character aristotle

character aristotle is a fascinating figure whose influence on Western thought is
immeasurable. Beyond his groundbreaking philosophical treatises, Aristotle's approach to
understanding human nature, ethics, and governance offers profound insights into what
constitutes a virtuous and well-functioning individual and society. This article delves deep
into the multifaceted character of Aristotle, exploring his intellectual virtues, ethical
framework, and practical wisdom as revealed through his writings and enduring legacy.
We will examine his foundational concepts, such as the teleological view of purpose and
the doctrine of the mean, and how these shaped his understanding of human flourishing.
Furthermore, we will investigate his views on character development, the role of habit,
and the importance of practical reason in navigating the complexities of life.
Understanding the character of Aristotle is key to grasping the essence of his philosophy
and its continued relevance today.

Table of Contents

The Intellectual Character of Aristotle

Aristotle's Ethical Framework and Character Development
The Virtuous Character: Aristotle's Doctrine of the Mean
Practical Wisdom and the Role of Habit

Aristotle's View on Political Character and Governance
The Enduring Character of Aristotle's Influence

The Intellectual Character of Aristotle

Aristotle's intellectual character was marked by an insatiable curiosity and a systematic
approach to knowledge. He was a polymath, delving into an astonishing array of subjects,
from biology and physics to metaphysics and rhetoric. His method was largely empirical,
relying on observation and classification to understand the world. This empirical bent,
combined with his logical rigor, allowed him to develop comprehensive theories that laid
the groundwork for numerous academic disciplines. His dedication to meticulous study
and his ability to synthesize vast amounts of information are hallmarks of his intellectual
prowess.

His approach to understanding any subject was to identify its fundamental principles and
causes. This teleological perspective, the idea that everything has an inherent purpose or
end (telos), permeated his entire philosophical system. For Aristotle, understanding the
"why" behind a phenomenon was as crucial as understanding the "what" and "how." This
intellectual virtue of seeking underlying purposes shaped his analysis of everything from
the growth of a seed to the functioning of a human soul.



The Systematic Nature of His Thought

One of the most striking aspects of Aristotle's intellectual character is the sheer
systematic nature of his thought. He didn't just offer isolated insights; he built
interconnected frameworks. His work in logic, for instance, provided the tools for rational
argumentation that would dominate Western philosophy for centuries. He meticulously
categorized concepts, analyzed relationships between them, and sought to establish
principles that could be applied universally. This organized approach allowed him to
create comprehensive systems of knowledge that were both intellectually rigorous and
practically applicable.

Empirical Observation and Classification

Aristotle's engagement with the natural world was deeply empirical. He collected vast
amounts of data, from cataloging plant and animal species to observing astronomical
phenomena. His biological works, in particular, showcase an astonishing level of detail
and observational accuracy for his time. This commitment to direct observation informed
his philosophical theories, grounding them in the realities of the physical world rather
than purely abstract speculation. His classification systems, though rudimentary by
modern standards, represent a monumental effort to bring order and understanding to the
diversity of life.

Aristotle's Ethical Framework and Character
Development

Aristotle's ethical philosophy, most notably expounded in the Nicomachean Ethics, is
fundamentally concerned with character development and the attainment of eudaimonia,
often translated as flourishing or living well. He believed that ethics is not merely about
abstract principles but about cultivating good habits and developing a virtuous character.
For Aristotle, being a good person is an active pursuit, a skill that is learned and honed
through practice. His focus on the individual's moral development places character at the
center of his ethical system.

He argued that human beings, like other living things, have a specific function, and their
good lies in performing this function well. For humans, this function is rooted in our
capacity for reason. Therefore, a good human character is one that is guided by reason
and exhibits virtues that enable us to live a life of excellence. This involves not just
intellectual virtues but also moral virtues that govern our actions and emotions.



The Importance of Habit (Ethos)

A cornerstone of Aristotle's ethical theory is the concept of habituation, or ethos. He
asserted that moral virtues are not innate; they are acquired through repeated action. Just
as a musician becomes a good musician by practicing playing the instrument, a person
becomes courageous by performing courageous acts, and just, by performing just acts.
This process of habituation shapes our character, making virtuous actions feel natural and
becoming second nature. The repeated performance of virtuous acts instills a disposition,
a stable character trait, that allows us to act virtuously consistently.

This emphasis on habit highlights the practical nature of Aristotle's ethics. It's not enough
to know what is good; one must actively do good. The environment and upbringing play
crucial roles in habituation, as early experiences and education can set a person on a path
toward virtue or vice. Therefore, cultivating a good character is a lifelong endeavor,
requiring continuous effort and self-awareness.

The Role of Education and Upbringing

Aristotle recognized the profound impact of early education and upbringing on character
formation. He believed that young people need to be trained in virtuous habits from an
early age. This training involves more than just instruction; it requires practice under the
guidance of virtuous elders. The laws and customs of a community also play a significant
role in shaping the character of its citizens, by promoting and reinforcing virtuous
behavior. A well-ordered society, in Aristotle's view, would actively foster the conditions
for good character development.

The Virtuous Character: Aristotle's Doctrine of
the Mean

The doctrine of the mean is arguably Aristotle's most famous contribution to ethics,
providing a framework for understanding and cultivating moral virtue. He posited that
virtue lies in a mean between two extremes, a deficiency and an excess, of a particular
emotion or action. For instance, courage is the mean between the deficiency of cowardice
and the excess of recklessness. This mean is not a mathematical average but a relative
one, determined by the individual and the circumstances.

The goal of ethical development is to find this appropriate mean in our feelings and
actions. This requires a cultivated disposition, a character that naturally inclines towards
the virtuous middle ground. It is not about avoiding extremes altogether, but about
experiencing and acting upon emotions and impulses at the right time, towards the right



people, for the right reason, and in the right way.

Examples of Virtues as a Mean

Aristotle illustrates his doctrine with numerous examples:

e Courage: The mean between rashness (excess) and cowardice (deficiency).

e Temperance: The mean between self-indulgence (excess) and insensibility
(deficiency).

¢ Generosity: The mean between wastefulness (excess) and stinginess (deficiency).
e Magnificence: The mean between vulgarity (excess) and pettiness (deficiency).

e Magnanimity (Greatness of Soul): The mean between vanity (excess) and
pusillanimity (deficiency).

e Friendliness: The mean between obsequiousness (excess) and contentiousness
(deficiency).

e Truthfulness: The mean between boastfulness (excess) and self-deprecation
(deficiency).

Finding the Relative Mean

It is crucial to understand that the mean is relative to the individual and the situation.
What might be a courageous act for one person in one context could be reckless for
another or in a different situation. This requires careful judgment and discernment, which
is where practical wisdom comes into play. The mean is not a fixed point but a dynamic
equilibrium that is achieved through understanding and experience. Cultivating virtue,
therefore, involves learning to perceive and act according to this relative mean.

Practical Wisdom and the Role of Habit

Practical wisdom, or phronesis, is a cardinal intellectual virtue that Aristotle considered
essential for living a good life. It is the ability to deliberate well about what is good and
advantageous for oneself and for living well in general. Practical wisdom is not about
knowing abstract truths but about applying them to specific, contingent situations. It is
the faculty that guides the moral virtues, enabling us to determine the right course of



action in complex circumstances and to hit the mean.

Aristotle believed that practical wisdom cannot be taught in the same way as theoretical
knowledge. It is developed through experience, through wrestling with real-life dilemmas,
and through habituating oneself in the moral virtues. A person who has developed
practical wisdom can see the right thing to do in a given situation because their character
has been formed by repeated virtuous actions.

The Interdependence of Virtue and Practical Wisdom

Aristotle argued for an intimate interdependence between moral virtue and practical
wisdom. One cannot be truly virtuous without practical wisdom, as virtue requires
knowing how to act appropriately in any given situation. Conversely, one cannot attain
practical wisdom without having developed a good character through the habituation of
moral virtues. The virtues work together, with practical wisdom guiding the moral virtues
and the moral virtues providing the stable disposition necessary for the exercise of
practical wisdom.

This synergistic relationship means that the pursuit of a good character is a holistic
process. It involves not only performing right actions but also cultivating the discerning
judgment and understanding that make those actions truly virtuous. The person of
practical wisdom is not simply following rules; they are making informed, reasoned
judgments that lead to excellent outcomes.

The Cultivation of Phronesis

The cultivation of phronesis involves several key elements. It requires a keen awareness of
oneself and one's surroundings, the ability to deliberate effectively, and a commitment to
pursuing the good. Experience is paramount, as it provides the raw material from which
practical wisdom is forged. Moreover, engaging in dialogue and seeking counsel from
those who possess practical wisdom can accelerate its development. Ultimately, phronesis
is a lifelong pursuit, essential for navigating the complexities of human life and achieving
eudaimonia.

Aristotle's View on Political Character and
Governance

Aristotle's understanding of character extended beyond the individual to the realm of



politics and governance. In his work "Politics," he examined the nature of the state and the
qualities of good citizenship and leadership. He believed that the purpose of the state is to
enable its citizens to live a good life, which he equated with the pursuit of virtue and
flourishing. Therefore, the character of both citizens and rulers is of paramount
importance for the health and stability of the polis.

He analyzed various forms of government, classifying them based on who rules and
whether they rule in their own interest or in the common interest. For Aristotle, the best
form of government was one that aimed at the common good and fostered the virtue of its
citizens. This requires rulers who possess a high degree of practical wisdom and a
commitment to justice and fairness.

The Citizen as a Political Animal

Aristotle famously described humans as "political animals" (zoon politikon). This means
that humans are naturally inclined to live in communities and that their full development
and flourishing can only be achieved within a political framework. The character of a
citizen, therefore, is shaped by their participation in the life of the polis. A good citizen is
one who contributes to the common good, obeys just laws, and participates in deliberation
and governance.

The cultivation of virtuous character within citizens is a primary responsibility of the state.
By establishing just laws and promoting virtuous practices, the state helps its citizens to
develop the dispositions necessary for a flourishing life. This mutual relationship between
the individual character and the political community is central to Aristotle's political
philosophy.

The Ideal Ruler and Statesmanship

Aristotle envisioned an ideal ruler who possesses a profound understanding of justice,
prudence, and the common good. This ruler would be guided by practical wisdom, making
decisions that benefit the entire community rather than their own personal gain.
Statesmanship, for Aristotle, is the art of governing well, which requires not only
intelligence but also a strong moral character and a deep commitment to the welfare of
the people.

He was critical of rulers who were motivated by greed, ambition, or a desire for power for
its own sake. Such rulers, he argued, would inevitably lead to corruption and instability,
undermining the very purpose of the state. The ideal character of a ruler, therefore, is one
that embodies the highest moral and intellectual virtues, serving as a model for the
citizenry and ensuring the well-being of the polis.



The Enduring Character of Aristotle's Influence

The character of Aristotle, as revealed through his philosophy, is one of profound intellect,
ethical depth, and practical insight. His systematic approach to knowledge, his emphasis
on character development through habituation, his doctrine of the mean, and his
understanding of practical wisdom have left an indelible mark on Western thought. His
ideas continue to be debated, interpreted, and applied across a wide range of disciplines,
from philosophy and ethics to political science and psychology.

The enduring nature of his influence speaks to the timelessness of his observations about
human nature and the pursuit of a good life. His concepts provide a framework for
understanding not just how to live virtuously but also how to build societies that support
human flourishing. The rigor of his arguments, the breadth of his inquiries, and the
practical wisdom embedded in his work ensure that the character and thought of Aristotle
will remain a vital force for intellectual exploration and ethical reflection for generations
to come.

Q: What are the primary ethical virtues according to
Aristotle?

A: According to Aristotle, the primary ethical virtues are developed through habituation
and represent a mean between two extremes of excess and deficiency. Key examples
include courage (the mean between rashness and cowardice), temperance (the mean
between self-indulgence and insensibility), generosity (the mean between wastefulness
and stinginess), and justice.

Q: How did Aristotle define happiness or flourishing
(eudaimonia)?

A: Aristotle defined eudaimonia not as fleeting pleasure but as a state of living well and
doing well, achieved through the consistent practice of virtue and the full exercise of
reason. It is an activity of the soul in accordance with excellence over a complete life.

Q: What role did Aristotle assign to reason in developing
character?

A: Aristotle believed that reason, specifically practical wisdom (phronesis), is crucial for
developing character. Reason allows individuals to discern the appropriate mean between
extremes, to deliberate effectively about what is good, and to guide their actions towards



virtuous ends.

Q: Did Aristotle believe virtue could be taught directly?

A: While Aristotle believed that intellectual virtues could be taught, he argued that moral
virtues are acquired through habituation and practice. One becomes virtuous by
repeatedly performing virtuous actions, not merely by being instructed about them.

Q: What is the significance of the Doctrine of the Mean
in Aristotelian ethics?

A: The Doctrine of the Mean is central to Aristotelian ethics as it provides a framework for
understanding what constitutes a virtue. It posits that virtue lies in an intermediate state
between two vices, one of excess and one of deficiency, relative to the individual and the
situation.

Q: How did Aristotle view the relationship between the
individual and the state?

A: Aristotle saw humans as "political animals" who naturally live in communities. He
believed that the state's purpose is to enable its citizens to achieve eudaimonia by
fostering virtue and providing the conditions for a good life, making the character of both
citizens and rulers vital for societal well-being.

Q: What is practical wisdom (phronesis) and why is it
important for Aristotle?

A: Practical wisdom (phronesis) is the intellectual virtue that enables individuals to
deliberate well about what is good and advantageous for themselves and for living well. It
is essential for applying moral virtues correctly, identifying the mean in specific situations,
and making sound ethical judgments.

Q: What are some of Aristotle's key works related to his
character and ethical philosophy?

A: The most significant works by Aristotle concerning his character and ethical philosophy
are the "Nicomachean Ethics" and the "Eudemian Ethics." His "Politics" also elaborates on
the ethical character required for good governance and citizenship.

Q: How does Aristotle's concept of character
development differ from modern psychological theories?

A: Aristotle's emphasis is on the active cultivation of character through repeated virtuous



actions and habituation, guided by reason and practical wisdom. While modern psychology
acknowledges habit formation, Aristotle's approach is more deeply rooted in a teleological
understanding of human purpose and the pursuit of excellence as an end in itself.
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