compulsion aristotle ethics us

The question of compulsion versus voluntary action lies at the heart of understanding Aristotle's
ethical framework. His exploration of ethics, particularly in works like the Nicomachean Ethics, delves
into what constitutes a virtuous act and the role of individual agency. Understanding the nuances of
compulsion in Aristotelian ethics helps us grasp his conception of responsibility, blameworthiness, and
the very nature of human flourishing. This article will dissect Aristotle's views on compulsion,
contrasting it with voluntary action, examining its implications for moral responsibility, and exploring
its relevance to our understanding of contemporary ethical dilemmas concerning compulsion and free
will in Aristotelian ethics.
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Aristotle's Conception of Voluntary Action

Aristotle's exploration of voluntary action is fundamental to his entire ethical system. For Aristotle,
virtue and vice are not accidental qualities; they are dispositions that individuals cultivate through
their choices and actions. A voluntary action, in his view, is one that originates within the agent,
where the agent is aware of the circumstances and the specific act they are performing. This internal
causation is key. He argues that the principles of actions - the starting points for movement - reside
in the agent themselves. These actions are performed with knowledge of the particular
circumstances. This knowledge is not merely a general understanding of right and wrong, but an
awareness of the specific details of the situation and the consequences of the action. Without this
internal impetus and awareness, an action cannot be considered truly voluntary, and therefore, it
cannot be the basis for moral praise or blame.

The voluntary, for Aristotle, is contrasted with the involuntary. He identifies two primary categories of



involuntary actions: those performed under compulsion and those done in ignorance. While ignorance
can sometimes mitigate responsibility, compulsion directly negates it. This distinction is crucial for
understanding how Aristotle assigns praise and blame. If an action is truly voluntary, the individual is
accountable for it. If it is involuntary due to compulsion, then the agent is not accountable. The focus
on the internal principle of action, combined with awareness of the particulars, forms the bedrock of
his understanding of what it means to be a moral agent responsible for their deeds.

Defining Compulsion in Aristotelian Ethics

Aristotle defines compulsion as an action where the external principle is dominant, and the agent
contributes nothing. This is a crucial distinction. It means that the source of the action is entirely
outside of the individual, and the individual is essentially a passive instrument. The classic example
he often uses is being carried away by a strong wind or by people who have seized you. In these
scenarios, the agent is physically moved, and their will or desire plays no part in the movement itself.
The external force is the sole driver of the action. This is not a situation where the agent chooses a
lesser evil to avoid a greater one; that would still involve an element of choice, even if it's a
constrained one.

Compulsion, in the Aristotelian sense, implies a complete lack of agency. The agent is not acting, but
rather being acted upon. The external cause is so overwhelming that it overrides any internal
inclination or decision the agent might have had. This is distinct from situations where one might be
pressured or persuaded. While pressure can influence decisions, it doesn't necessarily remove the
agent's capacity to choose. True compulsion, for Aristotle, means the agent's will is entirely
circumvented. The consequences of such actions, therefore, do not reflect the agent's character or
moral disposition because the action was not a manifestation of their character.

The Distinction Between Compulsion and Other Forms
of Unwillingness

It is vital to differentiate compulsion from other states that might appear similar but are not
considered fully involuntary in the Aristotelian sense. Aristotle distinguishes actions done under
compulsion from those done because of fear of something worse. For instance, if a tyrant orders you
to do something and threatens you with death if you refuse, your compliance, while driven by fear, is
still considered voluntary by Aristotle. This is because the choice to act or not to act still rests with
you. You are choosing to perform the action to avoid a more dire consequence. The external factor
(the threat) influences your choice, but it does not eliminate the choice itself. This falls into the
category of actions done "with fear," not under compulsion.

Another category to consider is actions done out of ignorance. While actions stemming from
ignorance of particulars can be involuntary, actions stemming from ignorance of universals (i.e., not
knowing that certain actions are wrong) are considered blameworthy. For Aristotle, ignorance of what
is expedient or just is not the sort of ignorance that excuses. Compulsion, however, is a direct
external force that bypasses the agent's will and knowledge entirely. There is no internal deliberation
or choice involved; the agent is simply moved by an external power. This clear distinction highlights



that not all actions that are not ideal or that one regrets are necessarily compelled.

The Role of Ignorance in Moral Responsibility

Ignorance plays a nuanced role in Aristotelian moral responsibility. Aristotle differentiates between
ignorance of particulars and ignorance of universals. Ignorance of particulars, meaning ignorance of
the specific circumstances of the action (e.g., not knowing you are handling a poisoned cup or not
knowing the person you strike is your father), can render an action involuntary. If an action is
involuntary, the agent is not blamed for it. However, this exemption only applies if the ignorance is
not self-induced or a result of negligence.

On the other hand, ignorance of universals - a lack of knowledge about what is generally right or
wrong, or what actions lead to a good life - is not excused. This is because, for Aristotle, the capacity
for moral reasoning and understanding ethical principles is something individuals are expected to
cultivate. A person who is ignorant of the fundamental principles of justice or temperance, and acts
accordingly, is acting out of a deficiency in their character, which is blameworthy. The concept of
habituation is key here; through practice and education, individuals are meant to develop knowledge
of ethical universals. Therefore, while external compulsion removes responsibility, self-imposed or
negligent ignorance that leads to wrongdoing does not.

Compulsion and Blame: When is an Act Not Truly Ours?

In Aristotelian ethics, an act is not truly ours, and therefore not subject to blame or praise, precisely
when it is performed under compulsion. The core criterion is the absence of an internal principle of
action. If the impetus for the act comes entirely from external forces, and the agent is merely a tool or
a passive recipient of these forces, then the act cannot be attributed to the agent's will or character.
Aristotle elaborates on this by stating that when someone is coerced, and the external factor is so
potent that it would compel anyone to act similarly, then the act is involuntary.

Consider the example of someone being thrown into a well. The act of entering the well is involuntary
because the external force (being thrown) is the sole cause. The person did not choose to enter the
well; they were made to enter it. This contrasts sharply with situations where one might jump into a
well to save someone, which is a voluntary act, albeit one done with risk. The key is the locus of
control and causation. When control is entirely external, and the agent contributes nothing to the
action, the act falls outside the realm of personal responsibility and moral judgment. This
understanding of compulsion is vital for any discussion of free will and determinism in ancient
philosophy.

Implications of Compulsion for Aristotelian Virtue
Ethics

The concept of compulsion has significant implications for Aristotle's virtue ethics. Virtue, for Aristotle,



is a disposition to choose the mean between extremes, guided by practical wisdom. This choice is
intrinsically linked to voluntary action. If actions are compelled, they cannot be the basis for
developing virtuous character. One cannot become courageous by being forced to stand firm in battle
when one's feet are tied to the ground; true courage involves voluntary engagement with danger.
Similarly, one cannot become just by being compelled to return stolen goods when the thief is caught
and the goods are about to be recovered.

Virtuous actions are those that originate from a well-formed character and are performed knowingly
and willingly. They reflect what a person is. Compelled actions, by definition, do not reflect the
agent's character. They are external impositions that bypass the agent's deliberative faculties and
desires. Therefore, Aristotle’s framework implies that true moral development, the cultivation of
virtues, and the pursuit of eudaimonia (human flourishing) are only possible through voluntary
engagement with moral choices. Compulsion, in this sense, is an impediment to moral growth and the
attainment of a good life.

Case Studies and Modern Relevance of Aristotelian
Compulsion

The Aristotelian understanding of compulsion, while ancient, remains remarkably relevant in
analyzing modern ethical dilemmas. Consider situations involving duress in criminal law. If an
individual commits a crime under direct threat of death to themselves or their loved ones, a legal
system might consider this a mitigating factor, akin to compulsion. While the action is performed, the
degree of voluntariness is significantly diminished due to the overwhelming external threat, aligning
with Aristotle's notion of an action where the external principle is dominant.

Another area is the debate around addiction. While addiction involves complex biological and
psychological factors, from an Aristotelian perspective, one might analyze the extent to which an
addict's actions are truly their own. If addiction leads to a loss of control and compels certain
behaviors, it raises questions about responsibility. However, Aristotle would likely point to the initial
voluntary choices that may have led to addiction, or the ongoing struggle to overcome it, as the loci
of moral agency. Understanding compulsion helps us to differentiate between actions that are truly
beyond an individual's control and those that, while difficult, still involve a degree of voluntary
participation and therefore responsibility. The principle remains: if the external force completely
overwhelms internal agency, responsibility is negated.

Conclusion: Compulsion and the Aristotelian Path to
Eudaimonia

In conclusion, Aristotle's exploration of compulsion in ethics provides a vital framework for
understanding the boundaries of moral responsibility and the nature of voluntary action. He
meticulously distinguishes compelled acts, where external forces dictate the action and the agent
contributes nothing, from voluntary acts, which originate from within the agent and are performed
with knowledge of the particulars. This distinction is not merely academic; it underpins his entire
ethical system, determining when praise and blame are appropriate and how individuals cultivate



virtue. Actions performed under compulsion are seen as involuntary, thus absolving the agent of
moral accountability. This understanding directly impacts the cultivation of virtue, as genuine moral
development, for Aristotle, hinges on voluntary choices and the internal disposition of the agent. The
enduring relevance of Aristotle's views on compulsion is evident in modern discussions of duress,
addiction, and the fundamental question of free will. By grappling with compulsion, we gain a deeper
appreciation for the Aristotelian emphasis on agency, character formation, and the deliberate pursuit
of a flourishing life, or eudaimonia.

Frequently Asked Questions

How does Aristotle define compulsion in his ethical
framework?

Aristotle distinguishes between voluntary and involuntary actions. Compulsion, in his ethics, refers to
actions done out of external force, where the agent has no control over their actions, rendering them
involuntary. This contrasts with actions done through ignorance or passion, which he might classify
differently.

What is the relationship between compulsion and moral
responsibility for Aristotle?

For Aristotle, actions performed under compulsion are involuntary and therefore not blameworthy.
Moral responsibility, according to his ethics, hinges on voluntary agency. If an action is compelled, the
agent cannot be held morally accountable for it.

Can an action that is initially compelled become voluntary
over time for Aristotle?

Aristotle doesn't extensively explore this nuance, but the implication is that if the external force is
removed and the agent then chooses to continue the action, it can transition to being voluntary. The
initial act of being forced is involuntary.

How does Aristotle differentiate between actions done out of
fear and actions done under compulsion?

Aristotle states that actions done out of fear (like a sailor throwing cargo overboard in a storm) are
mixed actions. While there's external pressure, the agent makes a choice to perform the action to
avoid a greater evil. True compulsion, however, involves an external force that leaves no choice,
rendering the agent a mere instrument.

What are the ethical implications of compulsion for Aristotle's
concept of virtue?

Virtue, for Aristotle, is a disposition cultivated through habit and voluntary choice. Actions performed
under compulsion, being involuntary, cannot contribute to the development or demonstration of



virtue. One cannot be virtuous if their actions are dictated by external forces.

Does Aristotle discuss the role of the state or law in relation
to compulsion?

While Aristotle discusses the role of law in shaping citizens' behavior and promoting virtue, his
primary focus on compulsion is at the individual agent level. However, the concept of unjust laws or
coercion by the state could be seen as forms of external force that lead to compelled actions.

How might Aristotle's view on compulsion be applied to
modern-day ethical dilemmas involving coercion?

Aristotle's distinction between voluntary and involuntary actions remains relevant. In modern ethics, it
helps us analyze situations like duress in criminal law, economic coercion, or actions taken under
threat, determining the degree of culpability and responsibility.

What is the ‘golden mean' and how does compulsion relate to
it?
The 'golden mean' is Aristotle's concept of virtue as a balance between two extremes. Compelled

actions are outside the realm of voluntary choice and therefore cannot be assessed in terms of the
golden mean. Virtuous actions are those chosen freely within this spectrum.

Does Aristotle consider psychological compulsion (e.g.,
addiction) as a form of ethical compulsion?

Aristotle's primary understanding of compulsion is external physical force. While he acknowledges the
influence of passions and desires, actions driven by internal psychological compulsions, especially if
developed through prior choices, might be viewed differently than pure external compulsion. He
might see them as leading to involuntary actions or actions done with diminished responsibility,
rather than purely involuntary.

How does Aristotle's concept of eudaimonia (flourishing)
interact with the idea of compulsion?

Aristotle's ultimate goal for human life is eudaimonia, achieved through virtuous activity. Compelled
actions, being involuntary and devoid of choice, cannot contribute to or be part of a flourishing life.
True flourishing requires voluntary engagement with the world and the cultivation of character.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to Aristotle's ethics and the concept of compulsion, with descriptions:

1.



The Unwilling Virtuous: Compulsion and Character in
Aristotelian Ethics

This book explores the complex relationship between voluntary action and external coercion within
Aristotle's ethical framework. It delves into how forced actions, or actions undertaken under duress,
impact an individual's moral character and their attainment of virtue. The text examines the
conditions under which an agent can still be held responsible, even when faced with significant
external pressure, drawing on key passages from the Nicomachean Ethics.

2.

Chains of Choice: Necessity and Freedom in Aristotle's Moral
Psychology

This title investigates the tension between necessity and freedom in shaping moral agency according
to Aristotle. It analyzes his concepts of voluntary and involuntary actions, particularly in relation to
circumstances that might compel behavior. The book argues that understanding the nuanced
distinctions Aristotle makes is crucial for appreciating his view on how external constraints affect the
development of a good character.

3.

The Compelled Philosopher: Examining Aristotle on
Responsibility and Constraint

This work focuses on how Aristotle addressed situations where individuals might act without full
autonomy. It dissects his analysis of actions performed through ignorance, accident, or force, and
what these classifications reveal about his understanding of human accountability. The book offers a
detailed examination of how external compulsion might mitigate or negate moral responsibility within
his ethical system.

4.

Aristotle's Ethics of the Unfree: Agency Under Duress

This book directly tackles the question of agency for individuals operating under conditions of
compulsion, as theorized by Aristotle. It explores whether and how such individuals can still be
considered moral agents and participate in the pursuit of the good life. The text scrutinizes the
philosophical implications of being compelled, particularly concerning praise and blame in Aristotelian
thought.

5.

From Force to Flourishing: Reinterpreting Aristotle on
Voluntary Action

This title offers a fresh perspective on Aristotle's emphasis on voluntary action by considering the
implications of compulsory situations. It re-examines his definitions of voluntary and involuntary
actions to understand how they inform our conception of human flourishing even when faced with
unavoidable pressures. The book aims to bridge the gap between theoretical ideals of virtue and the



practical realities of constrained choices.

6.

The Weight of Obligation: Aristotle, Compulsion, and the
Moral Life

This work explores the ethical significance of feeling compelled to act, a common experience that
Aristotle implicitly addressed. It analyzes how external pressures, whether social, political, or
personal, can influence an individual's capacity for virtuous action and their journey towards
eudaimonia. The book provides a framework for understanding the ethical landscape when agency is
significantly compromised by external forces.

7.

Aristotle's Framework for Force: Morality in the Face of
Constraint

This title delves into the specific ways Aristotle's ethical system accounts for situations involving force
or coercion. It unpacks his classifications of actions, particularly those that are involuntary due to
external causation, and their impact on an individual's moral standing. The book examines the
underlying principles that allow Aristotle to distinguish between genuinely culpable actions and those
performed under compulsion.

8.

Virtue Under Pressure: Aristotle's Ethics and the Compulsion
to Act

This book investigates the challenges to moral development and the attainment of virtue posed by
compulsory actions. It analyzes Aristotle's views on how external forces can interfere with the
deliberate choice and reasoned action that he considered essential for virtue. The text explores
whether individuals compelled to act can still cultivate moral excellence and maintain their good
character.

9.

The Aristotelian Scale: Measuring Responsibility in
Compulsory Circumstances

This title offers a critical examination of how Aristotle's ethical principles apply to individuals acting
under compulsion. It explores the criteria he uses to determine responsibility and how these criteria
are tested when external forces significantly diminish an agent's autonomy. The book provides a
detailed analysis of the philosophical tools Aristotle offers for navigating moral judgment in situations
of unavoidable constraint.
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