6 év Tols ayous oUx 6pduer: 0UO€ yap Av puptdkis pihns dvw Tov Allov,
0v0émoTe moujoer TovTo i Pla)—0ow6 éotw <76> Hlos TrodTot, PYuxhs KaTtd
émrakTikov <Adyov 700 dAéyov uév,> Suvauévov 8’ drodovlelv 7H Aéyw moidTys.

(EE 2. 2, 1220°38-"7)

That moral [0wk1] virtue, then, is concerned with the pleasant and the
painful is clear. Now character [4fos], as its name indicates, is something
that develops from habit [éfos]; and for something to be habituated is for
it to be moved repeatedly in a certain way, by a guidance [o7 dywyis]**
which is not innate, so that it eventually is active [évepynrikér] in the same
way. (In inanimate things we do not see this: even if you throw a stone
upwards ten thousand times, it will never go upwards except by force.) So
let character be considered to be a quality in accordance with governing
reason, belonging to the part of the soul which, though non-rational, is yet
able to obey reason.?*

Stoics: Rethinking Happiness and Duty (Cambridge, 1996), 19—35; R. Hursthouse,
‘Moral Habituation: A Review of Troels Engberg-Pedersen, Aristotle’s Theory of
Moval Insight’, Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy, 6 (1988), 201—19; M. Jimenez,
‘Aristotle on “Steering the Young by Pleasure and Pain™’, Journal of Speculative
Philosophy, 29 (2015), 137-64; G. Lawrence, ‘Acquiring Character: Becoming
Grown-up’, in M. Pakaluk and G. Pearson (eds.), Moral Psychology and Human
Action in Aristotle (Oxford, 2011), 233—-84.

** dywyry can mean many things, but ‘leading’ is at the root of all of them (from

dyew, to lead; cf. LSY¥ s.v.); so Kenny’s translation ‘impulse’ and Inwood and
Woolf’s ‘pattern of conduct’ are both misleading. Aristotle’s point, made explicit by
the ‘not innate’ and by the parallel with the stone, is that habituation is the inter-
nalization of external guidance—a distinctively human and somewhat mysterious
process.

5 The text at 1220°1—3 is messy, though the general sense is clear, and my trans-
lation is a bit loose.
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The stone (dis)analogy is repeated in Nicomachean Ethics 2. 1
(1103°20—3) and brings out that habituation is a distinctively
human process, on a par with nature and reason in its powers (Pol.
7. 12, 1332°40). In fact a fully formed habit becomes a ‘second
nature’, almost as hard to dislodge as the first (cf. AE C. 10,
1152°30—4; C. 14).?° The contrast case of the stone indicates that
the initial actions that lay down a habit are given impetus and guid-
ance from outside. So it seems that to be habituated into anything
is simply a matter of being guided to repeat the relevant actions
until they become like natural ones—that is, effortless and (thus)
reliable. Since habituation occurs first and foremost during youth,
as part of being educated into one’s place in the community, this
guidance presumably comes from the modelling, exhortations, and
rewards and punishments offered to young people by parents,
teachers, role models, and society as a whole. For a type of action
to become habitual, then, is for less and less of this kind of external
push to be needed, until it comes to be performed reliably with full
autonomy. ‘Habituation’ is thus a success term for Aristotle, but a
morally neutral one.

But why does this process work? In his ethical works Aristotle
seems to take it as just obvious that habit habituates—that is, that
the mere repetition of some behaviour, however strongly guided
from outside, tends to induce increasingly autonomous repetition
in future.?” (This obviousness is itself part of why moral character
is something we can be held responsible for: everyone knows, or ought
to know, that their actions are habit-forming, NE 3. 5, 1114% fI.)
But this is rather puzzling. After all, repeated experience can result
in apathy or even aversion, rather than a desire for more of the
same. (Violin and piano lessons seem to be the canonical examples
here.) If for instance a child is guided to engage in athletic efforts—
praised and given prizes for racing and swimming, and shamed for
avoiding them—why should the adult continue to run or swim

2 As Klaus Corcilius notes, Aristotle sometimes even speaks of habit as creating
nature: cf. AE C. 14, 1154°33; Mem. 2, 452°27-30. K. Corcilius, ‘Aristotle’s
Definition of Non-Rational Pleasure and Pain and Desire’, in J. Miller (ed.),
Apristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics: 4 Critical Guide (Cambridge, 2011), 117—43.

*7 As Broadie notes, ‘it is remarkable that he has almost nothing to say about how
or why by acting in a certain way we acquire the corresponding moral disposition.
That skills, too, are acquired only through practice makes it no less remarkable’
(Ethics with Aristotle, 104).
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once those motivating supports are removed? Many don’t. And yet
we too use the terms ‘habit’ and ‘habituation’ to pick out a kind of
repetition which does become self-reinforcing: we seem to agree
with Aristotle that there is such a thing. To see how it works, we
need to turn to the Rhetoric, and a passage which has not received
the attention it deserves in the ethical context:

vmokelolw 8n Huiv elvar Ty Hoovny kivmolv Twa Ths Puxhs kal kardoTacw
abpdav rkai aloOymyv els Ty dmdpyxovoay ¢vow, Admmy € Todvavtiov. €l 8 éoTlv
18011 70 ToLolTOV, dNAov 6Tt Kal MOV éoTL TO TOoTLKOV TS €lpnuévns dabéoews,
70 8¢ pBapTirov 7 Tijs évavtias kaTacTdoEws TOTIKOY AuTTpSY. dvdykm odv 1D
elvar 78 7€ €ls 70 Kata oW tévar ws éml T6 ToAD, Kal pdAioTa STav drenpiTa
7N T éavTdv dvow Ta kat adTy yuyvdueva, kal Ta é0y (kal yap o elbiopévov
domep mepukos 10n ylyverar Supowov ydp Tu 76 €os 17 ploer éyyds yap kal 76
moAdkLs 7D del, €oTwv 8 1) pev piais Tob del, 7o 8¢ €fos Tol moAddkis), kal TO un
Blawov (mapa pvow yap 1 Bla, 816 76 avaykaiov Avmmpdy, kai éplds elpyTar ‘wav
yap avaykaiov mpdyu’ aviapov épv’), Tas & émuelelas kal Tds cmovdas Kal Tas
cvvtovias Avmrmpds® dvaykaia yap kal Bloata TadTa, éav ui é0ioldow: obTw 8¢ To
&os moet §80. (Rhetoric 1. 11, 1369°33-137013)

We may lay it down that pleasure is a movement, a movement by which
the soul as a whole is consciously brought into its normal state of being;
and that pain is the opposite. If this is what pleasure is, it is clear that the
pleasant is what tends to produce this condition, while that which tends to
destroy it, or to cause the soul to be brought into the opposite state, is
painful. It must therefore be pleasant for the most part to move towards a
natural state of being, particularly when a natural process has achieved the
complete recovery of that natural state. Also habits [are necessarily pleas-
ant]. (For what is habitual becomes just like what’s natural. Habit is some-
thing like nature: what happens often is akin to what happens always,
natural events happening always, habitual events often.) Also what is not
forced [is necessarily pleasant]. (For force is unnatural, and that is why
what is compulsory is painful, and it has been rightly said, ‘All that is done
under compulsion is bitterness unto the soul.”) But acts of concentration,
effort, and strain [are necessarily] painful: they all involve compulsion and
force, unless they are habitual, in which case it is habit that makes them
pleasant. (trans. Roberts, revised)?*®

2 This conception of pleasure as a motion is unlike Aristotle’s analyses in
Aristotelian Ethics C and Nicomachean Ethics 10, and one might dismiss it as an
immature view not to be relied on here. I infer instead that the Rhetoric is, here as
on many points, an endoxic work, designed to be insofar as possible independent of
proprietary Aristotelian views. That makes it an excellent place to look if our ques-
tion is: what might Aristotle in the Ethics be taking as just obvious about how habitu-
ation works?
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This is how a habitual action comes to be ‘second nature’: it
becomes easy and pleasant to us in just the same way that physic-
ally natural movements are. A habitual action is thus one which
restores us to our default setting, or what has come to feel like it. If
like a Spartan or Celtic child I am forced to wear only minimal
clothes in winter, I will find it much easier than others to do so as
an adult because it will feel natural to me—I will take a certain
comfort in the sheer familiarity of the experience. This is not to
say that the habitual action is always pleasant overall (the cold will
still be intrinsically unpleasant, like playing the violin), or always
the most attractive option available. But it does put a thumb on the
deliberative scale. And these pleasures of habit as such will be hard
to recognise, we might even say non-transparent. For an action
incentivized in this way will not feel like one motivated by a desire
for pleasure; we will just be doing what comes naturally. Often we
will be aware of the affective pull only negatively: as Aristotle says
at an important moment of Nicomachean Ethics 10. 9, what has
become customary ‘won’t be painful’ (1179”35).°

This almost invisible hedonic incentive explains Aristotle’s odd
and remarkable (but surely true) claim that a person may some-
times pursue pleasure self-indulgently even when they have little
or no real appetite for it (AE C. 4, 1148*17—22; C. 7, 1150°25-31).*°
Why should anyone pursue an excessive pleasure—finish the bag
of potato chips, say—absent any real craving? Such actions are per-
plexing but (ahem) not wholly unfamiliar, and we sometimes
describe them as mechanical or automatic. This is a giveaway that
they are habit-driven; and the ‘force of habit’ is mysterious pre-
cisely because it seems to float free of any gain or pleasure inherent
in the action performed. Aristotle can explain that since a habitual
action is one which has become effortless, and thus feels to us like
a return to what is right and natural, it is pleasant or at least pain-
reducing in itself regardless of the nature of the habitual act. Thus

?% By the same token, habit must intensify certain pains: the self-indulgent per-
son is tormented if he must pass up some pleasure. It is also by habituation that the
corrupted person comes to find the wrong things pleasant (cf. NE 10. 5, 1176"19—
26)—and also good (NE 3. 4—5), presumably because his conception of the good is
largely shaped by his experiences of pleasure and pain (NE 3. 4, 1113°31-b2).

3 Stewart even presents this as essential to the vicious-akratic distinction
(J. A. Stewart, Notes on the Nicomachean Ethics of Aristotle, 2 vols. (Oxford, 1892),
ii. 199).



OUP CORRECTED PROOF - FINAL, 03/12/19, SPi

Apristotle on Vice and Moval Habituation 285

as Aristotle says, habit can lead us to take pleasure in things which
are not inherently pleasant in the first place—as, he remarkably
observes, in the case of those who have been sexually abused since
childhood (AE C. 5, 1148°28-31). Through brute habitation, then,
something not pleasant by nature may easily become pleasant for
me. This enables us to see that the self-indulgent person is not best
understood as the person who is subject to particularly powerful
appetites and gives in to them. Rather she’s the person who defers
to her appetites in a routinized way regardless of their strength,
because anything else feels difficult, unnatural, and exhausting.*'
These pleasures of habit as such need to be carefully distinguished
from the other pleasures found together with them. In particular,
they are not to be confused with the associative pleasures used in
the initial ‘guidance’, as when the child is rewarded for athletic
efforts with a cookie. Such associative pleasures are very useful to
the educator in incentivizing and reinforcing the ‘guided’ behav-
iour. But if the habituated person continues to run and swim as an
adult, after the cookies have gone away, it is not necessarily because
of these associations alone. In fact, motivation by past associative
pleasures is likely to be at odds with the agent’s ongoing experience
in the present (where’s my cookie?), and so a source of cognitive dis-
sonance—hardly the best basis for a stable disposition. The pleas-
ures of habit are different. If habituation has worked, the adult will
genuinely enjoy running: she will find that it now comes naturally,
feel a sense that something is wrong when a run is skipped, and so
on. (To enjoy running because of an insight into its value as an

*! Cf. the remarkable depiction of vicious habituation in C. S. Lewis’ Screwtape
Letters. The demon Screwtape is here giving advice to a colleague about his human
‘patient’: ‘as habit renders the pleasures of vanity and excitement and flippancy at
once less pleasant and harder to forgo (for that is what habit fortunately does to a
pleasure) you will find that anything or nothing is sufficient to attract his wandering
attention. You no longer need a good book, which he really likes, to keep him from
his prayers or his work or his sleep; a column of advertisements in yesterday’s paper
will do. You can make him waste his time not only in conversation he enjoys with
people whom he likes, but in conversations with those he cares nothing about on
subjects that bore him. You can make him do nothing at all for long periods. You
can keep him up late at night, not roistering, but staring at a dead fire in a cold room.
All the healthy and outgoing activities which we want him to avoid can be inhibited
and nothing given in return, so that at last he may say, as one of my own patients said
on his arrival down here, “I now see that I spent most of my life in doing neither
what I ought nor what I liked” (C. S. Lewis, The Screwtape Letters (L.ondon, 1942;
repr. Glasgow, 1977), 63—4 in the 1977 repr.).
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admirable exercise of our natural capacities would be another kind
of pleasure again, resulting from habituation of the ‘enriched’
kind.) What is distinctive about the pleasures of habit as such,
then, is that they are both reliable and independent of the content
of the habit in question. That means that they are equally powerful
in reinforcing habits good and bad.

This, then, is Aristotle’s picture of brute habituation—the basic
structure common to both virtue and vice, to which various enrich-
ments may be added in the former case. Repeated episodes of
action come to feel increasingly natural and thus pleasant to the
agent, until she is reliably motivated to perform them without any
external guidance. (Of course continued ‘guidance’ can’t hurt, and
a wisely designed society will continue to incentivize good behav-
iour through social mechanisms of shame and fear (cf. NE 10. 9).)*?
If we're tempted to doubt the power that Aristotle attributes to
this mechanism, we should bear in mind that habituation will typ-
ically be reinforced by yet another source of pleasure. Aristotle
holds that human beings are also naturally imitative creatures:

76 7€ yap ppeiolar ovppurov Tots avlpimors éx maldwy éoti kal TovTw Sradépovat
TGV Ay {dwv 671 pupnTikdTaTdy éoTu kal Tas pabfoeis wolelTal Sia piuroews
Tas mparras, kal 76 yaipew Tols pyuiiuact wdvras. (Poetics 4, 1448°5-9)
Imitation is ingrained in human beings from childhood, and they differ
from the other animals in this—that they are most imitative, and learn at
first by imitating—and all delight in imitations.

Like his explanation of the power of habit in the Rhetoric, this
seems intended as a statement of the obvious (no argument for it is
given), and I take it to be operative in his Ethics in the same endoxic
way. For a lot of ethical habituation is bound to be through imita-
tion: the younger child is encouraged to learn by pretending to be
Achilles or Hector, or by copying his older siblings who in turn
mimic their parents. That means that certain habitual actions—the
ones modelled for us and reinforced by pleasures and pains—are
triply easy, with the pleasures of habit, of imitation, and any
socially imposed associative pleasures all pointing in the same
direction; and every society’s system of moral education exploits

2 As Martha Nussbaum has pointed out to me, bad inculcated habituation can
also help itself to some of the mechanisms of good, ‘enriched’ habituation, in par-
ticular, shame. The person raised in a morally deformed society will be ashamed to
have the right non-rational ethical responses—the Huck Finn problem.
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this potential. I will refer to this deliberate moulding of habits in
this way as inculcated habituation. It is, I think, what Aristotle has
in mind as the standard case by which we become good or bad.**

So for Aristotle to say that moral badness comes from habitu-
ation is to say that bad people become so through the self-reinforcing
repetition of wrong actions, particularly as inculcated early on by
their society. And this picture of bad habituation seems designed to
cover two quite different kinds of case. Some people will become
vicious as the result of an inculcated habituation which misfires: the
disposition their educators attempt to instil is a genuinely virtuous
one, but something goes wrong. Perhaps the actions the young per-
son performs are not quite the ones intended; or perhaps their
reactions of pleasure and pain are a bit off, due to some imbalance
in their natural endowment; and so a vicious hexis results instead of
the corresponding virtue. We might think of the case in which a
parent tries to teach a child to be thrifty—shaming expenditure,
praising and rewarding him for saving his allowance—but pushes a
bit too hard, relative to that child’s natural propensities. As a result,
the child comes to take excessive pleasure in saving, and ends up a
miser instead.

In the other kind of bad habituation, educators might intend to
produce what Aristotle would diagnose as a vice rather than a virtue.
For nothing about Aristotle’s conception of vice limits it to the per-
son who is recognised as morally defective in his own society.** The
vicious person may just as easily—indeed much more easily—be the
product of successful inculcated habituation by a vicious society.
Many societies, after all, get the virtues wrong: a pleasure-driven
culture will use all its powers of inculcation to produce self-indulgent
people, a greed-obsessed society to produce unjust ones. Consider
the case of courage, for instance, which belongs only to the honour-
loving citizen-soldier who fears the battlefield to the extent

** The imitative drive is of course not restricted to childhood. In adulthood, it
will continue simply as what we would now call conformism: the drive by which it
comes naturally to me to do what I see other people doing. Habits formed by con-
formism too will always have a double power over us, qua habit and qua imitation—
in addition to any pleasures that might flow from that habit in particular, or from
social reinforcement.

** Like bad habituation more generally, this possibility is generally ignored by
interpreters of the Ethics, so that I am not sure how far this is a controversial claim.
Miller for one remarks that ‘vice is generally shunned and shamed by the society in
which one lives’ (‘Vice’, 471), as if only the ‘outlier’ should count.
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appropriate and faces that fear for the right reasons (NE 3. 6-8; EE
3. 1). Societies in which soldiers are an oppressed class, those which
delegate fighting to mercenaries, those committed to pacifism, and,
at the other extreme, the maniacal Celts (NE 3. 7, 1115°24-8)—all
will be incapable of producing genuinely courageous people, even if
they inculcate something they think of as courage. Admittedly no
society inculcates vice de dicto: as Aristotle says,

ol yap vopobBérar Tods molitas é0ilovres morovow dyabois, kal 76 uev BodAnua
mavtos vopobérov TovT’ éoTiv, GooL 8¢ w1 €b adTd mowolow duapTdvovow, kal
Siapéper rovrw molirela molirelas dyady davdys. (NE 2. 1, 1103°3-6)
Legislators make the citizens good by forming habits in them, and this is
the wish of every legislator, and those who do not effect it well miss their
mark, and it is in this that a good constitution differs from a bad one.

But, again, there are two ways in which the legislators may miss the
mark. They may fail to contrive the institutions needed to instil the
virtues correctly conceived; or they may misidentify the virtues,
and inculcate vicious states instead.

So it is an important Aristotelian insight, not to be glossed over,
that virtuous habituation is only one of two paths which moral devel-
opment may take. Vicious habituation is an equally viable alternative,
and both rely on the same morally neutral central mechanism,
brute habituation. The vicious form of this in turn subdivides in
two, depending on whether habituation has misfired or worked as
intended: the vicious agent may be either an outlier within her own
society or, so to speak, a trainee. To ignore the latter possibility,
as scholars generally have done, is to underestimate drastically the
generality of Aristotle’s account, and to suppress some interesting
resources for Aristotelian social critique. Moreover, some aspects of
his conception of vice will be easier to make sense of if we keep the
latter case clearly in view.

So far, I have been discussing habituation as essentially a process
of reinforcement, aimed at instilling a pattern of pleasures and
pains which will induce autonomous action. But all this is only one
side of the story. For Aristotle makes clear that habituation—
including habituation into vice—is also a cognitive process: a per-
son is learning to do something in becoming fully bad, just like
someone who learns to be a bad builder or lyre-player. To see what
the bad person learns and how, we need to turn to Aristotle’s third
central thesis, Endorsement.
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3. Endorsement

The third building block of Aristotle’s account is the thesis that the
bad person’s reason endorses his wrong actions.*® This is the divid-
ing line between the bad person (in particular, the self-indulgent or
intemperate person or dkéAacros) and the person who exhibits mere
akrasia, as discussed in his most extensive treatment of badness,
Apristotelian Ethics C. Aristotle’s central claim here is that the self-
indulgent person is essentially different from even the worst akratées
because he acts in accordance with choice (&dyerar mpoaipodpevos),
which flows from rational wish and deliberation (C. 3, 1146°22-3;
cf. kara v mpoaipecw, C. 8, 1151°6—7). Thus he is persuaded or
convinced of what he does, whereas the akratic acts against choice
(mapa mpoaipeaw), and is not so persuaded (AE C. 2, 1146%31-"2; C. 8,
1151°6—26). (The language of persuasion here recalls Aristotle’s ini-
tial account of intra-soul relations in NE 1. 13, 1102°26-1103%3.) In
contrast to the tormentedly self-aware akratic, the vicious person
thinks he ought to act as he does on each occasion (AE C. 3, 1146°223;
cf. detv at C. 8, 1151°23), and so is unaware of his vice (‘it escapes
him’, Aavfdve:, C. 8, 1150°36). Standing by his choice, he does not
regret his actions (C. 8, 1150°29—30). Thus while an akratic is like a
city that does not obey its laws, a self-indulgent person is like a city
that abides by bad ones (C. 10, 1152%20—4). The moral difference
between those who are truly bad and those who fail to meet that
standard thus does not lie in the object of their desires (both the
akratic and the self-indulgent seek pleasure, and in the same things);
rather it rests in Zow they desire them, and with it how they think of
themselves. And though Aristotle confusingly prefers to use akrasia
restrictively (AE C. 3—4), for the less defective counterpart of self-
indulgence, it seems clear that there must be counterparts of enkra-
teia and akrasia corresponding to every virtue, so that his contrast

here is one which applies to every ethical ‘sector’.?®

** Here and in Section 4, I attempt to avoid any commitments on the controver-
sial topic of how Aristotelian deliberation works in general and in the virtuous case.
Insofar as possible, the account of bad deliberation given here is meant to be inde-
pendent of any particular account of Aristotle’s division of labour between the
rational and non-rational soul. Section 4 does presuppose that reason can, and
should, play a critical role in relation to the ends from which deliberation begins:
this seems to me the clear implication of the passages I discuss there.

*¢ That the contrast must hold for all the vices is clear from his association of vice
with a false conception of the good (NNE 3. 4-5, cf. esp. 3. 4, 1113"31—3) and so with
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Aristotle’s contrast between the mere akratic and the truly
vicious person seems to me to express an important ethical insight.
There is indeed a difference between the person who gives in to
occasional temptations to pleasure and the one who insists on sat-
isfying every whim. And there is the same kind of difference
between the person who does the cowardly thing out of weakness
of will—the situational coward, who panics and flees the battlefield
in shame—and the smug coward-by-policy, who prides himself on
getting others do his fighting for him (through repeated draft
deferments, say). Aristotle seems to me right to hold that only the
latter has the vice of cowardice in full. In the case of injustice too,
there is a difference between the person who on some occasion
gives way to a temptation to benefit himself unjustly, and the one
committed to pleonexia as a way of life—consistent and shameless
in evading his taxes, cheating his business partners, and ripping off
his customers. In the case of anger, one person gives way now and
then to a bout of rage; another is an unrepentant serial bully. The
difference between the two is not, or not just, that the latter is very
frequently angry—that might also be true of a merely weak-willed
person with an unfortunate temperament. It is that the truly bad-
tempered person, like the deeply self-indulgent, cowardly, and
unjust one, always manages to feel satisfied about his behaviour.
And Aristotle’s position is that only this kind of person is well and
truly vicious or evil.

The truly bad person is self-satisfied because his behaviour has
been habituated: he is doing what he always does, and it feels nat-
ural to him. But Aristotle also insists—again, I think, rightly—that
(since we are rational beings) this reliable self-satisfaction must
depend on rational endorsement. Bad people think that they ought
(detv) to act as they do; thus, in the case of self-indulgence, they
‘think that the present pleasure ought always to be pursued’
(Vop[Ca)v aet detv 7O Wapév ﬁBl‘) BLd)KeLv, AE C. 3, I I46b22—3). But we
should be careful, I think, not to take this as a requirement that the
bad person have a theory.?*” The aei or ‘always’ here might seem to

prohairesis (e.g. AE A. 8, 1135°17—25) quite generally. Likewise the ‘corruption pas-
sages’ I discuss in Section 4 include some texts in which self-indulgence is particu-
larly in view ([C], [D], and [E]), and others where it is not ([A], [B], and [F]).

37 Such a case might be uppermost in Aristotle’s mind, since he might well be
thinking of Callicles in the Gorgias (491 E 8—492 A 3). But there is no reason for him
to assume that the bad person is always or even usually as reflective as that.
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suggest a hedonist along the lines of Oscar Wilde’s Lord Henry
Wotton—a version of the type I earlier called the misguided enkra-
tic, a rational agent in the grip of a false conception of the good.?*®
But the aei can, as ever, be serial as easily as continuous (to be
translated, that is, ‘in each case’ rather than ‘always’), and might
apply to the thinking rather than being part of the content thought;
and the ‘ought’ (detv) need not do more than indicate a vague sense
that one’s action is in order.?® So Aristotle’s description applies
equally well to Homer Simpson—that is, to the wholly unreflective
agent who, on every occasion that an opportunity for pleasure pre-
sents itself, finds some rationale for signing up. The contrast at
hand with the akratic requires only that the vicious person does not
think, as the akratic does, that he ought not to do as he does. Vice
requires an absence of psychological conflict, sufficient to ensure
reliability: not reflection or theoretical principles.*®

Still, even this weak kind of self-endorsement expresses some
kind of engagement by the vicious person’s reason. To see what it
consists in, let’s start by taking a closer look at Aristotle’s claim
that, like the person who becomes a bad builder or bad lyre-player,
the person habituated into badness is learning something:

vy A s Sy A s A A sy , ¢
ETLEK TWY AUVTWYV KO BLCL TWY AUVTWY KOl 'yLVET(lL mTaoca (lpGT'T] Kot ¢0€LP€TGL, O‘lLOL(,L)g
8¢ kal Téxvn: éx yap Tob kibapilew ral ol dyabol kal karol ylvovrar kibapioTal.
s NNy e v s A s -
(IVO.)\O'J/OV 85 Kot OLKOSOMOL Kot ot )\OL‘ITOL TTOAVTES" €K MGV ’yap TOU €V OLKOBO‘U.€LV
s s s s oy A - ;s vy - b0y %
a'ya@ot OLKOSOIJ,OL €00VTOL, €K 8€ TOU KOAKWS KAKOL. €L ’yap IUJ'] ovTWS €LX€V, OUBEV ay
” Y Syy L s n s g s \ , e Vv 4 e
€dew ToU 8udaovTos, dAa mdvTes av €yivovro ayallol 1) karol. obTw On kal émt TGV
apeTdv éxer mpdTTOVTES YAp TA €V TOls CUVAANdypact Tols mpos Tovs avlpdmovs
, o sy oSy y , Vv A " ey

'}/LVO‘LLGQO. oL MGV 8LK(ILOL oL 85 U.SLKOL, WpG,TTOVTES 86 T €V TOLS 85LVOL§ Kot €0LZO‘LL€VOL
doPetofar 7 Bappetv ot pev avdpeto ot ¢ dedol. (NE 2. 1, 1 Io3b6—1 7)

Further, it is from and through the same causes that every virtue is both
produced and destroyed, and likewise every art: for it is from playing the

¥ On the aei, see Irwin, ‘Reason’, 87—9; Miiller, ‘Vice’, 465-6; and Nielsen,
“Vice’, 21-2.

* For this vague and weakly rational kind of approbation, we might compare the
Stoic view that even the thief considers his action kathékon, ‘appropriate’.

* The bad person does also think that the good one is criticisable in some way:
‘the brave man is called rash by the coward, cowardly by the rash man, and corre-
spondingly in the other cases’ (kai kalotol Tov avépeiov 6 uev detlds Bpaciv 6 ¢ Bpacvs
8e\dv, kal émi v GAwv dvddoyov, NE 2. 8, 1108"24-6). I take it that this is meant to
remind us of the kind of distortion of moral language Thucydides famously reports
from the Corcyran civil war (3. 82), and the point is again just that such distortions
of language express a kind of cognitive commitment absent from the merely akratic.
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lyre that people become good and bad lyre-players. And it is analogous in
the case of builders and all the rest: from building well, people will be good
builders, and from building badly, bad ones. For if it were not so, there
would be no need of teaching, but everyone would be born good or bad. And
likewise in the case of the virtues. For it is by acting as we do in our dealings
with other people that some of us become just, others unjust; and by acting
as we do in the face of danger, and by becoming habituated to feeling fear or
confidence, that some become courageous and others cowardly.

Commentators have not paid much attention to this analogy,*' but
it is an odd and striking thing to say (about the crafts, let alone the
virtues and vices). In what sense is a bad builder or lyre-player
something one learns to be, through repeatedly doing these things
badly?** The most obvious kind of ‘bad lyre-player’, we might
assume, is the person who never manages to learn to play at all. But
this is clearly not the kind of case Aristotle has in mind. He does
not say ‘By building some people become good builders but others
never become any good, or even learn enough to count as builders
at all’.** He is contrasting good habituation not with a failure to be
habituated, but rather with habituation into the wrong thing. This
is confirmed by his official discussion of techne in AE B. 4. Here
the state opposed to techneé is atechnia; and, as Pavlos Kontos has
shown, the person characterized by it is not the one wholly unin-
structed in an art, but the one who has learned it in some wrong
way, involving a false principle or account (logos, 1140%20—3).**
Aristotle’s analogy implies that vicious habituation can produce
very diverse results: for bad lyre-players and bad builders come in
many varieties. One kind of bad lyre-player would presumably be
like the guitar players in Spinal Tap: an adept practitioner who
successfully imitates bad models, and enjoys achieving effects he
ought to be ashamed of. (Or think of a highly competent painter of
kitsch, or an Oscar-winning ham actor.) The bad builder is more
easily imagined as the one who knows enough about building to

* Except for a pair of insightful recent discussions in Annas, ‘Virtue’ and
Kontos, ‘Non-Virtuous’.

*2 A paradoxical idea in Greek as well, but Aristotle might be thinking of the
famous line from the pseudo-Homeric comic Margites: ‘he knew many things, but
all of them badly’ (moAa pév jmioraro épya, karkds 8¢ fmioraro mdvra, [Plato], Alc. 2,
147°34).

+3 Cf. Kontos, ‘Non-Virtuous’, 209.

** Kontos (‘Non-Virtuous’, 215) also notes that ignorance (agnoia) is likewise for
Aristotle a positive condition of error, not a mere cognitive blank.
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serve selfish ends which conflict with those of the art, to which he’s
indifferent—the real estate tycoon who gets rich by passing off bad
taste and shoddy construction as luxury. But we would surely also
count as a bad builder one who, though well-meaning, persistently
makes a certain kind of major technical mistake, misjudging the
methods and principles of his art. And no doubt there are other
possibilities as well. The only requirement is that the bad crafts-
person is guided by a mistaken logos at some level of specificity or
other, so as to reliably adopt the wrong end in action: one way or
another, they are consistently wrong about what kind of action the
situation requires.

This openness has the happy result that in the moral case too,
Aristotle’s account is compatible with a wide range of profiles in
badness. One kind of vicious agent might not even start with the
right question, namely, ‘What is the right (or “fine”, kalon) thing to
do?’. Instead he asks an instrumentalizing, strategic question:
‘How can I act here so as to gain some advantage for myself?’** But
other agents can go deeply and permanently wrong despite, at
some very general level, aspiring to do the right thing. Of these,
some will fail to detect the virtue called for in a given kind of situ-
ation; others misidentify the content of that virtue, thinking for
instance that courage consists in aggression and violence or that
temperance consists in extreme austerity. The upshot is, as it seems
to me, that most recent interpretations of Aristotle’s theory of
badness have identified a perfectly viable subspecies of it, and gone
wrong only in excluding errors of other kinds or at other levels of
generality. Given the framework of Aristotle’s basic theses about
badness which we have considered, a vicious person may be an
instrumentalist about his own actions (Sherman, Fabric); an adept

*5 Cf. Sherman’s account of the Aristotelian kakos as committed to an instru-
mentalized view of his own actions (Fabric, 108—17); Irwin, ‘Reason’ (from whom I
take the term ‘strategic’); and Annas, ‘Virtue’, lean in the same direction. Such
readings seem unduly narrow since, as Nielsen (‘Vice’, 12) points out, Aristotle is
explicit that ‘each state of character [é€w] has its own ideas of the noble and pleasant
[kada kal 198éa]; and perhaps the good man differs from the other most by seeing the
truth in each class of things’ (ka)’ éxdomny yap €éw (6ud éoTt kaAa kal 16éa, kal Sradépet
mAetoTov {ows 6 amovdaios T& TdAnlbés év éxdortois Spav, NE 3. 4, 1113°31—3). This
implies that a certain kind of bad person might go wrong despite being motivated
by the kalon—as she understands it—in just the same way as the virtuous person,
by being deeply and culpably wrong about which actions in fact are kala. However,
the bad person does not need to be motivated in this way; again, Aristotle’s account
allows for enormous diversity in vice.
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immoralist or egoist (Annas, ‘Virtue’); a misguided enkratic
attached to false principles about the good (Nielsen, ‘Vice’); a
reflectively committed slave to inclination (Irwin, ‘Reason’); or a
changeable, quasi-wanton pursuer of present pleasure (Miller,
‘Vice’). For all these are kinds of agents whose reason endorses
their reliable adoption of wrong ends within some given sphere.
Thus Aristotle embraces the idea that vice is in an important sense
negative or indeterminate. It belongs naturally to the class of the
unlimited, for it represents a failure to hit a determinate target; and
it is possible to fail in many ways, but to be good only in one—a
thought which Aristotle inherits from the Pythagoreans and
bequeaths to the Stoics (NE 2. 6, 1106°28—35).

But this openness to the diversity of vice just seems to reinforce
the mystery at hand. In all these varieties of bad person, the same
kind of rational defect has been acquired in the course of their
being wrongly habituated; can anything at all be said, in a general
way, about what it is? The answer, perhaps surprisingly, is yes.

4. Rational corruption

Aristotle’s fourth principle, Corruption, is that the bad person’s rea-
son endorses his actions because it has been ‘corrupted’ (diaphtheir-
esthai) and ‘twisted around’ or ‘distorted’ (diastrephesthai)—that is,
damaged, perverted, or spoiled. This is explained in several texts in
very consistent terms; but these are so brief and (it must be admit-
ted) opaque as to be on the face of it unhelpful; this is perhaps why
interpreters of Aristotelian badness have had very little to say about
them. We need to begin by looking at these corruption passages (as
I will call them) in conjunction, and with some care. T'wo are to be
found in Aristotle’s discussions of practical wisdom, or phronesis:

[A] évlev kal Ty cwdpootvmr TovTw mpooayopeloper TG dvépart, ws adlovoay
\ , , v A e y v g < ,
v ppdvnow. o)lel 8¢ Ty TowadTnY IméAnhw. 0d yap dmracay vméAnw Sadlelper
26y , Vesn e e S w a
000€ SuaaTpéder 76 )0V Kkal Avmnpdv, olov 671 TO Tplywvov Svo dplas éxer 1) ovk
éxet, dAXa Tas mepl TO TPaKTEY. al e yap dpxal TV TPAKTOY TO 00 évexa Td
mpakTd: 7O b€ Stepbapuéve 8 Hdoviy ) Aoy €00vs od palverar dpxr), ovde Selv
ToUTOU €vexev ovd€ S Tovl aipeiobar mdvTa kal mpdTTew: €0TL yap 1) Kaxio

dOaprucy dpyis. (AE B. 5, 1140°11—20)
And this is why we call moderation by this name, as preserving practical
wisdom. Now what it preserves is a judgement of this kind. For it is not
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every judgement that the pleasant and painful corrupt [Siapfeilpe] and
twist around [Stao7péded], for instance that the triangle has or has not
angles equal to two right angles, but those concerning what is to be done.
For the first principles [apya(] of things to be done consist in that for the
sake of which they are done; but for someone who has been corrupted
[Oedpbapuéve] by pleasure or pain, straightaway the first principle [apy]
fails to appear, nor [does he see] that he ought to choose and do everything
for the sake of this and because of this. For vice is corrupting [¢fapruxif] of
the first principle [dpx7s].

[B] % & €éis 76 Supare Tovrw ylverar tis puyis odk dvev dpets, ws elpnTal T€
kal €o7L dndov: ol yap culAoylopol TOV TPAKTOY ApxNY EXOVTES €iow, émewdn
T016v8€ 70 Tédos kal 1O dpiaTov, 6TidmoTe 8v (€oTw yap Adyov xdpw TO TUYOV):
70070 & €l un) 7 dyabdd, ov paiveTar Staotpédel yop 1 woxbnpla kal Siaheidechar
mouel mepl Tas mpakTikas apyds. (AE B. 12, 1144%29-36)

And this eye of the soul acquires its formed state not without the aid of
virtue, as has been said and as is clear; for the syllogisms which deal with
things to be done involve a first principle [dpxiv], viz, ‘since the end and
what is best is of this sort’, whatever it may be (let it be as it may, for the
sake of argument); and this does not appear except to the good person; for
wickedness distorts [SiaoTpédel] and produces errors about the first prin-
ciples [apyds] of action.

Aristotle’s account of the subhuman brute is another context in
which it is important for him to distinguish the cognition charac-
teristic of the kakos:

[C] éXarrov 8¢ Onpiétys kaxias, doBepditepov 6€: 0v yap diépbaprar 7o féATio,
domep év 7o avlpdme, AAN odk éyet. .. doweoTépa yap 1) pavAdTys del 1) ToD un
éxovTos apxiv, 6 8¢ vois dpx1. (AE C. 6, 1150°1—5)

Brutishness is not as big a deal as badness, though it is more frightening,
because it is not that the better [part of the soul] has been corrupted
[6iédbapTar], as in a human being, but that it is not present...for the bad-
ness of what does not have a first principle [apyiv] is always less destruc-
tive, and reason [vods] is a first principle [apy7].

And so is the crucial passage already discussed in Section 3 above,
in which he outlines the key contrast with the akratic:

s Voo - Ay o - , \ - \
[D] émel 8 6 pev Towotitos olos un dua 76 memetobar Sidkew tas kald’ HmepBoAyy
. VoA 3 g TSy . - 7
Kkal mapd. Tov 6pfov Adyov cwupartikas 1jdovds, 6 8¢ mémetaTal Sid TO ToloUTOS €lval
ofos ke avTds, éxeivos uev odv edueTdmeloTos, obTos 8¢ ov 1) yap dpeTr) Kal

7 \ 3 A o \ ’ o \ 7 3 \ -~ 4 \ o4 3 /
woxOnpla v apynv 1) wev dleipe 1) 8¢ owler, év 8¢ Tals mpdéeat 76 od évexa apx,

o s . A e , ” s meng A
damep év Tols pabnpatiols ai vmobéoeis: olTe 81) éxel 6 Adyos didacralikos TGV
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apx v ovTe évraitlfa, AAN dpern %) pvoukn 1) é0ioTi) Tob pfodoéety mepl T dpxv.
Gul)tf)pwv ’J.G‘V O{jV (; TOLOI;’TOS‘, &,KéA(LO'TOS‘ 8’ (; G’VO.VTL/OS‘. é/(TTL 35/ TLS SLC‘L 7TU/,00§ G’KO'TCL—
Tikos mapa Tov 6plov Adyov, 6v dhaTe wev wi) mpdrrew kara 7ov 6phov Adyov kpatel
7'6 770/.005, (Y)UTE 8, G?V(IL TOLOl’jTOV OfOV 7T€7T€r0‘00,l, SLU/)K€LV (iVS/S"]V 86?1} ’T&S TOLaleaS‘
Moovas o kpatel: odTés éoTw 6 dkpatiis, BeATiwy <v> 100 droAdoTov, 008
badlos amAds: owletal yop 16 PédTioTov, 1 dpxi). (AE C. 8, 1151°11-26)
Since one is the kind of person who pursues bodily pleasures which are
excessive and contrary to reason but not out of conviction, while the other
is convinced, because he is the kind of person who pursues them, the for-
mer easily changes his mind while the latter does not. For virtue and vice
respectively preserve and corrupt [¢feipe] the first principle [y dpx7v],
and in actions the final cause is the first principle [apx7], as the hypotheses
are in mathematics; neither in that case is it argument that teaches the first
principles [7dv dpydv], nor is it so here—virtue either natural or produced
by habituation is what teaches right opinion about the first principle [y
apyiv]. Such a one as this, then, is temperate; the contrary type is the self-
indulgent. But there is a kind of person who is carried away as a result of
passion and contrary to right reason—one whom passion rules so that he
does not act according to right reason, but does not rule to the extent that
he is the sort to be convinced that he ought to pursue such pleasures with-
out reserve. This is the akratic, who is better than the self-indulgent per-
son, and not bad without qualification; for the best thing in him, the first
principle [dpx7], is preserved.

Finally, a passage from the Eudemian Ethics also touches on the
same points, albeit in a somewhat confusing dialectical context:

[E] aromov yap el mv pev év 70 AoyioTikd dperny poxbnpila moré éyyevouévy év
TG ANSyw oTpéiher Kal movjoel dyvoeiv, 1) 8 ApeTr) év 7B dAdyw dyvolas évolans,
0d arpéiper TadTyy kal moujoet ppovinws kplvew. .. (EE 8. 1, 1246°19-23, MSS
text without supplements)

For it would be bizarre if, on the one hand, when badness has arisen in the
non-rational [soul] it will overturn [o7péfec] the virtue in the rational [soul]
and make it ignorant, but on the other hand virtue in the non-rational
[part], when ignorance is present [in the rational part], will not overturn
this and cause it to judge wisely...**

*¢ The context is a discussion of the paradoxical possibility that folly plus akrasia
might amount to virtue (cf. AE C. 2, 1146%27—31), and the text and sense are dis-
puted. But for our purposes, all that matters is the opening supposition here, which
is clear enough and not called into question by the discussion which follows: when
badness arises in the irrational soul it does overturn any excellence in the rational
soul, rendering it ignorant.
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Aristotle’s varied but overlapping formulations in these passages
revolve around a pair of related theses; confusingly, he uses the
crucial term arche to express both. I have translated arche as ‘first
principle’ throughout, but these passages exploit the deep ambigu-
ity of this ancient term: it must be understood as ‘starting-point’ in
some occurrences and ‘governing-principle’ in others, often in very
close conjunction. Sometimes, as in [C] and the last lines of both
[A] and of [D], archeé evidently refers to an enduring part or feature
of the soul itself—namely, the natural ruling principle of our
actions, reason or nous and its virtue [C], which is ‘the best thing’
(76 BéltioTov) in us [D]. In the bad person, this has been twisted
around, overturned, corrupted ([A], end; [C]; [D], end). But else-
where, Aristotle clearly uses arché to mean a kind of judgement
[A]: specifically, the starting-point of deliberation, comparable to a
hypothesis in mathematics [D] or the major premiss of a syllogism
[B]. And this is identified with the end or that ‘for the sake of
which’ (o9 évexa) action is to be done, which only the good person
gets right ([A], [B], [D]). What is particularly confusing is that
Aristotle also speaks of this kind of arche as ‘corrupted’ and ‘twisted
around’ (Sagfeipet, SraoTpéder, [A]; pleiper, [D]; Sraorpéder, [B]; and
note that [B] fudges the question of what exactly gets corrupted),
though it is not immediately clear what this could mean. Presumably
the idea is that the true and correct first principle required for
deliberation is supplanted by a faulty, defective one; so the point is
the same one Aristotle makes by saying that to the bad person, the
(correct) starting-point ‘fails to appear’ (o0 paiverar, [A] at 1140°18;
[B] at 1144"34).

In sum, the corruption passages make two claims, one about dis-
positional corruption and one about episodic failure:

(1) Dispositional corruption: In the bad person, (practical) reason (nous,
logos) as the ruling principle (arche) of the soul has been damaged and
perverted.

(2) Episodic failure: In particular deliberative contexts, the bad person
does not grasp the correct first-principle (arche) of action; it ‘does not
appear’ to him.

Not only does Aristotle use arché to express both these claims: he
scarcely seems to see the two as distinct. (This is particularly evi-
dent in the way that both [A] and [C] pivot abruptly from arché as
occurrent deliberative starting-point to nous as the arché of the
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soul.) The explanation must be that he sees a tight explanatory
connection here, running from (1) to (2): it is because the ruling-
principle is corrupted that the starting-point does not appear.
Aristotle as good as says so in [A], which concludes: ‘For [ydp] vice
is corrupting of the arche.” This is only explanatory, as the ydp pur-
ports, if it does not simply repeat the preceding claims about epi-
sodic failure; it must be pointing to the corruption of the soul’s
governing principle as the explanation of this. In short, the dispo-
sitional corruption of the bad person is the cause of her episodic
deliberative ignorance. And this corruption is in turn, as Aristotle
tells us in all of [A], [B], and [D], the result of bad habituation—of
repeatedly experiencing pleasure and pain in the wrong ways.
Aristotle does not go into detail about what this corrupted state
involves. But one possibility we can exclude, I think, is that it con-
sists in the complete destruction of practical reason. Diaphtheiresthai
certainly can mean ‘destroyed altogether’, as of a person killed.*’
Yet it cannot mean that in this context. This is where passage [C]
is important: Aristotle is quite explicit that the person from whom
practical reason is absent altogether is the brute (6 Onpuidys), and
he emphasises that this person is different in kind from the vicious
agent (AE C. 6, 1150°1—5; cf. AE C. 1, 1145%25-7). It would also,
I think, be a mistake to suppose that ‘corruption’ amounts merely
to a kind of perceptual inadequacy or weakness on the part of prac-
tical reason. Being damaged and twisted around is something
different—and worse—than being weak; it is also necessarily an
acquired state, while a weak perceptual capacity could be innate.
(We might even think it is the natural state of the immature, unha-
bituated agent.) And again, there is the contrast with the brute,
already noted: if a merely defective perceptual capacity were the

*7 Diaphtheirein and cognates cover the range from complete destruction (e.g. of
a person killed, Antiphon 2. 2. 5; Aristotle AE A. 11, 1138%13; Pol. 3. 16, 1287°39—40;
7. 16, 1335°18) to any kind of spoiling (Pol. 3. 15, 128638; of natural objects which
are damaged, Rhet. 3. 18, 1419°4—5; Meteor. 1. 14, 352°29), including the kinds of
ethical and political defectiveness for which our ‘corruption’ is an excellent match
(e.g. of officials impaired by too quick a rise to power at Pol. 5. 8, 130814; of decision-
making distorted by anger at Pol. 3. 15, 1286°34—5—mn.b. the apparently inter-
changeable use of diastrephein at 3. 16, 1287*°31—and of those who take pleasure in
what is not really pleasant at NE 10. 5, 1176°23—4). This use of diaphtheirein for
intellectual, moral, and political ruination is standard and longstanding: cf. its use
in regard to judgement at Aeschylus Ag. 932, and for ‘the corruption of the young’
(25 A, 30 B) in Plato’s Apology (see also LS] s.v.).
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problem, the brutish person would be the limit case of the bad
person. Aristotle’s equally frequent language of being twisted,
overturned, distorted, perverted (diastrephein, cf. LS] s.v.) implies
that a corrupted reason acts against its own nature—that is, in some
sense trrationally—in the bad person. And this can only be because,
like the enslaved reason of Plato’s bad person in Republic 8—9, it is
suborned to ends other than its own.

So it is not Aristotle’s view that a destroyed or enfeebled reason
stands by while the non-rational soul does its thing: reason is an
active collaborator in vicious action. Though the division of labour
in Aristotelian deliberation is enormously controversial, two things
must both be true here: that the non-rational soul primarily deter-
mines the ends of the bad person, and that the corruption of rea-
son enables it to do so by some characteristic perverse activity.
Otherwise it could not be true to say both, as Aristotle does, that
vice is a state of the non-rational soul and that rational corruption
is a necessary condition of it. What makes this corruption mysteri-
ous, or at least hard to specify, is that it is curiously negative in its
effect. What it produces is a failure: the correct end simply ‘does
not appear’ (od ¢aiverar). T'o understand what is really distinctive
about the truly bad person, then, we will need to identify the kind
of exercise of reason which has that effect. Unfortunately, Aristotle
never gives us an example of corrupted reason in action, or even
any useful metaphors or hints. And since his general remarks on
deliberation are hopelessly problematic and controversial, there is
no readymade account for us to extend to the bad case. In any case
the corruption passages make clear that the distinctive activity of a
corrupted reason must be exercised prior to and outside deliber-
ation proper, since it bears on the starting-point from which de-
liberation begins.

So at the heart of Aristotle’s thinking about badness is a kind of
silence, or a black box. We know that what distinguishes the bad
person is a certain way of thinking which is both rational and
irrational; that this is a necessary condition for the reliable adop-
tion of the wrong ends; and that it is produced by bad habituation,
and so ultimately by pleasure and pain. But all these amount to
specifications that the right picture of corrupt practical reasoning
must meet, rather than giving us the picture itself. However, if we
ask ourselves what Aristotle should say here, what conception of
corrupted reasoning his claims imply, a quite determinate answer
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stares us in the face. And it is the same as the answer we get if we
turn to the fact of the matter, and ask what kind of thinking does do
all this.

To see how, let’s press a bit on the closest Aristotle comes to a
direct depiction of the work of corruption: his rather haunting lit-
tle locution the end ‘does not appear’. By putting the result of cor-
rupted reasoning in these terms, he implies, again, that its work is
negative. The non-rational soul is evidently sufficient by itself for
the positive task of coming up with the wrong ends; what a cor-
rupted reason contributes can only be the suppression of the alter-
natives. It blocks recognition of the rightness of the right end; it
makes moral truths invisible. (This implies that the crucial activity
of a correctly functioning practical reason is critical: it must offer a
kind of scrutiny of the ends proposed by the non-rational soul,
leading to the replacement of any ends which fail to withstand
moral reflection with others which do. But I cannot here explore
these interesting implications for the virtuous case.)

At this point, if we can get past the unhelpfully vague and mor-
alistic language of ‘corruption’, what Aristotle means to pick out
should be obvious enough. For nothing could be more familiar. Of
course there is a kind of reasoning which bad people use to ward off
recognition of salient moral truths, an activity in which reason is
made to serve ends other than its own, a kind of thinking prior and
peripheral to deliberation proper which enables it to reliably start
in the wrong place. Corrupted reasoning is just the vicious form of
what we now call motivated reasoning: the varieties of rationaliza-
tion, denial, confabulation, and self-deceived excuse-making that
enable vicious agents to reach the conclusions they want. Motivated
reasoning is far from exclusive to bad people, nor is it restricted to
contexts of moral deliberation; but Aristotle seems to me right to
hold that the truly bad person has to do a lot of it, and that this is
a necessary and characteristic feature of his badness—the explan-
ation for the gap in culpability, noted above, between him and the
akratic. Sustained success at rationalization and the like is indeed
what makes it possible for someone to be consistently and compla-
cently unjust, or cowardly, or self-indulgent—what sets the truly
deplorable apart from their less bad akratic counterparts. For motiv-
ated reasoning is what produces and sustains their distinctive self-
complacency, by eliminating any relevant cognitive dissonance—the
unease, or worse, induced by any nascent awareness that something
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is wrong with the way they are accustomed to think and behave.
We can see this more clearly if we focus on the trainee, the person
in whom vice is the product of successful inculcated habituation.
After all, what is the rational ability instilled by a society in which
young people are trained to do the wrong thing? (Think, for
instance, of someone raised to privilege in a slaveholding or apart-
heid society.) The answer seems obvious: they learn how to block
any recognition of that wrongness, so that, just as Aristotle says,
they can simply ‘fail to notice’ their own moral condition. And they
learn to do that by learning to produce rationalizations which elim-
inate cognitive dissonance, by rendering the wrongness of their
habitual ends invisible to them. It seems to me that Aristotle is
right to hold that any kind of fully vicious state is dependent on
reasoning of this kind, and that this dependency is both psycho-
logical and evaluative: that is, it is true both that, as a matter of
psychological fact, we cannot be reliably bad without the suborning
of reason in this way, and that the person who falls short in this
regard—the person whose reason continues to press him with
urgent and inconvenient truths—counts as less fully vicious.**

We can now see why it would be a mistake to identify the
Aristotelian vicious person with the misguided enkratic. The point
is closest to explicit in text [D] of the corruption passages, where
the point is that the bad person is said to do what he does confi-
dently and without internal conflicts simply because he has become
that ‘kind of person’ (rowotTos)—the kind of person, that is, who
does that kind of thing. Sarah Broadie, noting the significance of
this passage (and of the contrast with the akratic at AE C. 8§,
1151°13—14, 22—4), adds that ‘the voluptuary’s “being persuaded”
has been effected by passions and the habit of going along with
them. His intellectual conviction that he acts as he should is hardly

*% Rationalizations and other culpable forms of motivated reasoning (denial, con-
fabulation, etc.) belong to a grey zone of complex, non-transparent psychological
states; they are hard to describe without paradox and apparent contradiction, for the
person engaged in rationalizing her behaviour must at some level ‘know better’, but
that recognition must be kept from full consciousness if the rationalization is to do
the job. Aristotle is on very general metaphysical grounds hostile to the very idea of
contradictory beliefs being held by the same thinker (Metaph. I'. 3—4); and in con-
trast to Plato, he is reluctant to commit to a real division of the soul into ethically
salient parts (NE 1. 13). But without some kind of partitioning of the self and its
beliefs, motivated reasoning is extremely difficult to explain or even describe. And
this is perhaps why Aristotle’s explanations of vice stop short exactly where they do.
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more than the ideological face of a non-intellectually established
practical bent’.** Aristotle’s analysis in fact suggests a kind of
debunking of the person who presents as a misguided enkratic. Bad
people don’t act wrongly because of adopting the wrong theory:
they adopt the wrong theory because it defends the comfort they
have come to feel in doing the wrong thing. And we can also now
see why Aristotle is so confident that brute habituation is sufficient
for the acquisition of vice. If we are inclined to think of the bad
agent as a misguided enkratic, we will be tempted to assume a kind
of ‘two-track’ model, on which the trainee must be simultaneously
guided into bad habits and indoctrinated into a false theory. But
Aristotle has in mind something subtly yet importantly different.
As the corruption passages insist, what twists reason around is just
the very same history of pleasure and pain which instils vicious-
ness in the non-rational soul.

This understanding of rational corruption as a commitment to
motivated reasoning can also help to explain Aristotle’s hard-line
stance on culpability for vice in Nicomachean Ethics 3. 1—5. Aristotle
grants that the bad person always acts in ignorance (dyvowa) of what
he ought to do; but, he insists, that ignorance is not exculpating. As
he says in affirming the voluntary character of vice, ‘every wrong-
doer [poxOnpds] is ignorant [dyvoer] of what he ought to do, and
what he ought to avoid, and because of this sort of error people
become unjust and in general bad [«axo{]’ (NE 3. 1, 1110°28-30).°
But the key to making sense of this position is to see that ignorance
in the relevant sense is something more than a mere absence of

+ S, Broadie, ‘Nicomachean Ethics VI1.8—9 (1151°22): Akrasia, enkrateia, and
Look-alikes’, in C. Natali (ed.), Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, Book VVII (Oxford,
2009), 15772 at 161. Likewise Gauthier and Jolif: ‘[I]f the intemperate person
does the wrong thing with conviction, it is not because of some purely intellectual
persuasion, so that if informed of his mistake he would immediately become a
moral exemplar. The corruption of his judgment is nothing but the upshot of his
corrupted character.” ([S]i 'intempérant est persuadé qu’il doit faire le mal, ce n’est
pas d’une persuasion purement intellectuelle, de telle sorte qu’il suffirait de lui dire
qu’il se trompe pour qu’il devienne immédiatement un modéle de bonnes oeuvres!
La dépravation de son jugement n’est que la conséquence de la dépravation de son
caractere, R. A. Gauthier and J.-Y. Jolif, L’Ethique a Nicomaque, 2nd ed. (LLouvain-
La-Neuve, 2002), vol. ii. 2, 598—9 ad AE C. 3, 1146"33.)

0 dyvoet wév odv mds & poxbnpos & Set mpdrrew Kkal dv ddextéov, kal Sud Ty TolabTYY
apaptiav doukol kal 6Aws kakol yivovrar. Further to n. 11 above, note what looks like a
difference here between mochtheros, used for any agent going wrong situationally,
and kakos, used for the character type eventually produced by such behaviour.
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information.’' It refers not to a condition of mental blankness but
to a constructive state—a kind of error or false thinking, as he says
in [B]—which is expressive of one’s character. In fully bad people,
this ignorance seems to be irreversible; at any rate they could not, as
presently constituted, act otherwise than they do. But given that
this state is one achieved by their past actions, and sustained by
their ongoing efforts, it is not hard to see why he deems it culpable.®?

5. Conclusions

In the end, then, Aristotle’s bad person turns out to be a distinctive
ethical type, a new portrait to hang in the gallery: the rationalizer. He
neither chooses the bad lucidly, like the Satanic agent; nor acts on
sincere intellectual error, like the misguided enkratic; nor does wrong
in opposition to his reason, like the akratic; nor lacks its input altogether,
like a madman or a brute. And in eschewing these cruder pictures,
Aristotle escapes an ugly philosophical dilemma. For suppose we
ask: is the evil person governed by reason or not? If he is, as by being
a misguided enkratic, then by Aristotle’s lights he is getting some-
thing—almost the most important thing—right. And Aristotle would
owe us much more of an account than he gives of how reason itself
can lead us astray (a possibility which he, like Plato, generally prefers

1 Cf. Kontos, ‘Non-Virtuous’, 215 and n.b. Top. 6. 9, 148°8—9: ignorance is not
mere privation of knowledge, but involves positive error.

*> One might object that there is a problem with claiming, as I do, both that
Aristotle has the trainee or conformist bad person in view and that he takes motiv-
ated reasoning to be a necessary condition of their badness. For the more all-
pervasive a vicious ideology is in some society, the less cognitive ‘work’ is required
of the individual: in the limit case, we might think, the perfectly habituated trainee
in a wholly vicious society will experience no cognitive dissonance at all. Now if this
strikes us as exculpating, it confirms that we do, like Aristotle, think of badness as
involving corrupt cognitive effort; but it seems to exclude the trainee as a paradigm
case. However, I doubt that Aristotle would grant this last point: he seems to be an
epistemic optimist (like, in their different ways, Socrates before him and the Stoics
after), confident that we all have inalienable epistemic access to an in-principle suf-
ficient fund of moral truths. His extreme severity about the culpability of bad
agents for their own condition, apparently regardless of context, is presumably a
side effect of this optimism. (Aristotle’s optimism also raises the question of
whether the soul of the vicious person really can ever be fully harmonious; for a
reading of Aristotle on which he, like Kant and the Socrates of the Gorgias (482 B),
is committed to denying this possibility, see S. Engstrom, ‘Virtue and Vice in
Aristotle and Kant’, in Kontos, Evil, 222-39.)
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to ignore). If on the other hand the bad agent acts against his reason,
then his badness seems to be incomplete, and of a venial and forgiv-
able akratic type. If these were the only two possibilities, it is hard to
see what true badness could be. The awkward, allusive locutions of
the corruption passages represent Aristotle’s struggle to articulate a
third option, one which threads this needle. The bad person is nei-
ther simply rational nor irrational. In him, reason formally governs;
but it does so as a puppet regime, always busying itself to find some
way to endorse what non-rational vice demands.

So Aristotle’s principal substantive claim about vice is, simply,
that this sort of collaborationist regime is ethically worse than
either of the cruder options. For him, no one can count as truly bad
unless they exhibit the intellectual dishonesty, the determined lack
of self-awareness, involved in the sustained rationalization of
wrong actions. This seems to me an insightful and elegantly simple
thesis, accurately capturing what we find appalling about the very
worst people. Aristotle’s other principal claim on the topic is psy-
chological—perhaps even, in principle, empirical. It is that people
acquire this kind of rational corruption, and with it vice in the
strict and proper sense, through brute habituation, rather than
innocent intellectual error or even indoctrination. The vicious are
compromised cognitively, just as they are ethically, by the knock-
on effects of repeated bad action itself.

Ironically, given how little he has to say about it, Aristotle’s account
of habituation in the end turns out to work better for vice than for
virtue. As I noted earlier, habituation into virtue is somewhat mys-
terious, and interpreters have had to build in enrichments about
which Aristotle himself says strikingly little. But in the case of vice,
it is hardly controversial that brute habituation can do the job: that
we become what we do, and that someone in whom bad habits are
inculcated by bad people in a bad society will, in fact, tend to become
bad. And Aristotle is surely right that this process is not just a matter
of doing the wrong thing with increasing autonomy and reliability,
but of experiencing it as ever more natural, and becoming ever more
resourceful at keeping the recognition of its wrongness at bay.

Seeing this can in turn help to rebalance our sense of where
Aristotelian virtue comes from. For the enrichments which have been
attributed to virtuous habituation by generations of sophisticated
and charitable interpreters have arguably obscured the very point
Aristotle is trying to make. Namely: mere rote repeated action is
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extremely powerful! Brute habituation does more than you would
think! Particularly in Nicomachean Ethics 2, Aristotle is answering
‘Meno’s question’ about how virtue is acquired; and his answer is not
only diametrically opposed to that of Plato’s Socrates, but, I suspect,
deliberately one-sided and polemical—even meant to shock.”® He is
arguing for an alarming, pessimistic, anti-intellectualist paradox: that
action itself, however caused, is the cause of character, and not (or not
only) the other way around. In the beginning was the deed.

This picture of badness is very unlike what we find in other
ancient philosophical accounts. The worst person in Plato’s Republic,
the tyrannical man, is a paranoid mess; the Stoics argue that any
bad person must be prey to fear, distress, and inconsistent behav-
iour. By contrast, Aristotle’s conception is positively antidramatic,
and remarkably modern-looking: as a kind of learned, self-serving
moral obliviousness, Aristotelian vice is more reminiscent of mod-
ern concepts like the ‘banality of evil’, ‘affected ignorance’, and
‘white ignorance’ than of anything in his own philosophical trad-
ition.’* A natural worry would be that this picture is too familiar,
and that there’s something anachronistic about the reading I've
offered. But the rationalizer figure often enough holds the stage
in ancient tragedy; this convergence is one of the reasons that
Sophocles and Euripides can so easily be reset in a contemporary
tyranny or dystopia.’® And if Aristotle’s account of vice looks mod-
ern, so does its foundation: his stark commitment to the decisive
powers of brute habituation for good and for ill. Social science is
only now beginning to investigate those powers;’® Aristotle can
help us to a better understanding of how they might generate
something as powerful and manifold as human evil.

** For ‘Meno’s question’, cf. Plato, Meno 770 a; for Plato’s Socrates, at least as
Aristotle himself interprets him, EE 1. 2, 1216°2—10. By ‘deliberately one-sided’,
I have in mind that the postponement of any discussion of phroneésis to AE B might be
a matter of deliberate authorial strategy, precisely in order to initially push the attribu-
tion of virtue and vice to habituation as far as it will go. But of course puzzles about
the composition of Aristotle’s ethical works make any such claims highly speculative.

** H. Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil (New York,
1963); M. M. Moody-Adams, ‘Culture, Responsibility, and Affected Ignorance’,
Ethics, 104 (1994), 291—-309; C. W. Mills, ‘White Ignorance’, in S. Sullivan and
N. Tuana (eds.), Race and Epistemologies of Ignorance (Albany, 2007), 11—38.

> Examples include Odysseus in Sophocles’ Philoctetes, Creon in his Antigone,
Jason in Euripides’ Medea, Pentheus in the Bacchae. ..

* For a popular overview with references, cf. C. Duhigg, The Power of Habit
(New York, 2012).
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