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Empeiria and Good Habits
in Aristotle’s Ethics

MARTA JIMENEZ*

ABSTRACT My goal in this paper is to draw attention to the importance of empeiria
in Aristotle’s account of moral development in his ethical treatises, and concretely
in his account of the formation of phronésis. I argue that empeiria and good habits
make different and complementary contributions to our moral development and
to the content of our deliberations about how to act. While good habits equip us
with a grasp of the proper ends of action, empeiria is in great part responsible for
our eventual success in achieving such ends, by providing us with the cognition of
particulars required both to properly recognize those ends in our concrete circum-
stances and to successfully implement the right means towards them—two crucial
functions of phronésis.

KEYWORDS Experience, practical wisdom, habit, empeiria, phronésis, ethos, Aristotle,
Socrates

INTRODUCTION: EMPEIRIA IN ARISTOTLE’S ETHICS

The specific role of empeiria (experience) in Aristotle’s ethics has received much
less attention than its role in his epistemology, despite the fact that Aristotle
explicitly stresses the importance of empeiria as a requirement for the receptivity
to ethical arguments and as a source for the formation of phronésis (practical
wisdom).” Thus, while empeiria is an integral part of all explanations that scholars
give of the Aristotelian account of the acquisition of techné (skill, expertise) and
epistemé (scientific knowledge), it is usually not prominent in explanations of the
acquisition of phronésis.* The abundant mentions of empeiria in Aristotle’s ethical

"The claim that empeiria is central for being receptive to ethical arguments is brought up by
Aristotle in EN1.3, 1095a2—4 and X.9, 118 1a9-b12 (see also Magna Moralial.20, T190b28-30); the
claim that empeiria produces the kind of “conviction” (pistis) that makes knowledge authoritative is
suggested in ENVI.8/EEV.8, 1142a14—20, and ENVIL.3/EEVI1.3, 1147a17-24.

*There have been abundant discussions of empeiria in Aristotle’s epistemology during the last
fifteen years, most of which do not say much about the role that empeiria plays in Aristotle’s ethics.
See, e.g. Travis Butler, “Empeiria in Aristotle”; Pavel Gregori¢ and Filip Grgic, “Experience”; Scott La-
Barge, “Empeiria”; T. A. Blackson, “Induction and Experience”; Gregory Salmieri, “Aisthésis”; and David
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treatises are often eclipsed in the secondary literature by discussions about the
relative weight of habit and reason in the acquisition of ethical principles, and
empeiriais often not dealt with on its own.> My goal in this paper is to draw attention
to the importance of empeiria in Aristotle’s account of moral development in his
ethical treatises, and concretely in his account of the formation of phronésis.

Taking seriously his opening claim in Nicomachean Ethics (EN) IL.1 about the
different modes of acquisition of intellectual virtues and virtues of character, I argue
that Aristotle confers a specific role to empeiriain the acquisition of phronésis, arole
different from habituation, and, moreover, a role that is at least partly similar to
the one that it plays in the acquisition of techné and epistémé. While it is true that
Aristotle allots to habituation a relevant cognitive role in our moral formation,
he also considers empeiria to provide crucial (and different) content about the
practical world and to contribute significantly to the formation of ethical notions
that are necessary in the deliberations of the phronimos. My view is that, even though
empeiria and habituation (just as phronésis and character virtue) are intimately
intertwined and often difficult to disentangle, and even though habituation does
play a relevant cognitive role in our moral formation and is not just a mere process
of rote training, Aristotle has good reasons to hold that empeiria and good habits
make different contributions.*

My claim that empeiria makes a crucial and specific contribution to the formation
of phronésis does not aim at undermining the relevance of the role of habituation
in our moral development. Habituation shapes our emotions and behavioral
tendencies while equipping us with notions (or, perhaps, equipping us with the

Bronstein, “Comments on Comments on Gregory Salmieri” and “The Origin.” A notable exception
is Pieter Sjoerd Hasper and Joel Yurdin, “Aristotle’s Account of Experience,” who study the notion of
experience across the whole corpus, and devote one section (sect. §) to experience and knowledge
of particulars both in epistemology and in the practical sphere, and another (sect. 6) to the intimate
connection between experience and habit. I agree with much of what Hasper and Yurdin argue in
“Aristotle’s Account of Experience,” and especially with their characterization of empeiria as consisting
in recognitional and practical abilities. In contrast to their approach, however, my goal is to underscore
not the intimate connection between empeiria and habit, but the fact that empeiria is different from
habit and plays a different role in Aristotle’s ethics.

’There are very few references to empeiriain recent accounts of the formation of phronésisand the
acquisition of the ethical starting points in Aristotle, and sometimes no references at all, as Rosalind
Hursthouse underscores in “Practical Wisdom.” See, e.g. D. J. Allan, “Origin of Moral Principles”; Ter-
ence Irwin, “Reason” and “First Principles”; John McDowell, “Virtue and Reason” and “Deliberation”;
John M. Cooper, “Some Remarks”; Norman O. Dahl, Practical Reason; David J. DeMoss, “Acquiring Ethical
Ends”; C. D. C. Reeve, Practices of Reason; A. D. Smith, “Character and Intellect”; Iakovos Vasiliou, “Good
Upbringing”; and Jessica Moss “Virtue Makes the Goal Right” and Apparent Good. Some exceptions
are Nancy Sherman, The Fabric of Character, Sarah Broadie, Ethics with Aristotle, Deborah Achtenberg,
Cognition of Value, and Rosalind Hursthouse, “Practical Wisdom.” My argument in this paper agrees
with much of what Sherman, The Fabric of Character, ch. 2, and Hursthouse, “Practical Wisdom,” say
about the relevance of empeiria in Aristotle’s Ethics, but here I deal specifically with empeiria’s role in
the formation of phronésis as a source of content different from habituation.

+Hasper and Yurdin offer good reasons and textual support to establish an intimate connection
between empeiria and habits (“Aristotle’s Account of Experience,” sect. 6). The authors refer to sev-
cral texts where empeiria is explicitly said to be acquired through familiarity (sunétheia), a term that is
“conceptually and terminologically related to habit (ethos) "—e.g. ENX.9, 1181a9—-11, and EN VIIL6,
1158a14-15 (“Aristotle’s Account of Experience,” 144). Although I agree that there is an intimate
connection between empeiria and habits, I think it is important to establish that Aristotle maintains a
distinction between them because he gives them different roles in moral development.
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non-rational cognitive content that forms the basis of our notions’) regarding
“the end” (to telos) of action—that is, the “for the sake of which” (hou heneka) our
actions are to be chosen or done. In other words, habituation is responsible for
bringing the learners to a good affective condition, properly orienting them to aim
towards noble actions and emotions, and getting them to grasp crucial aspects of
the noble and the good that allow them to see what is choiceworthy about virtuous
actions—that s, their nobility. This orientation towards the noble is what ultimately
provides us with motives for virtuous action, and as such it is the ground for moral
virtue. At the same time, the process of habituation offers crucial content for the
formation of notions about the ends of action that are relevant in the practical
deliberations of the phronimos.

Empeiria, as I shall argue, complements the role of good habits in our moral
development and contributes to the formation of phronésis by providing a different
kind of content. Concretely, empeiria equips us with notions about the practical
sphere that are directly crucial for acquiring phronésis insofar as this intellectual
virtue—as discussed in section 1—is in charge of not only reliably adopting the
ends of action established by virtue, but also of properly recognizing those ends
in concrete practical situations and detecting and deliberating about “the things
toward the end” (ta pros to telos) in each case. Agents need to acquire empeiria
concerning practical matters to properly assess the relevant features of each
situation and to find on each occasion the best concrete way to successfully achieve
their end in action.

On the view that I propose, therefore, both habituation and empeiria are
necessary for our moral formation, and both have relevant cognitive roles that
contribute differently to the acquisition of phronésis. Without good habits, agents
lack the proper appreciation of the right ends of action and are at a loss concerning
questions of the choiceworthiness of nobility; without sufficient empeiria, agents are
unable to properly assess their situations and to find successful ways to specify and
achieve their ends. Together, good habits and empeiria make learners familiar with
those particulars of the practical sphere that will eventually enable them not only
to properly assess and deal with their practical situations, but also to understand
and be adequate judges of arguments about the noble and the good in action.

My argument proceeds in several steps. In section 1, I argue that the connections
and differences that Aristotle establishes between phronésis and character virtue
should be reflected in the explanation of their respective modes of acquisition.
On the basis of this principle, I defend a plural account of the sources of ethical
content in Aristotle, and argue that we can acknowledge the role of habituation in
the acquisition of the “starting points” (archai) of ethics—the things from which
and about which ethical arguments are—without ruling out the existence of other
cooperating sources that provide relevant content for practical deliberation.

SThe interpretation that I defend in this paper is neutral in relation to the debate about whether
the content provided by habituation is non-rational (as defended by, e.g. Moss, “Virtue Makes the Goal
Right” and Apparent Good) or rational (as defended, e.g. by Hendrik Lorenz, “Virtue of Character”).
For my purposes here, it suffices to say that habituation contributes to the content of phronésis with
information about the end or goal at which our practical reasoning aims.
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Next, I analyze several passages from the Nicomachean Ethics where Aristotle
explicitly opens space for empeiria’s specific contribution to moral development—a
contribution different from (even if often intertwined with) that of habit. In section
2,Ilook closelyat EN1.3 and ENI. 4 to argue that Aristotle establishes two different
requirements for receptivity to ethical arguments: empeiria and good habits. In
section 3, I turn to the second set of texts where good habits and empeiria come
apart, that is, the discussion of pseudo-courage at EN II1.8 and Eudemian Ethics
(EE) III.1, and specifically the comparison between professional soldiers (who
have empeiria, but lack good habits) and citizen soldiers (who have good habits,
but lack the relevant empeiria). The divergence between professional soldiers
and citizen soldiers is strong evidence in favor of my view that empeiria and habits
make very different contributions to our moral formation, and thus the passages
about pseudo-courage are an ideal place to explore the specific contributions of
each of them.

Having established that the role of empeiria difters from the role of good habits,
I conclude in section 4 with a discussion of the positive contribution of empeiria
to phronésis. By comparing what Aristotle says in ZN VI/EEV about the formation
of phronésis with his views about the genesis of knowledge in the epistemological
passages from Metaphysics 1.1 and Posterior Analytics 11.19, I show that the role that
empeiria plays in the acquisition of phronésisis importantly similar to the role it plays
in the acquisition of techné and epistémé. A further advantage of my view, then, is
that it contributes to a unified account of empeiria and stresses the continuity in
the use of this concept throughout the corpus.

I. EMPEIRIA AND THE DISTINCTION BETWEEN
INTELLECTUAL VIRTUES AND CHARACTER VIRTUES

In ENII.1, 1103a14-18, Aristotle famously makes a general distinction between
the origins of the intellectual virtues and the origins of the virtues of character:

Virtue, then, is of two kinds, of intellect and of character. Intellectual virtue owes
both its birth and its growth mainly to teaching, and for this very reason it requires
experience and time; virtue of character comes about as a result of habit, for which
reason also its name [éthike] is formed by a slight variation from the word ethos
(habit).® (EN1I.1, 1103214 —18)

Arttiig O TG dpeTig obong, TG pev dtavonTikig Tiig 6 NOKAG, 1} uev Stavon ik TO TAelov
¢k Sidaokaliag €xet kal TV yéveotv kal Thv abénoty, Siomep Eumepiag Setrat kai xpovou, 1
& n0uwkn €€ €0ovg mepryivetal, 60ev kal Tobvopa Eoxnke pkpov mapekkAivov ano tod £Bovg.

Aristotle seems to be introducing here a clear division of labor between teaching
and habituation: the intellectual virtues are acquired “through teaching” (ek
didaskalias), which requires empeiria and time, while virtues of character are
acquired “through habit” (ex ethous), that is, by engaging from the beginning
in the relevant activities and getting used to behaving and feeling the right way.
Should we read this as a strict dichotomy between teaching and habit, or is there

¢Unless otherwise indicated, translations of the EN and EE are my own. All other translations are
from Jonathan Barnes, Complete Works (with occasional modifications). The Greek quotations of the
EN follow Ingram Bywater’s OCT edition.
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room for overlap? Particularly, how strictly does this distinction apply to phronésis,
the intellectual virtue that is concerned with practical matters? Commentators’
responses to these questions diverge greatly, possibly due to the fact that Aristotle
seems to leave in our passage some wiggle room by stating that intellectual virtue
arises from teaching “mainly” or “for the most part” (to pleion).

Some commentators (such as John McDowell, Iakovos Vasiliou, and Joseph
Dunne) offer deflationary readings of the division of labor established in ENII.1
by taking habituation to be not just responsible for the development of virtue of
character, but also to be the source for the formation of phronésis.” This reading is
often grounded on a more general deflationary view of the distinction between
intellectual and character virtues and of the correspondence between these
virtues and the rational and non-rational parts of the soul.® By contrast, those
commentators (such as Terence Irwin) who emphasize the differences between
intellectual virtues and character virtues, or at least the division between the
corresponding rational and non-rational elements, also underscore the contrast
between rational and non-rational aspects of moral development. My view is that
we can respect Aristotle’s main dichotomy and his familiar distinction between
rational and non-rational parts of the soul, while at the same time acknowledging
the complexity of the sources of the intellectual virtue of phronésisand of the virtues
of character, given the intimate connection that exists between them.

I think there are good reasons to support a mildly deflationary reading of EN
II.1, with the purpose of avoiding taking teaching (including the acquisition of
experience) and habituation as sharply separated processes. One of the reasons
is that, as most contemporary commentators agree, habituation, for Aristotle, is
not mere training by rote, but instead, as Myles Burnyeat puts it, Aristotle’s big
discovery is that “practice has cognitive powers” (“Aristotle on Learning to be
Good,” 73). If habituation is an intelligent process in which learners acquire
cognitive content that is relevant to how they see and feel their practical world,
then a strict separation between teaching and habit seems hard to maintain. We

’See, e.g. McDowell: “the result of habituation, properly conceived, can be seen to be already a
perhaps primitive form of practical wisdom” (“Moral Psychology,” 31); Vasiliou: “Being phronimos is
the result of having acquired a certain set of ethé or ‘habits’” (“Good Upbringing,” 777); and Dunne:
“the inductive process through which the phronimos has been formed is also (as I have suggested) a
process of habituation” (“Virtue,” 62).

$McDowell expresses this line of thought clearly in his comments on ENIL1: “The division into
excellences of character and intellectual excellences looks like a mere expository convenience. There
is no reason not to suppose that he means a more complex picture of the relation between character
and intellect to emerge, as his account takes shape. . . . But must the intellectual excellences in general
be so sharply separated from the excellences of character? I do not think this is required by the way
Aristotle organizes his treatment of the excellences” (“Deliberation,” 277). See also the deflationary
comments in McDowell, “Some Issues,” about Aristotle’s appeal in EN1.13 to the difference between
parts of the soul to distinguish between intellectual and ethical virtues: “we should not take the struc-
ture too rigidly’ (“Some Issues,” 4on30).

“There is a long list of modern commentators who rightly insist on the cognitive (and for some,
even rational) character of habituation. See, e.g. W. F. R. Hardie, Aristotle’s Ethical Theory, Cooper,
Reason and the Human Good; Richard Sorabji, “Intellect”; Burnyeat, “Aristotle on Learning to be Good”;
Sherman, Fabric; Broadie, Ethics with Aristotle; McDowell, “Deliberation,” “Role of Eudaimonia,” and
“Some Issues”; Vasiliou, “Good Upbringing” and “Virtue and Argument”; and Moss, “Virtue Makes
the Goal Right” and Apparent Good. I offer a more extended discussion of this point in Marta Jimenez,
“Learning Virtue.”
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would expect, instead, that these processes are at least simultaneous, and it is not
unreasonable to think that it is impossible to disentangle them. That teaching
and habituation are not sharply separated is also supported by Aristotle’s explicit
assertions that phronésis and character virtue are intimately intertwined, and that
one cannot be phronimoswithout being virtuous or virtuous without being phronimos
(see ENVL.12—-13/EEV.12-13, 1144a12—-1145a6, especially at 1144b30-32).%°

However, there are also some good reasons to maintain the distinction between
two kinds of virtue and the corresponding differentiation between two modes of
acquisition mentioned in £ZN II.1. One reason to resist the deflationary reading
of these distinctions is that Aristotle himself seems to take them seriously when he
makes them correspond to the distinction between the rational and non-rational
parts of the soul at ENI.13, a distinction that he picks up again at ENVIL.1/EEV.1.""

More conclusively, although Aristotle repeatedly insists on the intimate link
between phronésis and character virtue, he is at the same time clearly interested
in maintaining—contra Socrates—that they are not the same thing. That is why
he claims that “in thinking that all the virtues were forms of practical wisdom he
[Socrates] was wrong, but in saying they were not without practical wisdom he was
right” (ENVIL.13/EEV.13 1144b19-21)."> Aswe will see in section 3, Aristotle insists
that Socrates was right in seeing an intimate connection between phronésis and
character virtue, but wrong in denying the distinction between them. In contrast
to Socrates, Aristotle maintains a distinction between these two kinds of virtues
and attributes to them different roles. In particular, concerning their respective
contributions to deliberation, Aristotle claims that character virtues provide
content about the ends of action, which are the starting points of deliberation,
while phronésis provides content about “the things toward the end,” which are what
deliberation is about, including both specification of the ends and of the means
available to achieve them in the circumstances.™

°For a careful discussion of why Aristotle thinks that character virtue is required for practical
wisdom, see Ursula Coope, “Ethical Virtue.”

""McDowell also proposes a deflationary reading of ENVI.1/EEV.1 as aresponse to this potential
objection: “We are given to understand that the orektikon is the seat of the excellences of character,
and Aristotle says that it is not rational in the sense of being capable of issuing directives, but it is not
utterly non-rational, in that it is capable of being persuaded (see 1102b31-4). Now this seems quite
consistent with supposing, as I have argued, that the directively rational excellence, practical wisdom, is
not separable from the product of habituating the orektikon—that the content of that intellectual state
is formed by molding the orektikon” (“Deliberation,” 27). His view is that “the sense in which [practi-
cal wisdom] is a state of the intellect does not interfere with its also being a state of the desiderative
element” (“Moral Psychology,” 40). Ursula Coope argues against this deflationary reading and offers
an alternative explanation of the relationship between character virtue and phronésis that does not
require bluring the distinction between the rational and the non-rational: “We can make sense of the
claim that practical wisdom requires ethical virtue, while giving due weight to Aristotle’s remarks about
parts of the soul and to his distinction between ethical and intellectual virtue” (“Ethical Virtue,” 144).

2ETLHEV YOp QPOVITELS PETO ElvaL TAOAG TAG APETAG, HAPTAVEV, ETLS 00K &veL PpoviioEWG, KAADG ENeyeV.

BENVILI2, 1144a7-9; VI.13, 1145a5-6. For a detailed discussion of Aristotle’s claim that character
virtues provide content about the ends of action while phronésis provides content about “the things
toward the end,” see Moss, “Virtue Makes the Goal Right.” I propose here a reading of the division of
labor between character virtue and phronésis similar to that of Moss, and I offer additional support for
this interpretation by emphasizing that for Aristotle those two sorts of virtue not only provide different
content for deliberation, but also have different modes of acquisition.
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In conclusion, then, we should acknowledge both the intimate connection and
the difference between phronésis and character virtue, and should expect to see
both the intimate connection and the difference between them reflected in the
explanation of their respective modes of acquisition.

I believe that we can find this complexity expressed in EN 1.7, where Aristotle
claims that different starting points are apprehended in different ways:

We apprehend some of the starting points by induction, some by perception, some
by a certain habituation, and others too in other ways. (EN1.7, 1098b3—4)

TOV apx®V & ol pev émaywyf fewpodvtal, ai § aicOnoel, ai & E0opd Tevi, kol At & EAAwg.

This means that there can be more than one source for the content of our ethical
deliberations. That is, there can be more than one path towards the “starting
points” (archai) of ethics (the things from which and about which our ethical
arguments are). As a consequence, we can acknowledge the role of habituation
in the acquisition of the starting points of ethics without ruling out the existence
of other cooperating sources that provide relevant starting points for practical
deliberation.

Aristotle’s claim that different principles are apprehended in different ways
makes it conceivable that both empeiria and good habits are relevant paths towards
starting points in the practical sphere. They both play different but crucial roles
in how we learn to understand and bring to practice ethical arguments, and
consequently, in the formation of phronésis.

2. THE DOUBLE REQUIREMENT FOR RECEPTIVITY TO
ETHICAL ARGUMENTS: EMPEIRIA AND GOOD HABITS

A familiar passage about method from EN 1.3 (1095a2—-11) contains, I think,
direct evidence concerning the division of labor between empeiria and good habits.
Here empeiriais mentioned for the first time in the EN, and Aristotle discusses the
requirements that agents need to fulfill to be good listeners of ethical arguments.
The explicit differentiation that Aristotle makes in this passage between two ways of
failing at being properly receptive to ethical arguments is our first indication that
empeiria might have a different role than habituation in our moral development:

Hence a young person is not a proper listener of lectures on political science. For
he lacks experience of the actions in life, but the arguments start from these and are
about these. And, further [eti de], since he tends to be guided by his emotions, his study
will be vain and useless, because the end is not knowledge but action. And it makes
no difference whether he is young in years or youthful in character; the defect does
not depend on time, but on his living, and pursuing each successive object, as passion
directs. For to such people, as to the incontinent, knowledge brings no profit; but to
those who desire and act in accordance with reason knowledge about such matters
will be of great benefit. (ENI.3, T095a2—-11, emphasis added)

810 TG TOALTIKTG OVK EGTLV 0iKETOG AKPOATHG O VEOG: ATtelpog Yap T@V katd TOV Biov mpd&ewy,
ol Aoyot & ék TovTwV Kai mept ToLTwY: €Tt 68 TO1G MABeaty dkoAlovONTIKOG DV paTtaiwg
akovoetal kol Avw@eA®g, meldi) T TéNog €ativ 00 yvoig MG Tpadis. Stagépet & ovdey
véog v RAiav fj T 100g veapdg: ov yap mapd TOv xpovov 1 EXkenyig, AAAd Sid TO katd
naBog {iiv kai Swwkely EkaoTa. TOIG yap TOLODTOLG AVOVITOG I} YVA OIS yivetal, kabdmep Toig
akpatéoty: Toig 8¢ katd Aoyov Tag dpékelg motovpuévolg kai pdTTovst ToAvweehE &v in
T0 Tiepl TOVTWYV €idévat.
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When Aristotle claims that young people are not good listeners of ethical
lectures because they are inexperienced (apeiroi) and live according to passion
(kata pathos) , he offers, in my opinion, a “double requirement” for the receptivity
to arguments in ethics: (a) empeiria of the actions in life, which I will call the
‘empeiria requirement’ and (b) a proclivity to desire and act as reason directs (as
opposed to living as passion directs), which I'will call the ‘good-habits requirement.’
Although the passage is not directly concerned with the formation of phronésis, it
offers good support for a well delineated differentiation of the roles that empeiria
and good habits play in preparing agents to understand and be able to apply the
kind of reasoning that is proper of the phronimos.

The strength of this distinction is not uncontroversial, however, and
commentators disagree about the degree to which these two requirements are
different, as well as about how they are related to one another. Let me first briefly
mention the textual points I see in support of the claim that there are indeed two
requirements, as preparation for my explanation of how these requirements are
related to one another.

The first indication that we have two different requirements is that Aristotle
connects the two steps of the text with the Greek phrase £t 6¢ (‘and further,’
‘besides’), which he typically uses to raise a new point. He identifies, thus, two
different obstacles against receptivity to ethical arguments: young people are not
good listeners of ethical arguments because they are inexperienced, and, further,
because they live life according to passion.

A second indication in support of the distinction is that Aristotle gives a
different explanation for each of these two points. On the one hand, he explains
that lack of empeiria of “the actions in life” (ton kata ton bion praxeén) is an obstacle
against receptivity to ethical arguments because an inexperienced listener would
lack a sense of the things “from” (¢k) which and the things “about” (peri) which
those arguments are, namely, the details and particular features of each situation.
Without empeiria, people often can only superficially grasp the meaning of claims
about the practical sphere, and they do not have an ability to relate the content of
those claims to real life; for this reason, they are unable to truly follow arguments
about those issues.

Aristotle offers an example about the relevance and practicality of empeiria, in
ENV1.7/EEV.7,1141b16-21, thatillustrates his point that people without empeiria
are not able grasp the relevant practical details of their situations: “if someone
knew that light meats are digestible and healthy, but did not know which sorts of
meat are light, he would not be able to produce health, but the person who knows
that bird meats are light and healthy is more likely to produce health.”™ When
someone who has never seen light meats in real life hears an argument about light
meats, he or she will be unable to properly grasp what the argument is about—and
consequently, will be unable to apply it to practice. Lack of empeiria, then, leads
to an inability to apply practical rules to action, and that is why learning ethical
theory without empeiria is useless.

“See discussion of this passage below, in sect. 4.
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On the other hand, Aristotle gives us a different reason for why “living as passion
directs” is an obstacle to being properly receptive to ethical arguments. In this
case, the explanation is that those who live according to passion cannot benefit
from knowledge even if they have it because their passions often lead them to act
contrary to their best considered decisions. The problem with having excessive
emotions is not that they make us less aware of the relevant details of our practical
circumstances, or that they impede our knowledge, but that even when we have
knowledge and are able to identify the right thing to do, our passions lead us to
act otherwise.

A third indication in the text that lack of experience and living by passion are two
different obstacles against receptivity of ethical arguments, and that consequently
there are two requirements for being a good listener in ethics, is the suggestion
that having empeiria and having well-shaped passions have a different relation to
age and time. On the one hand, lack of experience is directly due to the age of
the listeners, and it is something that all young people have in common. (This
interesting assumption, that the passage of time itself equips us with the relevant
experience of life, reappears in the conclusion of the discussion of judgement
(gnomé), understanding (sunesis), and comprehension (nous) in EN VI.11/EE
V.11, 1143b6-14, where Aristotle claims that these dispositions are thought to be
natural because they just arrive at a particular age.) On the other hand, Aristotle
holds that the tendency to live by passion “does not depend on time,” since we can
find people who are slaves of their passions even when they are no longer young.
His central example is acratic people, who are not necessarily young in age, but
tend to give priority to their appetites and emotions over their reasoned decisions.

I think these are direct indications that the text expresses two separate
requirements. However, how these two requirements relate to one another is
a harder question. Are they different in account but ultimately so intertwined
that they are indistinguishable in practice? Or are they independent aspects of
our moral formation? The question about the relationship between empeiria and
habits and their role in moral formation should, I think, be at the center of the
debate about the acquisition of starting points in ethics; however, the specific
question about the contributions of empeiria has often been obscured by the more
familiar debate about the relative weight of habituation, dialectic, and nousin the
formation of phronésis.*s

For some commentators, there are two clearly independent aspects of our moral
formation: one concerning the acquisition of the content of our arguments, and
one concerning the non-cognitive shaping of our passions. For them, the role
of habituation is to train and shape our emotions and non-rational impulses in
general to obey reason, and good habits have no active role in the acquisition of
the content of ethical arguments. The purpose of acquiring good habits is, then,
not to increase our understanding of ethical arguments, but to ensure that we

*5This is how, e.g. the debate between Terence Irwin and John McDowell is framed in Jennifer
Whiting’s “Strong Dialectic.” See Christopher C. W. Taylor, “Practical Reason,” for a useful summary
of the traditional debate.
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become disposed to obey those arguments.* In other words, the value of having
a well-trained non-rational soul is that our emotions will not stand in the way of
our attention and application of arguments to practice.

In contrast, for other commentators, a good upbringing, that is, proper
habituation, is necessary to follow ethical arguments because it provides the content
of those arguments.'” On this reading, the main point of ENI.3, 109 5a2—11, is that
those who have not been well brought up will not be moved by ethical arguments
precisely because, since they have not yet grasped the starting points of ethics that
result from proper habituation, and are consequently still unable to find virtuous
activities enjoyable, they will be incapable of understanding ethical arguments
properly. In my opinion, these commentators are right in insisting on the positive
contribution of habituation to the content of our deliberations; however, their
attention to habituation often causes them to inadvertently neglect the role of
empeiria as a source of ethical content.

In EN1.4, 109 5bg—13, the second relevant passage concerning the requirements
for receptivity to ethical arguments, there is direct support for a defense of the
cognitive contribution of habituation:

Hence anyone who is to listen intelligently to lectures about what is noble and just
and, generally, about the subjects of political science must have been brought up in
good habits. For the ‘that’ is the starting point, and if this is sufficiently apparent,
he will not need the ‘because’ as well. And this person has or can easily get starting
points. And as for the one who neither has nor can get them, let him hear the words
of Hesiod: “He who knows all things himself is best of all;/ Good is also the one who
is convinced by those who give good advice;/ But the one who neither knows, nor
takes to heart/ what he learns from another, is a useless man.”*® (EN1.4, 109 5b6-13)

810 8¢l toig €0eatv NxOaL kKaA@¢ TOV Tept KAA@V Kai Sikaiwy kai GAwG TOV TOATIKDY
AKOVGOHEVOV IKAV®G. ApxT) Yap TO OTL, Kal £l TODTO Paivolto dpKoVVTWG, 008EV Tpooder et
00 810t 6 8¢ TolodTOG Exel fj AdPot &v dpxas padiwg. @ 6¢ pndétepov LTApXEL TOVTWY,
axovodtw t@v Hotodov-

00TOG P&V TavapLoTog 8¢ adTog évTa vonor,
200M0¢ & av kakeivog 66 €D eindvTL miOnTaL

06 8¢ ke UNT adTOG voén T dANoL dkobwy
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*“See, e.g. Irwin: “Non-cognitive training is necessary, not because practical reason needs it to
supply first principles, and not because practical reason is otherwise incapable of moving us to action,
but because we need some non-cognitive preparation if we are to be able to listen carefully and without
distortion or distraction to what practical reason tells us” (“Some Rational Aspects,” 83).

7This is the case in, e.g. McDowell, “Virtue and Reason,” “Role of Eudaimonia,” and “Delibera-
tion”; Vasiliou, “Good Upbringing”; and Moss, “Virtue Makes the Goal Right” and Apparent Good. Moss’s
view differs from the others in that she avoids attributing any rational content to habituation and talks
only of “cognitive content.”

“Burnyeat uses the terms “the that” and “the because” that I adopt here to render (o hoti and to
dioti (“Aristotle on Learning to be Good,” 71-72), and similarly does Vasiliou, “Good Upbringing,”
776-84. Ross translates “the facts” and “the reasons” in his translation of NEI.4, but uses, respectively,
“that the thing is so” and both “the reason why” and “the why” in his translation of Met1.1, 981a29-30
(Aristotle, Complete Works) . Crisp has “the belief that” and “the reason why,” and Irwin has “the [belief]
that [something is true]” and “[knowing] why [it is true]” in his translation, but uses “the that” and
“the because” in the commentary (Nicomachean Ethics, 176).
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In this passage, which is explicitly about the acquisition of “starting points”
(archas) in ethics, Aristotle refers to the importance of “having been brought up
in good habits” (lois ethesin échthai kalds) for the acquisition of ethical content,
that is, content that is relevant for our deliberations about how to act. There is no
doubt that, in this passage, Aristotle makes the good-habits requirement directly
responsible for our grasping (or being very close to grasping) starting points in
ethics.” In other words, good habits are a crucial source for what Aristotle calls
“the that” (to hoti), which he distinguishes here from “the because” (to dioti), and
calls here the “starting point” (arché) of ethical knowledge.

Those commentators who defend the claim that habituation is the source
for the content of phronésis read this passage as evidence for it. Some are led by
the reference to the ‘that’ to claim that habituation here plays a similar role to
that of empeiria in other epistemological passages. For example, Vasiliou makes
this claim by appealing to Met. 1.1, 981a24—30, where Aristotle makes a similar
distinction between the ‘that’ and the ‘because’ (or the ‘why’) and says that empeiria
is responsible for knowing the ‘that’ (“Good Upbringing,” 783-84). The passage
from Met. I.1 states clearly that people with experience, the empeiroi, know the ‘that’:

But yet we think that knowledge and understanding belong to techné rather than to
experience, and we suppose artists to be wiser than people of experience (which
implies that wisdom depends in all cases rather on knowledge); and this because the
former know the cause, but the latter do not. For experienced people know the ‘that,” but
do not know the ‘why,” while the others know the ‘why’ and the cause.*® (Met. 1.1, 98 1a24-30,
emphasis added)
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Given this direct association between empeiria and possession of the ‘that’ in Met.
.1, it seems natural to use this passage (combined with the reading of the above
passage from EN1.3 that I am opposing) to explain the claim about the ‘that’ in
ENT.4, 1095b6-13. And this is how Vasiliou proceeds:

Aristotle draws a connection between “the that,” experience, and knowledge of
particulars on the one hand, and “the because,” knowledge of universals, and techné
(broadly understood as an art, craft, or science) on the other. In the second passage
from the Ethics quoted earlier (1094b28 ff.), Aristotle explicitly states that the young
are not appropriate hearers of lectures on ethics because they lack experience. Here
in the Metaphysics he gives confirmation of what was implied there; namely that the
experience of actions that occur in life gives one “the that.” (“Good Upbringing,” 784)

I think Vasiliou is right when (following McDowell) he argues that habituation
plays an important role in shaping not only people’s emotional and behavioral

This passage is not just an isolated case, but it is supported by other texts where Aristotle estab-
lishes character virtue as source of the starting point of action, which he specifies as the goal. See, e.g.
ENVL12/EEV.12, 1144231-b1 and ENVIL.8/EE VLS, 1151a11-19.

*I render to hoti and to dioti with the terms “the that” and “the because” to underscore the para-
lellism with NE 1.4, and thus I depart from Ross’s translation of Met 1.1, 981a24—30 (Complete Works).
(See n. 18 above).
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tendencies, but also their cognitive grasp of relevant features of the ends of
action. As he argues, habituation provides learners with a grasp of virtuous ends
as enjoyable in themselves, and this not only shapes the learners’ tendency to obey
ethical arguments, but also provides a content without which it is impossible for
them to properly understand arguments in ethics. This content, which is the core
of character virtue, is a crucial component of our deliberations about what to do
and, as a consequence, is a necessary requirement for phronésis.*'

By applying this strategy, however, Vasiliou does away with the distinction
between two requirements for receptivity for ethical arguments in EN1.3, empeiria
and good habits, obscuring the singular role that empeiria plays by inadvertently
subsuming it under a general good-upbringing requirement.** In contrast, I think
that taking habituation as a source of that crucial content, which in EN1.4 is called
the ‘that’ in ethics, does not need to be a threat to the distinction between the
roles of empeiria and good habits.

My proposal is to open space for a significant role of empeiria as a source of
starting points in ethics, without denying the role played by good habits. If, as
suggested in EN1.7, 1098b3—4, the starting points in ethics can arise from multiple
sources, then we can accept both that EN1.3 presents two different requirements
for the receptivity of ethical arguments, and that habituation provides us with
crucial content concerning that from which and about which ethical arguments
are. In other words, we can hold that both habituation and empeiria provide us
with crucial content for our deliberations about practical matters, even if they do
it in significantly different ways.

As we know from the discussion of the doctrine of mean in EN IL.6, getting
things right in the ethical sphere requires not only getting things right in relation
to the goal of action (the hou heneka), which is the job of the virtuous dispositions
that arise from habit, but also getting them right in relation to other particulars.
This task is, I think, a matter of having empeiria and the kind of knowledge that
derives from it. It follows, then, that both habituation and empeiria are necessary
for acquiring the starting points of ethics, and that only those who have had a good
upbringing and have experience of the practices of life will be well equipped to
adequately think about ethical matters.

One strong reason why I resist the equivalence between empeiria and good habits,
and insist on reading £N1.3 as expression of the distinction between them, is that,
as we will see in the next section, Aristotle discusses a clear case where the content
provided by habit and that provided by empeiria are different and contribute to
different aspects of our deliberations about action.

*'This is why Aristotle claims that character virtue is required for practical wisdom.

**Something similar occurs with Moss’s strategy in Apparent Good. Although Moss labels her read-
ing as “Aristotle’s practical empiricism,” there are surprisingly not many references to empeiria in her
discussion of moral development (Apparent Good, 46—47). Instead, she makes practical experience mainly
about perceptual pleasures and pains and, for her, the relevant practical experience is equivalent to
habituation. While I am sympathetic to the bottom-up character of this account of the formation of
phronésis, 1 think that this approach only gets one half of Aristotle’s practical empiricism. My view is that,
although the importance in the process of moral development of having felt the appropriate percep-
tual pleasures and pains is undeniable, Moss’s account is missing the kind of practical experience that
arises from empeiria. (I am grateful to Moss for helping refine my criticism of her view on this point.)
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3. EMPEIRIA, HABITUATION AND CHARACTER VIRTUE!:
THE CASE OF COURAGE

There is a compelling reason to differentiate the roles of empeiriaand good habits,
namely, that they sometimes come apart, and those individuals who have empeiria
without good habits look very different from those who have good habits without
empeiria. The main evidence appears in ENIIIL.8 and EEIIL.1, two passages where
Aristotle argues that those soldiers who have mere empeiria about dangerous
situations are not properly courageous. These passages leave no doubt that (1)
empeiriais often necessary to perform virtuous actions successfully, and (2) the kind
of cognition that empeiria provides by itself does not reliably lead to virtuous action,
as empeiria does not equip people with the appreciation of the choiceworthiness
of noble and good things that is required to perform virtuous actions virtuously.
In other words, while empeiria sufficiently equips agents to solve a wide range of
practical problems, it does not guarantee that they will be consistently oriented
towards the right ends in action, or that they will take the right ends as the starting
point of their deliberations about what to do. Instead, Aristotle claims, against
Socrates, that mere empeiria produces a sort of pseudo-virtue with which agents
can often pass as virtuous without truly being so.

In his discussions of pseudo-courage in EN1II1.8 and EEIII. 1, Aristotle is mainly
concerned with those cases in which people have skills or tendencies that allow
them to appear to be courageous, even when they are not. One of his crucial
examples, which he brings up first in ENIIL.6, is that people who are experts in
a particular practical sphere (e.g. sailors or soldiers) often misleadingly look as if
they were courageous, since they are able to endure what seem to be dangerous
situations not because they have courage, but because they have familiarity with
similar circumstances:

Properly, then, we will call courageous the person who is fearless in face of a noble
death, and of all emergencies that involve death; and the emergencies of war are in
the highest degree of this kind. Yet at sea also, and in disease, the courageous person
is fearless, but not in the same way as the sailors; for he has given up hope of safety
and is disliking the thought of this kind of death, while the sailors are hopeful because
of their experience. At the same time, we show courage in situations where there is the
opportunity of showing prowess or where death is noble; but in these forms of death
neither of these conditions is fulfilled. (ENIIL.6, 1115a32—b6, emphasis added)
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Sailors are fearless because their empeiria makes them “hopeful” (euelpides)
that they will be able to handle the circumstances. Their empeiria allows them to
properly assess the situation and, once they identify it as not truly dangerous, they
are able to offer the right practical response. Their experience makes them have
hope instead of fear. So, whenever a situation is familiar to the agents and they
have sufficient empeiria of similar circumstances, their disposition to feel fear and
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confidence adequately (i.e. courageously) does not play a relevant role in their
ability to properly respond to the dangers. There is no doubt that in many occasions
their actions are courageous, but they do not perform them courageously, since
their deliberations about how to act do not include considerations about the
nobility of the action, but merely considerations about how to solve the practical
problems at hand.

This central thought about how empeiriais not sufficient for courage is presented
in more detail in the discussion of the particular kind of pseudo-courage based
on empeiria at ENIIL.8:

Empeiria with regard to particular facts is also thought to be courage. This is indeed
the reason why Socrates thought courage was knowledge. Other people exhibit this
quality in other dangers, and professional soldiers exhibititin the dangers of war. For
there seem to be many empty alarmsin war, of which these soldiers have had the most
comprehensive experience. Therefore they seem courageous, because the others do
not know how things are. (ENIIL.8, 1116b3-8, emphasis added)

Sokel 8¢ kai 1) epmelpia 1) mept Exaota dvdpeia elvat- 60ev kai 6 Zwkpdtng OnON ¢moTHUny
elvat v avdpeiav. Totodtol 8¢ GANot pev év dANog, €v Toig moAeKOIG § of oTpaTidTAL:
Sokel yap elvar moANA kevd TOD TOAEHOD, & HAAOTA CLVEWPAKATLY oDTOL @aivovTat Of
avdpeiot, 611 odk {oaoty of &A\\ot old éotiv.

Aristotle’s point is that professional soldiers appear courageous to the untrained
eye even when they are not. People without experience are not able to properly
assess the risks involved in a situation, and often they might conclude that someone
is courageous when this is not the case. In contrast, professional soldiers are able
to properly assess dangers when they see them on account of their empeiria, and
are better able to deal successfully with apparently dangerous situations because
they also have knowledge of the means towards achieving their ends.

Something that Aristotle’s analysis reveals about professional soldiers is that
their empeiria does not prepare them to deal with real dangers, but rather with
“empty” alarms (kena). Empeiria helps these agents to identify the dangers that are
“empty” or not real, and consequently to have confidence and not be frightened
by them. In this respect at least, the empeiro: have a clear practical advantage over
the apeiroi (inexperienced): they can clearly tell apart truly dangerous situations
from false alarms. But what about handling dangers that are not empty, but real
instead? In those cases, although agents with empeiriawill still have better resources
to handle difficult situations, their experience will not equip them with the kind
of confidence required to stay in battle when things get ugly. This is because, as
the rest of the text suggests, although mere empeiria often equips agents with the
ability to assess the situation properly and to find a successful course of action, it
does not yet equip agents with the relevant guidance about the goal.

Empeiria, on the one hand, allows agents to identify as not genuinely dangerous
certain situations that seem dangerous to inexperienced people; and, on the other
hand, it makes agents more able to identify the best means by which to achieve
success in action. These two are the features that make empeiria highly deceiving
in the battlefield, since it often truly looks like those with experience are the most
courageous:
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Again, their experience makes them most capable in attack and in defense, since they can
use their arms and have the kind that are likely to be best both for attack and for
defense. Therefore they fight like armed people against unarmed or like trained
athletes against amateurs. For in such contests too it is not the most courageous
ones that fight best, but those who are strongest and have their bodies in the best
condition. (ENIIL.8, 1116b9-15, emphasis added)

elta motfjoat kol pn) mabelv paAiota Shvavtal ék TG épmetpiag, Suvapevol xpiodat Toig 6mhoig
Kai Totadta éxovteg omola dv ein kol TpoG TO Motfjoat kal TpoOg TO i) Tabely kpATIoTa: doTep
oV &vomholg mAopévor payovTar kot aBAnTal iSibtaug: kod yap v Toig o100 ToLg Aydaoty ovy
ol avdpeldTatol paywTatoi gioty, AAN’ oi pdAioTa loxvovTeG Kai Td cwpata dplota EXoVTEG.

Those who have empeiria “are most capable” (malista dunantai) in battle, Aristotle
says, since they are best at making use of the right means by which to achieve
success. To put it in terms of the famous Metaphysics 1.1 passage, people with
empeiria are “more successful” (mallon epitunchanousin [981a14]). The empeiroi will
succeed even if they compete with people who are more courageous than them
but have no experience, since they are better prepared to deal with the difficulties
of the situation.

However, Aristotle concludes, we should not think that those who fight best are
most courageous. In fact, empeiria does not provide tools to perform courageous
actions courageously, since the ability of the merely empeiroi has nothing to do with
being able to feel fear and confidence about the right things, and they typically fail
to appreciate the value of the nobility of their actions. They are empeiroi in matters
of risk, but their empeiria says nothing about what is worth risking one’s life for, and
therefore they do not have a full grasp of whatis truly dangerous (e.g. committing
injustice as opposed to losing one’s own life)—that grasp is only available to those
who have been properly habituated in virtue.

The proof that those who act from mere empeiria are not genuinely courageous
is presented in the next section, at ENIIL.8, 1116b15-23, and it consists in showing
the lack of stability of the courage of merely experienced people, as opposed to
those who have virtue, or atleast good habits (like the well-raised citizen soldiers):

Professional soldiers turn cowards, however, when the danger puts too great a strain
on them and they are inferior in number and equipment. For they are the first to
run away, while citizen-soldiers die at their posts, as in fact happened at the temple
of Hermes. For to the latter running away is disgraceful and death is preferable to
safety on those terms; while the former from the very beginning faced the danger
on the assumption that they were stronger, but as soon as they know the facts they
escape, since they fear death more than disgrace. The courageous person, however,
is not someone of that sort. (ENIIIL8, 1116b15-23, emphasis added)
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The merely empeiroi might turn cowards when they meet an opponent who is
stronger or fitter than they are, or when they are confronted with an unfamiliar
situation. In other words, going back to the distinction between “empty dangers”
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and “real dangers,” the merely empeiroi reveal their lack of true courage whenever
they meet real dangers. In those cases, they flee because their experience is
insufficient to provide reasons to stay at their posts. In contrast, citizen soldiers
(who might not have much experience but are well trained in good habits) stay
at their posts and confront the dangers, even in the most extreme circumstances.

This passage presents the crux, then, for why empeiriais not sufficient for virtue
and is an insufficient source for our deliberations about how to act. The reason,
as the contrast with citizen soldiers suggests, is that the merely empeiroi do not care
sufficiently about the nobility of their actions, and (unlike the virtuous person and
citizen-soldiers with well-formed habits) they prefer to do something shameful than
to die. The failure of the merely empeiroi here is that they have not properly tuned
their sense of fear and are too frightened by the wrong things—*“they fear death
more than disgrace” (fon thanaton mallon tow aischrou phoboumenoi)—because they
have not been properly oriented towards the noble by their habituation.

In sum, in ENIILS, Aristotle shows that although empeiriais crucial for achieving
the right assessment of the possibilities of practical situations and for practical
success in familiar cases, it does not equip agents with an adequate grasp of the
proper goal of action because it offers no input about the value of noble ends. For
this reason, empeiria without habituation leads at best to pseudo-virtue.

Whatis interesting about the kind of pseudo-virtue produced by empeiria is that
the empeiroi are particularly successful at appearing virtuous and, when judged
by their behavior, often pass as virtuous individuals. This is, in Aristotle’s view,
what has led some people to erroneously think that empeiria is virtue. Indeed, this
is the failure that Aristotle thinks Socrates makes when he claims that virtue is
knowledge, and, as we have mentioned in section 1, Aristotle proposes a correction
of Socrates’s claim that virtue is knowledge (or, as in this case, empeiria) of the
relevant practical matters, and he asserts instead that virtue is not without the
relevant kind of knowledge (ENVI.13/EEV.13, 1144b19—21).%

The reference to Socrates in these passages typically puzzles commentators.
Some complain that Aristotle is being unfair to Socrates by attributing to him views
on empeiria and knowledge very different from the ones we see him holding in
Plato’s dialogues, especially in Plato’s Laches and Protagoras. Their claim—justified,
in my opinion—is that the kind of knowledge that Socrates identifies with virtue
is different from the knowledge that empeiria seems to provide in these passages
from ENIIIL. 8.

*See n. 12 above.

*E.g. both Irwin, Aristotle: Nicomachean Ethics, and Taylor, Aristotle: Nicomachean Ethics, Books II-1V,
find the reference to Socrates in these passages misleading precisely for this reason. They insist that
Socrates’s conception of the relevant knowledge of “what is dangerous” ({a phobera) in Plato’s Laches
is clearly very different from the knowledge about, e.g. how to climb masts or how to fight in armor.
(I'am thankful to an anonymous referee for emphasizing this point.) Nicholas D. Smith, in contrast,
considers—rightly in my opinion—that Aristotle’s comments about Socrates in these lines are consistent
with Socrates’s definition of courage as “wisdom about what is and what is not to be feared” (H cogia
dpa v Setv@v kal pny Setvv) at Protagoras 365d4—5 (“Aristotle and Socrates,” 605). Socrates’s precise
conception of the relevant knowledge is slippery, but I think that Smith is right in seeing the Protagoras
as a source for Aristotle here. In fact, one of Aristotle’s objections against the Socratic position, just
like Protagoras’s objection at Protagoras 349¢ (cf. 359b—c), is that a readiness to confront dangers is
crucial for true courage and it is not something susceptible to be taught through professional training.
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I think, however, that although it is true that the kind of knowledge that Socrates
identifies with virtue is more complex than Aristotle’s characterization allows, the
reference to Socrates is justified in this context. What Aristotle tries to emphasize
is that Socrates does not properly understand the relationship of empeiria and
knowledge to virtue. Socrates, as Aristotle sees it, seems to assume that knowledge
about danger, or the kind of expertise that enables agents to successfully assess
dangerous situations as dangerous and handle them successfully, is the main source
for the virtue of courage. For Socrates, at least in the definition from Protagoras
(and in the one that Nicias presents in the Laches), courage is knowledge of future
goods and evils, and all cases of cowardice are either cases of ignorance about
what is truly dangerous, that is, what things count as future evils, or cases of lack
of expertise about how to protect oneself from those evils (i.e. lack of ability to
use the relevant knowledge properly).

In fact, if what Socrates claims in the Protagoras is representative of his view, he
seems to think that the courageous person is able to confront dangers precisely
because his knowledge about what counts as good and evil enables him to be
aware of the fact that they are not true dangers. In other words, the Socratic
expert-courageous person is able to properly deal with future evils by uncovering
that they are truly non-evils (Protagoras 3 59d—e).

Against Socrates’s intellectualism, Aristotle points out that those who are best
able to assess and handle dangers (i.e. those with a practical expertise in dangers,
so to speak) are not necessarily the most courageous. As he puts it, professional
soldiers, like professional athletes, might be better prepared to win, but they are
not more courageous than those who risk their lives in situations which they do
not fully know how to handle. Socrates’s emphasis on expertise, Aristotle suggests,
misses the point of what is crucial for courage, namely, the readiness to put one’s
life at risk with an awareness of the fact that things might go wrong. Aristotle’s
pointis that such readiness is crucial for true courage and not something that can
be taught through professional training or through mere experience of practical
situations. It is acquired, instead, by proper habituation of our emotions and
behavioral tendencies.

In the corresponding passages from Eudemian Ethics about pseudo-courage,
Aristotle makes this point again, and is perhaps a bit clearer about the kind of
advantage and the kind of failure that the merely empeiroi have. Here his criticism
of Socrates, although still cryptic, is more carefully spelled out:

There are five kinds of courage, so named for a certain similarity between them; for
they all endure the same things but not for the same reasons. One is a civic courage,
due to the sense of shame; another is military, due to experience and knowledge, not (as
Socrales said) of what is dangerous, but of the resources they have to deal with what is dangerous.
(EETILT, 1229a12-16, emphasis added)

€011 &’ €ldn avdpeiag mévte Aeyopeva kad OpOLOTNTA <TA> AdTA Yap DITOUEVOLALY, AAN 00
Std T avTé. pia pev otk abtn § éotiv i) 8L aidd odoa. Sevtépa 1} oTpaTiwTIKA: alTn
8¢ 00 éumelpiav kai 1O eidévat, ovy domep Zwkpdtng Epn ta Sewvd, dAN 8Tt Tag Pondeiag
TOV SeVdV.



380 JOURNAL OF THE HISTORY OF PHILOSOPHY §7:3 JULY 2019

The problem with Socrates’s view, for Aristotle, is that he does not sufficiently
distinguish between questions about “what is dangerous” (ta deina) and questions
about “the resources to deal with danger” (Zas boétheias ton deinon) . Further, Socrates
thinks that both sorts of questions can be handled with the same experience and
knowledge. To become courageous, for Socrates, one needs to acquire expertise
about dangers, while Aristotle thinks that such expertise is insufficient and one
needs to have in addition a good sense of the value of acting courageously (which
is acquired through habit).

For Aristotle, a lot depends on the distinction between properly grasping
the end (or countergoal®’) and grasping the characteristics of the things that
conduce to the end. As we saw in section 1, in the final chapters of EN VI/EEV,
Aristotle expresses his wish to keep those two abilities—i.e. grasping the goal and
grasping the things that are conducive to the goal—separate, and he attributes
them respectively to character virtue and phronésis (1144a7-22).2¢ Thus, the error
that Aristotle attributes to Socrates in ENIIIL.8, where he accuses him of conflating
empeiriaand virtue, is in line with his criticism in ENVIL.13/EEV.13 that Socrates fails
to properly understand the distinction between virtue and phronésis (1144b17-30).

Aristotle’s strategy against what he takes to be Socrates’s view—that is, that
courage is a kind of knowledge based on experience of dangers—is to stress that
people can have expertise in assessing and dealing with dangers without being
truly courageous, and even without having the kind of knowledge that is most
relevant for doing courageous actions courageously—that is, the knowledge of the
value of the nobility of courageous actions. In fact, he says some lines below, their
confidence is rooted on the fact that they have knowledge of “their resources to
deal with what is dangerous” (tas boétheias ton deinon) but not knowledge of “what
is frightening” (ta phobera):

Similarly, all who face dangers owing to experience are not really courageous; this is

what, perhaps, most soldiers do. For the truth is the exact opposite of what Socrates

thought; he held that courage was knowledge. But those who know how to ascend

masts are confident not because they know what is frighteningbut because they know how
to deal with what is dangerous. (EETIL.1, 1230a4—12, emphasis added)
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What Aristotle thinks that Socrates failed to see is that the content of empeiriain
this practical sphere typically is just about how to deal with dangerous situations—
and, in general, concerns what Aristotle sometimes calls “the things toward the
end” (ENIIL.3, 1112b34; VI.12, 114427-9; VI.13, 114525-6; EEIl.11, 1227b23).
In other words, empeiria is never properly about “what is frightening,” that is,
empeiria is never about the end (or countergoal) itself, although it provides us
with useful tools to recognize in practice generally frightening things and equips
us with resources to deal with them succesfully.

*David Pears in has coined the term ‘countergoals’ to refer to the painful or destructive things
that those who perform courageous actions try to avoid (“Courage as a Mean,” 174).
*For a detailed discussion of this passage, see Moss, “Virtue Makes the Goal Right.”
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Now, there is a sense in which empeiria is not useless in relation to the agents’
ability to grasp whether a situation is in fact frightening. In our example, Aristotle
claims that soldiers with empeiria will be the most able to recognize the concrete
situations and actions that involve real danger; and he means that these soldiers
will be most able to properly assess the risks that each situation involves. In other
words, empeiria equips agents with the ability to properly read situations and not
be fooled by apparent dangers. Without sufficient empeiria, agents might aim at
the right noble ends but be nonetheless unable to achieve them in action. This
is what occurs often with citizen soldiers, who have a proper grasp of the goal in
the context of battle, but nonetheless often need to follow orders of those with
more experience if they are going to succeed.

In conclusion, then, empeiria needs to be accompanied by good habits if it is
going to lead to the kind of knowledge that enables agents not just to successfully
assess and handle practical situations but also to grasp the choiceworthiness of
noble actions. Those who are merely empeiroi are missing the right orientation
towards the noble that is possessed by those who have been brought up in good
habits. Even if the empeiroi do have better tools to identify dangers and ways of
dealing with them, even if they have a decent working notion of the noble, they are
unable to grasp the motivational force that the noble carries with it for those who
have been properly brought up. As a consequence, although the merely empeiroi are
often able to getitrightin the practical sphere and have a good sense of the things
to be done in contexts with which they are familiar, they will not get it fully right
when the situation becomes complicated. Their actions may often be externally
similar to those of virtuous people, but they are missing the appropriate grasp of
the goal that corresponds to the virtuous person and is achieved through proper
habituation. At the same time, without empeiria, those who have been brought up
in good habits might nonetheless fail to properly assess practical situations or be
unable to find the right means towards their ends. Empeiriaand good habits, then,
need to work in tandem to equip agents with the crucial components of good
deliberation and successful action.

4. EMPEIRIA AS SOURCE OF PHRONESIS

What are the positive contributions that empeiria makes in the process of learning
to be good? And why do we need empeiriafor the development of practical wisdom?
In this section, I look at passages from EN VI/EEV to explore the contribution of
empeiria to the formation of phronésis. I show that empeiria does a significant part
of the job in determining the content of our thoughts about what to do in the
practical sphere, just as it provides content to concepts and beliefs in the sphere
of technéand epistémé (Met. 1.1; APo. 11.19). I show, first, that empeiria is particularly
useful for achieving practical results—we can apply to the sphere of the practical
what Aristotle says in Met 1.1 in the context of productive expertise and science:
empeiria without logos is more practical than logos without empeiria (981a12-15).
Moreover, empeiria provides a grasp of the particulars that are the main objects of
deliberation and the starting points of phronésis—just as in the productive sphere
they are the starting points of techné.
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The first explicit positive role attributed in to empeiria in relation to phronésis
occurs in the context of the discussion “excellence in deliberation” (euboulia) in EN
VI1.7/EEV.7. In line with what we learned in our previous discussion of empeiriain
ENIILS, Aristotle suggests in ENVI.7/EEV.7 a strong connection between empeiria
and practical success. The good deliberator is “skillful in aiming” (stochastikos) at
the best good achievable by action, and good deliberators are in general “more
practical” (praktikoteroi), precisely because they have the relevant sort of empeiria:

We say that the work [ergon] of the person of practical wisdom [tou phronimou] is
above all deliberating well [to eu bouleuesthai]; and no one deliberates about things
that cannot be otherwise, or about things which do not have an end; and this is the
good that can be brought about by action [ prakion agathon]. The person who is without
qualification good at deliberating is the one who is capable of aiming [stochastikos]
in accordance with calculation [kata ton logismon] at what is the best achievable
practical good for a human being. And phronésis is not of universals only—it must
also recognize the particulars. For it is concerned with action [praktiké], and action
is concerned with particulars [kath hekasta]. This is why some people who do not
know are more practical [praktikoteroi] than others who know, and especially those
who have experience [hoi empeiroi]. (ENV1.7/EEV.7, 1141b9-18)
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Aristotle is making here a general claim about the practical success of empeiria:
people with empeiria are more practical even if they “do not have knowledge” (ouk
eidotes) , because they are more familiar with the particular facts, and consequently
better equipped to recognize the relevant features of their particular practical
situations.”” Mere knowledge of universal claims without familiarity with the
particulars is less practical than having empeiria.

Although the context in EN V1.7/EE V.7 is the sphere of action, the example
that Aristotle provides to support his point belongs to the productive sphere—
concretely the fechné of medicine:

If someone knows that light meats are digestible and healthy, but does not know which
sorts of meat are light, he will not be able to produce health, while the person who
knows that bird meats are light and healthy is more likely to produce health. Now
phronésis is concerned with action. Therefore one should have both [the universal
and the particular] forms of it, or the latter in preference to the former. (ENVI.7/
EEV.7, 1141b18-22)
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*’That the practical success of experience is explained by the fact that experience is about par-
ticulars is discussed by Hasper and Yurdin, who rightly notice it is a point that has not been sufficiently
acknowledged in the literature (“Aristotle’s Account of Experience,” 142n39).
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That Aristotle offers an example from medicine is, I think, a sign that here he
isnotinterested in drawing a hard and fast dividing line between the practical and
the productive spheres, and that he sees certain continuity between them at least
in the sense that people who do well in action will need to be at least minimally
competent in reading the particulars of their situations. In the sphere of action,
just as in the sphere of production, empeiria will play an important role in the
acquisition of that competency. What makes the empeiroi more capable of practical
success than the inexperienced is precisely their knowledge of particulars, and it
is for this reason that empeiria contributes to phronésis.

Aristotle makes a similar claim about the practical success of empeiriain the first
chapter of Metaphysics. At Metaphysics1.1,981a12-15, he states that empeiriais better
than knowledge as a guide for practical success in the sphere of production: in the
context of techné, empeiriawithout logosis “more successful” (mallon epitunchanousin)
“in doing” (pros men oun to prattein), than logoswithout empeiria. Although the person
with empeiriawill not be able to offer an account of why things are the way they are,
she will be able to produce better results. The explanation for the practicality of
experience here is similar to the one found in the ethical treatises: experience is
practical because it makes us familiar with the relevant particular cases.

The reason is that empeiria is knowledge of particulars, while techné is of universals,
and actions and productions are all concerned with the particular; for the doctor
does not cure the human, exceptin an incidental way, but Callias or Socrates or some
other called by some such individual name, who happens to be a human. If, then,
someone has theory without empeiria, and knows the universal but does not know
the particular included in this, he will often fail to cure; for it is the individual that
is to be cured. (Met. 1.1, 981a15-22)
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That empeiria is crucial to phronésis because it provides a grasp of the relevant
particulars is emphasized again in a familiar passage from ENVI.8/EEV.8, where
Aristotle explains that while young people may be able to become mathematicians,
they cannot be phronimoi, because phronésis requires the kind of knowledge of
particulars provided by empeiria, and the one thing young people do not have is
empeiria:

What has been said is confirmed by the fact that while young people can become
geometers and mathematicians and experts in matters of that kind, it is thought
that a person of practical wisdom cannot be young. The reason is that phronésis is
concerned with particulars, and particulars become known from empeiria, but a young
person has no empeiria—for it is length of time that gives empeiria. Indeed one might
ask this question too, why is it that a child may become a mathematician, but not a
philosopher or a natural scientist. Surely it is because the objects of mathematics exist
by abstraction, while the starting points of these other subjects come from empeiria.
Young people have no conviction about the latter but merely use that language,
while the essence of mathematical objects is plain enough to them. (EN VI.8/EE
V.8, 1142a11-20)
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Empeiriais presented, in general, at ENVIL.8 /EEV.8 1142a14-15, as the source
of the content of phronésis. It provides acquaintance with the phenomena that are
relevant to properly understand practical life. Concretely, it equips us with a grasp
of the practical particulars, thatis, the concrete things achievable by action, which
are what deliberation and phronésis are about.

Moreover, at ENVI.8 /EEV.8 114221920, empeiriais presented as also providing
conviction (pistis)—Aristotle says that young people “do not have conviction” (ou
pisteuousin) because they lack empeiria. This is important because “conviction”
(pistis) is what enables experienced people, on the one hand, to avoid the
temptation of appetites,*® and on the other hand, to avoid falling prey of bad
arguments.*® As a result, empeiriawould not only be source for additional cognitive
content for our deliberations about how to act, but also it would be a source of
stability for our decisions.

An additional relevant point in EN VI.8/EE V.8, 1142a11-20 is the explicit
parallelism between the role that empeiria plays in relation to phronésis and other
intellectual virtues. Phronésis is said to be similar to some of the theoretical kinds
of knowledge (like wisdom or natural philosophy) because in all of them empeiria
provides “the starting points” (hai archai).

That Aristotle considers empeiria to be a necessary step in the acquisition of
higher cognitive states is well established in two familiar passages from Metaphysics
and Posterior Analytics. In Metaphysics 1.1, Aristotle famously claims that “scientific
knowledge and craft arise through empeiria” (apobaine: d’ epistémé kai techné dia tés
empeirias [981a2—3]). And the claim that “empeiria makes art” (empeiria technén

*About empeiriabeing important to ground one’s knowledge as to be able to avoid the temptation
of appetites, the discussion of akrasiaat ENVIL.3 /EEVL.3, 1147a17-24, suggests that without sufficient
empeiria people are just able to say the words, but they cannot be said to have the relevant knowledge or
a kind of knowledge that can be sufficiently authoritative, because they have not made the principles
part of themselves: “incontinent people must be said to be in a similar condition to these [i.e. people
asleep, mad, or drunk]. Their use of the kind of language that flows from knowledge proves nothing;
for even those under the influence of these passions utter scientific proofs and verses of Empedocles,
and those who have just begun to learn a science can string together its phrases, but do not yet know
it; for it has to become part of themselves, and that takes time. So that we must suppose that the use of
language by people in an incontinent state means no more than its utterance by actors on the stage.”

»In the final book of EN, at X.8, 1179a16—22, Aristotle claims that empirical facts have more
weight in the discernment of practical truth than arguments do: “The opinions of the wise seem,
then, to harmonize with our arguments. But while even such things carry some conviction (pistin . . .
tina), the truth in practical matters is discerned from the facts and from life; for in these resides the
authoritativeness. We must therefore survey what we have already said, bringing it to the test of the
facts of life, and if it harmonizes with the facts we must accept it, but if it clashes with them we must
suppose it to be mere words.” (ovpgwvelv 8 Toig Aoyols 2oikacty ai Tdv 6oV S6&at. ITioTtv pév ody kai T&
TotadTa ExeL TIvd, T0 & dANn0EG €v TOIG MPaKTIKOIG £k TOV EpywV Kai ToD Biov kpiveTal: v TOVTOLG Yap TO KOPLOV.
okomelv 81 Ta poetpnuéva Xpr) £mi Ta Epya kai ToV Blov gEpovTag, kal auvadOVTWYV [EV ToiG £pyolg AmodekTéoy,
Stapwvovvtwy 8¢ Aoyovg dmoknmtéov.) See also ENX.1, 1172a34-b7, and EEL6, 1216b27-1217a17.
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epoiésen) , which he traces back to Polus (Met. 1.1, 980a4),3° is the heart of his account
of the genesis of knowledge both in Metaphysics 1.1 and Posterior Analytics 11.19.

In Posterior Analytics 11.19, he claims that empeiria provides the arché (first
principle or starting point) of epistémé and techné:

So from perception there comes memory, as we call it, and from memory (when it
occurs often in connection with the same thing), comes empeiria; for memories that
are many in number form one single empeiria. And from empeiria, or from the whole
universal that has come to rest in the soul (the one apart from the many, whatever is
one and the same in all those things), there comes a principle [arché] of techné and
of epistemé—if it deals with how things come about, a principle of techné, and if it deals
with what is the case, of epistémeé. (APo. 11.19, 100a3—-100a9)
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Aristotle is even more explicit about the role of empeiria at Prior Analytics 1.30,
46a17—-22, where he explains how we grasp through empeiria the starting points
of each productive and scientific field:

Consequently it is the business of empeiria to give the starting points [archas] which
belong to each subject. I mean for example that astronomical empeiria supplies the
starting points of astronomical science; for once the phenomena were adequately
apprehended, the demonstrations of astronomy were discovered. Similarly with any
other techné or epistémé. (APr. 1.30, 46a17-22)
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Our passage from EN VI.8 /EEV.8 also supports the view that empeiria’s role in
the practical sphere is parallel to its role in other areas: it provides the particulars
with which phronésis is concerned, which are the things from which and about
which ethical arguments are. Concretely, empeiria makes learners familiar with
the relevant particulars that will eventually enable them to understand, be able to
apply in practice, and be good judges of ethical arguments, just as in other areas
it makes learners familiar with the phenomena from which and about which the
demonstrations are.

A final crucial passage that illuminates the intimate relation between empeiria
and phronésisis ENVI.11/EEV.11, 1143b6-14. Aristotle claims that both old and
experienced people and phronimoi are worth listening to in the practical sphere
because empeiria has given them an “eye” (omma) to perceive situations properly.3*

°Aristotle’s allusion to Polus as the intellectual father of the idea that experience makes art is, I
think, his way of referring us to Plato’s Gorgias, where we find Socrates dismissing the value of empeiria
in his conversations with Polus and Callicles. Aristotle indicates in this way that he favors Polus’s view
that the origin of knowledge is experience over Plato’s innatist account.

3"Hutchinson, “Doctrines of the Mean”, 44, and Coope, “Ethical Virtue”, 149, observe that the
metaphor of the “eye of the soul” that Aristotle uses to characterize phronésis is directed against Plato
(Republic 5192-b).
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Therefore we ought to attend to the undemonstrated sayings and opinions of
experienced and old people or of people of practical wisdom not less than to
demonstrations, because from empeiria they have an eye to see aright. (ENVL.11/EEV.11,
1143b11-14, emphasis added)
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Here Aristotle attributes an “eye to see aright” (omma ordsin orthés) not only to the
phronimoi, but also, and more generally, to “experienced people and old people”
(ton empeiron kai presbuteron). The reason for this must be that even though not
all experienced and old people are phronimoi, they all might have good advice in
relation to action because of their familiarity with the facts, a familiarity that arises
(as we saw in our first passage from ENIL.1) from empeiria and time.

For the most part, and with the exception of extreme or difficult situations,
empeiriais a good guide of action—even if empeiria on its own, without good habits,
isnotable to turn us towards the right ends, namely, those characteristic of virtue.
For through empeiria we become familiar with the phenomena that practical
deliberations are about, and having a solid grasp of those phenomena is important
to avoid practical errors.

CONCLUSION

In this paper, I have explored the consequences of taking seriously the distinction
between the roles of empeiria and good habits in moral development, a distinction
suggested by Aristotle in Nicomachean Ethics 11.1. 1 have argued, first, that, for
Aristotle, empeiria is different from habituation in that it does not include the
shaping of our emotions and desires towards the noble and the good, but it
nonetheless plays an important and distinct part in shaping the content of our
thoughts about what to do by equipping learners with a grasp of the relevant
particulars for action. While habituation is responsible for properly orienting us
to aim towards the noble, bringing us to grasp the concept of the noble and see
that noble actions are to be done for the sake of their nobility, empeiria enables us
to properly discriminate among the relevant features of each situation and decide
on each occasion how to successfully achieve our ends. In Aristotle’s words, empeiria
gives us “an eye” (omma) to see aright, but this eye is not fully formed into proper
phronésis until we acquire good habits and are thus capable of also grasping the
appropriate end of action.

My second goal has been to show that there is a continuity in the treatment of
empeiria between Aristotle’s ethical treatises and his epistemological treatises. In
Nicomachean Ethics 1.3, Aristotle indicates that having empeiria equips people with a
grasp of the things from which and about which ethical arguments are. Moreover,
in Nicomachean Ethics V1/Eudemian Ethics V, he establishes a parallelism between
the role that empeiria plays in phronésis and the role that it plays in wisdom and
natural science, where it provides the starting points or archai. Thus, just as empeiria
provides the starting points for the scientific and productive kinds of knowledge,
it provides starting points for practical knowledge as well. It equips learners with
the kind of grasp of the particulars in the practical sphere that will contribute to
the formation of phronésis.
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There is, however, an important difference between the role of empeiria in the
formation of phronésis and its role in the formation of the other higher cognitive
states such as techné and epistémé. In the case of practical knowledge, we are not
allowed to directly paraphrase the famous claim by Polus that “empeiria makes
techné” and say that “empeiria makes phronésis.” That is because while empeiria
provides some of the starting points of phronésis, good habits also contribute to
the formation and maintenance of phronésis by equipping us with a proper grasp
of the goal of action, and thus providing us with crucial starting points for ethical
arguments.

The role of empeiriais to provide the learner with a proper grasp of the relevant
particulars in practical situations, and so guarantee the starting points of phronésis
that will allow us to assess situations and know what means are adequate in a given
situation. Aristotle makes it clear that the phronimoswill require not only the correct
grasp of the goal achieved through the right shaping of our emotional tendencies,
but also a kind of knowledge that goes beyond that. The phronimos needs to have
the ability to recognize in each situation the particular instantiation of the end
and to get things right in relation to the rest of the relevant particulars. I have
argued that, although good habits are necessary for supplying the goal, the main
path to acquiring this ability is empeiria.>*
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