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Seminar 3

Aristotle Politics Book VIII, 1338b9 – 1339b10
Andrew Barker
Introduction

I plan to take a fairly straight line through the text in these two seminars, examining each phase of Aristotle’s discussion and brooding over problems and points of special interest as they arise; but some issues will need quite a bit of discussion, and you need to be prepared for some deviations from the main route.  I should also explain that a lot of what I’ll be saying, especially today, will have much more to do with philosophy than directly with music; some people may find that prospect daunting, but we won’t get far with this text without unscrambling a few philosophical knots.  I’ll try to keep it simple.  The stretch of text I’ll be dealing with today and tomorrow is quite short, but there’s no shortage of interesting material to ponder.
That’s the plan; but before we examine the text, I think it’s worth reminding you of a few points which you’ve heard about in Eleonora Rocconi’s seminars, since they will be central to the problems this passage poses and the ideas it propounds.  As you know, the bulk of Book VIII is focused on education, paideia.  Now Aristotle insists that the citizens’ education ought to be the business of the polis; it is to be organized by the polis and will follow a curriculum whose outlines the polis prescribes.  But this doesn’t reflect normal practice in Greek poleis, and certainly not in Athens.  Education was controlled and provided by the state in a handful of the Dorian communities, most famously in Sparta, but in Aristotle’s time, so far as I know, it was done nowhere else.  So why does Aristotle so firmly recommend this unfamiliar practice?  We might guess, in fact, that it would have been unwelcome as well as unfamiliar to most of his students and readers, since if it were adopted it would take away their freedom to bring their children up as they wished, and to choose the children’s teachers and the course of their education for themselves.  Of course he had the precedents of Plato’s Republic and Laws, and it’s obvious that Pol. VIII is heavily indebted to them, especially the Republic.  But he doesn’t follow Plato slavishly; he differs from him on a number of issues, though he only occasionally criticizes him explicitly, and the mere fact that Plato took this line would certainly not have been enough to persuade him to adopt it too.  So – what are his reasons?
The point of education, as Aristotle conceived it, has little or nothing to do with providing students with the skills they need to add up their depressing bank accounts or read the newspaper or get a good job.  Its central purpose is to implant the dispositions and patterns of thought which will equip the student, in adult life, to pursue a course of life in which he has the chance of attaining the goal, the telos, of a human being as such, which Aristotle calls eudaimonia.  We feebly translate eudaimonia as ‘happiness’, but it’s a notoriously poor translation.  It isn’t a state of feeling like contentment or delight, though those may go along with it; it is a mode of activity, energeia, the active realisation of the potential whose fulfilment, its telos, defines the essential nature of every human being.  It is the mode of activity for whose realisation nature has, as it were, equipped and designed us.  The full realisation of our human nature, like that of other living things, is reached only after a process of development; but unlike them, we reach it, if we do, in part through our own deliberate efforts and conscious choices.  An essential and defining element in our natural equipment is the potential for the development of reason, and with it of ethical excellence, moral aretē, and we are not perfected as human beings until they are fully actualised.  The thesis that eudaimonia, the telos and fulfilment of human nature, consists in action, not just in some inner state of being, is crucial, and it’s one that Aristotle makes repeatedly.  In Book VII of the Politics, at 1325a 32, he asserts it bluntly: ‘eudaimonia is praxis, action’; and a little later, at 1325b 14-16, ‘if this is well said, and eudaimonia is to be identified with good activity [εὐπραγία], then the best life both for the whole city and for the individual will be a life of action [βίος πρακτικὸς].’  Summarily, it is the form of activity in which the characteristically human excellences, the aretai, are most fully and actively expressed.

Now in the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle distinguishes two kinds of aretē, the ethical – that is, the one that is expressed in the best kind of practical choices and actions, and especially the best political choices and actions – and the intellectual, which is fulfilled in the activity of intellectual contemplation, theōria.  In the Ethics he seems to hold that the life of theoria is the higher good, but in the Politics, as perhaps one might expect, he is almost exclusively concerned with the ethical kind, and I shall follow his example in concentrating on that.  (If he is to be consistent, however – and he should be, since the Politics is explicitly a direct continuation of the Ethics – he should be able to argue that it is the business of the polis to provide an education that helps to promote intellectual excellence too.  I think he’s in a position to do that, but it’s not something I’m going to discuss.)  The argument supporting his thesis that education should be provided by the polis is in fact straightforward.  There are two main steps.  First, the polis exists for the sake of its citizens’ good.  There is no other reason for its existence, and indeed it is necessary for people’s attainment of eudaimonia, since without it they would be hard pressed even to find the means of supporting life, let alone to attend to their development as human beings.  We need the environment of the community in so far as we are human.  As such we share a common goal, that of eudaimonia; and the state, as an organised system, exists for the sake of the good of the community and its members (cf. the first lines of Pol. I and VII).

But secondly, we need the well-governed polis not just to provide the conditions under which aretē and its active realisation can exist, but also, and crucially, to enable us to acquire aretē, and hence to equip ourselves with the qualities we need in order to pursue the human telos, the fulfilment of our human nature.  How is that goal to be reached?  Aretē arises, Aristotle says, from a combination of nature, habituation and reason.  Nature can contribute only so much and will not reliably lead a person to aretē on its own; and as he puts it, ‘everything else is the work of education; people learn some things through habituation and some by listening to instruction’ (Pol.VII.13, 1332b).  Hence we reach our conclusion: a well-governed polis must be one that takes charge of education, and in particular it must put in place the best possible programme of studies for the young people who will become its citizens.  Aristotle’s main question, then, in Pol. VIII, is what this ‘best possible programme of studies’ might be, and specifically whether music has any place in it and if so why.  Let’s now make a start on the first stretch of text that I’m going to consider.
Part 1: 1338b9-1339a10
We all know that the traditional Greek forms of education had two principal components, mousikē and gymnastikē.  Aristotle sets off from the same perspective, and though he raises important questions along the way about whether mousikē deserves to be included, his own proposals will in fact fall into the same pattern.  I won’t say anything just yet about the components generally included under the heading of mousikē – we’ll come to them shortly – and we don’t need to go into detail about the ingredients of gymnastikē, since we aren’t really here to talk about the minutiae of athleticism; we can think of it simply as a pretty tough regime of physical training.  Now the first section of this bit of text, down to 1339a10, is concerned exclusively with gymnastikē, and you might think that we can therefore ignore it.  But I don’t think we should; it contains points which deserve a little discussion, and I propose to have at least a quick look at some of them.
Aristotle’s main theme in the first thirty or so lines of the passage is that many poleis whose educational systems place heavy emphasis on physical training – sometimes to the complete exclusion of everything else – handle it in entirely the wrong way.  In some of them, described by Aristotle as ‘those with the highest reputation for attention to children’s upbringing’, the training focuses on creating what he calls the ἀθλητικὴ ἕξις, the ‘condition of an athlete’ (1338b10).  I take him to mean that they are doing their best to create champion athletes who will bring glory to their city in the games.  The result, he asserts, is in fact to ruin their physical constitutions, a claim on which he enlarges a little later (1338b39-1339a4), and these poleis are therefore quickly dismissed.  The polis must obviously not adopt a system of education which damages its citizens’ health.  The more interesting case is that of the Spartans, who (we are told) do not make that mistake.  Their programme of training in gymnastikē is not intended to produce champion athletes but to instil andreia, manly courage, in their future citizens.  The trouble with this system, Aristotle says, is that it doesn’t work.  In the first place, children’s upbringing should not be focussed on instilling just one aretē, and certainly not just this one; and secondly, the Spartan regime, like that of the barbarous tribes who live near the Black Sea, doesn’t in fact make people courageous; it only makes them fierce and savage.
Let’s think about that for a moment.  The thesis that there is a difference between fearless brutality and genuine andreia is of course not Aristotle’s own invention.  One might in fact trace it right back to Homer; gods and Greeks alike are horrified by the unbridled, almost crazy ferocity of Achilles in the later books of the Iliad, and clearly do not recognise it as an expression of any aretē.  It shows a shocking loss of self-control, and is thoroughly deplorable.  At a philosophical level the distinction is one of Plato’s regular themes, notably in the Laches and the fourth book of the Republic.  In Aristotle the key passage is EN.III.6-9, and on the essential points Plato and Aristotle are in complete agreement.  True andreia is not the same as mere fearlessness, rashness, brutality and the like.  These can be displayed in the pursuit of any goal whatever, good or bad, and a person with these qualities will have no qualms about using any means whatever, however horrible, in order to get what he wants; morally unrestrained ferocity is characteristic of barbarians and brigands, not of honourable and courageous men.  Andreia, by contrast, has a quite specific goal, though it may be expressed in many different contexts.  It is resolute determination in the cause of what is noble and good, chosen precisely because it is noble and good; and the means that a truly courageous person will use to achieve his goals are morally constrained by the nature of the goals themselves.  He will respect the same values in choosing the actions through which he tries to achieve the good that he seeks.  In order to possess andreia a person must therefore have at least three distinct kinds of qualification.  First, their character must be thoroughly saturated with a settled ethical disposition to pursue what is kalon, noble and good, and to act in morally admirable ways in all circumstances; secondly, they must have a sound intellectual grasp on the nature of what is fine and good in general; and thirdly they must be able to identify, accurately and consistently, the particular choices and outcomes which will instantiate that nature in the particular situations that confront them.  And here we seem to be back with one of the Socratic paradoxes, the doctrine that one cannot possess one sort of ethical aretē without possessing them all, since dedication to what is kalon and knowledge of what it is – including the ability to recognise it when you see it – are the essential ingredients of every aretē and of aretē as a whole.  Hence, says Aristotle, ‘it is τὸ καλόν and not the ferocity of a wild beast (τὸ θηριῶδες) that must take the leading role.  For no wolf and none of the other wild beasts would undertake any noble risk (οὐθένα καλὸν κίνδυνον); it is only the good man who would do so’ (1338b29-32).
At this point I’d like to go back to the Spartans for a moment.  Their approach went wrong, according to Aristotle, because they didn’t even try to instil any quality in their young people except that of courage, and left them uninstructed, ἀπαιδαγωγήτους, in other matters that are essential, ἀναγκαῖα; he must be thinking of those aspects of education that are essential if people are to make the right ethical judgements and develop corresponding dispositions of character, those that are essential to the formation of a good man.  But it is impossible to attain andreia without possessing these qualifications, and they therefore failed even in what they set out to do; their citizens became ferocious in the manner of wild beasts, but their training was incapable of instilling andreia.  He offers a historical explanation of how the Spartans nevertheless gained their reputation for courage; it was simply because they consistently beat their enemies in battle.  But they did so only for as long as only they were trained for battle and their opponents were not, τῷ μόνους μὴ πρὸς ἀσκοῦντας ἀσκεῖν; and nowadays, when such training is common, the Spartans are no longer consistently victorious; in fact they fall short of the others both in athletic competitions and in warfare.
It’s certainly true that Sparta, as a military force, was fading into insignificance by Aristotle’s time, but I’m not enough of a historian to know whether he’s right about his diagnosis of the cause of its decline.  I rather suspect that like other philosophers (notably Plato in the Laws), he is tailoring the facts to fit his own argument, but I won’t pursue that line of thought.  In the course of the Politics Aristotle also says a number of other surprising things about Sparta, especially in II.9-10 – surprising, that is, to a non-specialist like me, and perhaps that just shows my ignorance of Spartan history.  What seems genuinely strange is that he seems to ignore Sparta’s reputation as a musical as well as a militaristic polis.  Admittedly that reputation was earned primarily in the distant past, in the 7th century and the early 6th; but it was still ‘Sparta of the fine dancing-places’ to Athenian tragedians of the 5th century, and Plutarch’s report (Apophth. Lac. 237F-238C) about the dances and songs forming a major part of the Spartan educational system is well known to us all.  Aristotle himself refers briefly to Spartan musical practices a little later in the text, at 1341a33-4.  So why does he seem to imply that they didn’t exist, even in the past when Sparta was a great power?  In fact he goes further than that, since at 1339b1-4 he asserts that the Spartans believe that they can distinguish good music from bad even though music is not a component of their education, οὐ μανθάνοντες ὅμως δύνανται κρίνειν ὀρθῶς, ὡς φασι.  Did he really believe that there were no musical aspects to their form of paideia, or is he just deliberately ignoring them in order to make a plausible case?  I simply don’t know how to answer that question and maybe it’s unanswerable; but perhaps one of you can throw some light on it.
We’ll put the Spartans on one side now, and go back to the larger issue.  Do Aristotle’s thoughts on the subject of andreia have any bearing on the questions we’re really interested in at these seminars, questions about music and musical education?  It seems to me that they do.  This is because the central points that apply in the case of the virtue of andreia must apply equally to all the other aretai.  Hence if we are to agree that one reason why music should be included in the educational curriculum is that it helps to instil one or more or all of the aretai, as Plato had argued, we must first be persuaded of the truth of at least one of three propositions, corresponding to the three attributes of a genuine andreios which I listed above.  We must be convinced either that music can create in young people a disposition to pursue, consistently, only what is genuinely good, or that it can guide them to an intellectual understanding of universal ethical truths, or that it can help to teach them how to distinguish what is good from what is bad in particular cases.  Perhaps it might even be possible to show that learning music in school enhances a student’s moral dispositions and powers of discrimination in all three of these respects.
We shall have to wait and see whether Aristotle’s arguments fit into this sort of pattern.  But there’s another point we might also extract from his discussion of andreia.  Both Sparta and the other poleis he mentions go wrong in the methods they adopt for trying to instil this virtue through gymnastikē.  Perhaps, then, there are corresponding faults to be avoided in the case of a musical education.  The mistake made by the other poleis is to aim at the production of precocious athletic champions, thereby ruining their young people’s physical constitution; so maybe we should also be on the look-out for comparable sorts of damage that might be done by trying to push a student’s musical skills too far or too fast.  The Spartans’ error is to think that they can produce andreia through gymnastikē without accompanying it with other studies which could equip the young people with the moral insights and dispositions that would act as controls on their physical fearlessness and ferocity.  There’s a useful musical counterpart to this scenario in Plato, at Rep. 410c-411e.  Socrates first evokes the harshness and brutality of people who have spent all their time on gymnastikē and none at all on mousikē; and, he tells us, people who focus entirely on mousikē and have nothing to do with gymnastikē are likely to suffer from the opposite fault of becoming too soft and morally weak.  He imagines the case of someone who ‘allows music to entrance his soul with its piping, and lets it pour sweet and soft and mournful harmoniai into his soul through his ears, as if through a funnel’, and who, in the extreme case, ‘if he persists in entrancing the spirited part of his soul without ceasing, will eventually dissolve it and melt it away, till he pours away his thumos and cuts, as it were, the sinews from his soul, and makes of it a “feeble warrior”’ (Rep. 411a-b).
We’ll come to the way Aristotle addresses the first of these issues in a later passage, but we can see at once that his educational programme won’t be troubled by the second, or not in any obvious way.  Despite his criticisms of the Spartans’ and other people’s treatment of gymnastikē, it retains a very prominent place in his curriculum.  ‘It’s generally agreed,’ he says at 1338b39, ‘that gymnastikē ought to be used, and how it should be used’; and he goes on to explain how it and what he calls here ‘the other mathēmata’ should be arranged over the course of a young citizen’s early life.  We can make this explanation more specific on the basis of a passage near the end of Book VII, at 1336a-1337a.  From birth to the age of 5, children stay at home, protected from all bad influences, and between the ages of 5 and 7 they are still mostly at home, but are taken out to watch the activities in which they’ll be involved later.  The years from 7 to 14 are devoted to gymnastikē, but at this stage it includes only light and easy exercises, so as not to endanger the children’s health and growth.  The ‘other studies’ occupy the three years between 14 and 17; and between the ages of 17 and 21 the young people will be subjected to really tough physical training.  There is clearly no danger that students exposed to this kind of curriculum will ‘melt away their thumos’.  Aristotle says no more about gymnastikē, presumably because he is on the whole content with existing ways of treating it – so long, of course, as it is supplemented with appropriate ‘other studies’ – whereas his discussion of mousikē continues throughout the rest of Book VIII.  But this shouldn’t blind us to the fact that in one way and another eleven years of his citizens’ upbringing will be devoted to gymnastikē, whereas only three are provided for their immersion in these ‘other mathēmata’.  We can’t argue that Aristotle might have meant these mathēmata to continue, in the background, as it were, after the age of 17, since in the last sentence of this passage (1339a7-10) he makes it clear that the students will not go on being taught any non-gymnastic disciplines in the final phase of their training.  He propounds the thesis that ‘one shouldn’t work with one’s mind and with one’s body at the same time,’ since, he says, they pull in opposite directions and will inevitably obstruct one another.  Maybe he’s right about that and maybe he isn’t, but that’s the position he adopts.
We can now turn at last to his direct discussion of mousikē, starting at 1339a11, the beginning of ch. 5.  It’s immediately clear that it will be on different lines from his comments about gymnastikē, whose right to a place in education he apparently regards as uncontroversial.  His excursus on mousikē sets off with a whole series of problems and questions, one of which is whether it has any credentials as an element in education at all.  That, I suggest, is why in the previous paragraph he talks vaguely about ‘other mathēmata’, without naming music in particular; what is needed is some branch of learning that will fill the ethical gap left by the Spartan curriculum, but it remains to be seen whether mousikē can do the job or not.
There’s a preliminary question to be considered before we go on: what exactly does Aristotle mean by mousikē?  From an etymological perspective, the word refers to a whole range of cultural pursuits, encompassing everything that falls into the complex and historically expanding sphere of the Muses; and in Greek literature it is quite frequently used in this extensive sense.  In particular, it retains this broad scope in many specifically educational contexts, notably in some passages of Plato, where it includes such things as learning to read and write, learning to recite passages from Homer and other poets, and so forth; it includes what we call ‘music’, but a good many other things as well.  But in this book of the Politics its scope is strictly limited.  Aristotle uses it to refer only to music in the word’s modern sense and discusses nothing else at all.  In much of the passage, in fact, he seems to be restricting it even further than that.  When he talks about ‘learning mousikē’, he doesn’t seem to be thinking about studying compositions or listening to performances and being taught about their technical intricacies or their merits and faults or anything like that, and he’s certainly not considering the idea that students might be taught to compose music themselves.  For the most part he has just one thing in mind, learning to perform music, to play an instrument and to sing; and even song is considered only under its strictly musical aspects, as a complex of melody and rhythm.  That is – to anticipate something that will become significant later, when he’s discussing music as a mimēsis or representation of human character and action, and its consequent influence on our dispositions and emotions – he doesn’t even mention the ingredient which Plato regarded as primary and crucial in this context, that is, the words of a song and their meanings.  There’s nothing in the passage to suggest that ‘learning music’ involves exposure to a poet’s words, and there’s no discussion of the role that these words might play in a musical education.  This is strange, but it’s true.  So far as I can tell, learning music, in most of Politics VIII, is learning to play an instrument and to sing the right pitches in the right rhythms; that’s all it is, and nothing else.  It will turn out that the acquisition of these skills is a more complex matter than one might think; but in the light of these facts, it’s hardly surprising that Aristotle thinks there are difficulties in the way of assigning music a place in a citizen’s education.  In the end he resolves them, of course, at least to his own satisfaction, but it’s clear that he’s set himself a problem.
We need to keep these points in mind as we go along; but what I’ve said needs to be qualified, and a generalised form of the qualification is worth remembering whenever you’re trying to make sense of an Aristotelian text.  In the present case, although the bulk of what he says does indeed presuppose that learning music is learning to sing and play, there are certain remarks along the way which seem to imply that there could be some kind of musical education which doesn’t involve learning to perform.  These remarks are brief, and he never explains what this other sort of musical education might be; it’s not clear that he even notices the implications of what he’s saying.  This isn’t an isolated problem.  We tend to think of Aristotle as a rigorously logical writer, and one who works with clear-cut definitions of the things – or at least the principal things – that he’s discussing; and it’s true that in most cases we can find a careful specification of the relevant concepts somewhere in his works.  But in fact he isn’t always so reliably consistent.  Though one may sometimes doubt it, he was after all a human being and not a logic-machine, and we have to be on the lookout for cases where the ‘official’ interpretations not only of the phrase ‘musical education’, but also of terms like eudaimonia, diagōgē, and telos, ‘happiness’, ‘way of life’ and ‘purpose’, which will figure prominently in the discussion, seem to have been abandoned or at least severely bent.  These deviations need to be noticed.  The best way to identify them, I think, is to set out by assuming that Aristotle always is perfectly consistent in his usage, and to try to make everything fit with that assumption.  Then we’ll be in a position to pick out the cases where it really can’t be made to work, and to think about whether it matters.  At any rate, that’s the way I propose to tackle the problem.
Part 2: 1339a11-1339b10
In what I’ve said so far I’ve simply been trying to sort out some preliminary issues which we need to get straight before getting down to the musical meat of the passage.  We’ll launch ourselves now on the first set of problems about music that Aristotle thinks we must answer before it can be given a place in a citizen’s education.  It’s not easy to decide, he says, either what its dynamis is – that is, what powers it has, what it can do – or for what purpose we should engage in it (1339a14-16).  The two questions aren’t independent of one another, of course.  What music is for, what purposes it can have, will obviously depend, in part, on what it can do, and what results it can produce which might in some way be beneficial.  So in offering answers to the question ‘What is it for?’ we have to be able to substantiate the implicit claim that music really can produce the results we are treating as its purposes.
Aristotle suggests three possible answers to the ‘What is it for?’ question.  One is that it should be valued ‘for the sake of play and relaxation’, παιδιᾶς ἕνεκα καὶ ἀναπαύσεως, like sleeping and getting drunk – which are not in themselves things that are seriously worthwhile, spoudaia, but are certainly enjoyable, hēdea.  Maybe, then, it’s worth getting involved with music just for the pleasure it brings.  Secondly, it might be suggested that music is important because it is conducive to aretē, on the grounds that just as gymnastikē can give particular qualities to the body, so mousikē can give special qualities to the character, to ēthos, by creating in it, through habituation, a disposition to enjoy the right things (ἐθίζουσαν δύνασθαι χαίρειν ὀρθῶς).  (The theme of ‘enjoying correctly’ or ‘enjoying the right things’ is one he elaborates later, and we’ll come back to it.)  The third suggestion is that music might have something to contribute to a person’s diagōgē and his phronēsis, whatever they may be, and that for this reason it is something that education should include.
The sense of the first two suggestions is clear enough; the claim that music is enjoyable is unproblematic; the idea that it can influence a person’s moral character is familiar from Plato and we’ll return to it in due course.  But we need to pause and think a bit about the third.  What does Aristotle mean by diagōgē and phronēsis, and why does he put them together in this way?  Let’s take diagōgē first.  It’s a comparatively rare word in Aristotle, appearing only twenty-five times in his writings.  (There are also a few instances in works which are included in the Corpus Aristotelicum but are not genuinely his.)  The great majority of the twenty-five occurrences are in his ethical and political treatises; fourteen of them are in the Politics (eleven of them in Book VIII), and there are six in the Nicomachean Ethics.  Only five appear anywhere outside those works, three in the Metaphysics and two in the Historia animalium.  It seems pretty clear, then, that for Aristotle the word’s natural place is in discussions of ethical and political matters and above all in the context of education.  In a broad sense it refers to a person’s – or very occasionally an animal’s – ‘way of life’, the pattern of behaviour constituting the life they lead (diagein).  In a human context, as the present passage shows, it must not be confused with the set of dispositions by which a course of life is guided, since Aristotle treats the suggestion that music can affect one’s dispositions, one’s character, as quite different from the suggestion that it can contribute to one’s diagōgē.  It is not to be identified, then, with any of a person’s qualities or his character; rather, what the word refers to is the set of actions and modes of behaviour through which his or her qualities and dispositions are expressed.  A person’s diagōgē is what he or she does in life, not the complex of internal, invisible characteristics that constitute what he or she is.
In principle the word is evaluatively neutral; a way of life, in this sense, can be good or bad.  On the whole, however, Aristotle gives it a positive spin; something that contributes to a person’s diagōgē is thereby doing something good, and when he suggests that music might contribute to diagōgē he means that it might in some way support or sustain a way of life to which humans can and should aspire.  But in what sense exactly might music make a contribution?  Might it do so by being an actual constituent of a good way of life, the life of activity which is the telos of human nature, or is the idea that although doing musical things has no place among the activities that make up human diagōgē at its best, it is nevertheless a useful means through which we can become capable of actions that do form parts of an ideal way of life?  We have to be careful here.  Aristotle will indeed suggest reasons why music might have a legitimate place in the life of a perfected human being.  But we must remember that he is talking here about the reasons why there might be some value in learning music in childhood, and specifically in learning to play instruments and sing; and he certainly doesn’t mean us to suppose that we should go on being music students of that sort in the course of our adult lives.  Learning music will not form part of a worthwhile diagōgē.  As we saw earlier, his citizens are to ‘learn music’, in his sense, only between the ages of 14 and 17.  The sense of his suggestion that music might ‘contribute’ to one’s diagōgē must therefore be that this branch of learning might help to equip young people for the activities that will constitute their later way of life.
What about phronēsis, and the connection that Aristotle seems to make between it and diagōgē?  The only other passage in which the two words come together is in the Metaphysics, at 982b, and that is unhelpful, since phronēsis is being used there in a different sense from the one it has in Aristotle’s ethical and political writings.  The locus classicus for phronēsis in these works is EN VI, especially chapter 8 and chapters 12-13.  It is presented there in the guise of what in English we translate as ‘practical wisdom’, that is, a mode of understanding through which we grasp what is to be done in each of the particular situations we encounter – which course of action, among those that are currently available, is the right choice from an ethical perspective.  It is quite different from sophia or epistēmē, theoretical or scientific knowledge.  Proofs or demonstrations, apodeixeis, in the sciences, in metaphysics and so on take the form of syllogisms whose conclusions assure us of truths.  The so-called ‘practical syllogism’ in which phronēsis plays the leading role, by contrast, does not have a truth as its conclusion but a choice and an action.  A person who is phronimos will have a prior and ethically correct commitment to the belief that actions of such and such a sort ought to be done – in technical language this belief forms the major premise of his syllogism – and he will have the perspicacity to recognise that this action, in these circumstances, is of the relevant sort; that is the minor premise.  It’s important to remember that phronēsis demands this moral perceptiveness in particular situations, as well as a grasp on general ethical principles.  But the conclusion of a practical syllogism is not simply ‘therefore this ought to be done’; it is the person’s choice that he will do it and the action of actually doing so, or at least of making the attempt.  His belief that such things ought to be done is not just a theoretical doctrine; it has become embedded in his character, to the extent that when faced with a situation of the relevant sort he will consistently choose to act in the appropriate way.

Phronēsis is therefore a rather complex attribute.  It involves a solid grasp on ethical principles, the capacity to see where and how they are to be applied in particular circumstances, and a character which is totally committed to choosing what these principles dictate, even when other motives such as the agent’s own pleasure or convenience or safety might pull him in a different direction.  Phronēsis is not just an intellectual attribute, though it does have intellectual aspects; Aristotle tells us emphatically that it is inseparable from a character that is totally dedicated to the pursuit of what is good.  It isn’t difficult, then, to see how it’s linked to diagōgē, since that is a life of actions prompted by choices, and in the best sort of life these must be controlled by phronēsis.  But the complexity of the concept may well make us wonder which aspect of it, in Aristotle’s view, might be enhanced by being taught music.  Is he suggesting that music can enhance our understanding of ethical principles, or that it can sharpen our moral perceptiveness in particular situations, or that it can add strength to our motivation to act in accordance with the principles?  Or is it all of them?  It’s unlikely that he means the last of these things, that it strengthens our positive ethical motivation, not because he thinks it isn’t true but because it falls under a different heading.  That music can contribute to diagōgē and phronēsis is his third suggestion; the idea that it can influence our character, our disposition to act in morally significant ways, is the second.  What music may contribute to phronēsis must be connected with one or other of its more intellectual aspects, our grasp on moral principles or our perceptiveness in seeing where they apply, or indeed with both.  Perhaps, later on, we’ll discover which it is.
We can now turn to Aristotle’s initial comments about these three possible ways in which music’s inclusion in education might be justified, starting at 1339a27.  He begins with two negative points.  First, young people should obviously not be taught music for the sake of their own paidia, their own fun and enjoyment, since – he asserts severely – people don’t have fun while they’re learning; learning involves pain & suffering, λύπη.  (I hope that you are all suffering enough right now to satisfy Aristotle that you’re learning.)  Secondly, an educator should not be trying to equip young people with a diagōgē, which here seems to mean a fully formed and admirable way of life, since, he says rather enigmatically, a telos is not suitable for anything that is atelēs, incomplete.  I think he must mean that in order to undertake the modes of choice and action which constitute the complete fulfilment of a human life, a person’s relevant moral and intellectual capacities must themselves be completely developed.  Someone of whom this is not true, a child or an inadequate adult, might perhaps learn to imitate the outward behaviour of people who have attained this condition, but they will not have the moral insight to grasp what is to be done in all situations, or the strength of motivation to choose the right actions consistently and for the right reasons.  If someone drills children in the activities of a diagōgē whose point they cannot understand and with which they cannot personally identify, it will not be something that springs from their own minds and characters, and it cannot amount to their own realisation as human beings, the telos for whose fulfilment their human nature designs them.
Aristotle now makes a positive suggestion, returning to the idea that paidia, enjoyment and relaxation, might be the goal of a musical education.  Perhaps it is, so long as it is not for the children’s enjoyment while they are still children, but ‘when they have become men and have been completed’ (1339a31-33).  In principle, we may note, this may be an acceptable suggestion, since it will turn out a little later that relaxation and enjoyment are indeed essential to the quality of a good adult life.  But as is his regular habit, Aristotle immediately confronts us with an objection.  If that’s what it’s all about, why should we bother to learn music ourselves, and not just absorb the pleasure and instruction it offers when it’s performed by others?  (This is just one of the places where it becomes obvious that ‘learning music’ in this context means ‘learning to perform music’.)  That’s what the kings of the Medes and Persians do; and it’s inevitable, after all, that fully trained and expert musicians will produce much better results than people who’ve only worked on music for long enough to satisfy a normal educational curriculum.  (Any modern music-lover who also is or has been, like me, the parent of a 14-year-old child will know what agony it can be to listen to a school orchestra, hooting and scraping its way through a horrific parody of a bit of Mozart, and how different it is to hear it played by something like the Berlin Philharmonic.)  The objector’s argument ends with what’s meant to be a triumphant reductio ad absurdum: ‘If we ought to work thoroughly ourselves on things of that sort’ – which must mean “on the production of the things that give us pleasure” – ‘we would also have to be trained in the business of cooking; but that’s ridiculous.’  No self-respecting ancient Greek free citizen, it’s implied, would even consider putting on an apron and getting to work in the kitchen.
Aristotle doesn’t immediately respond to these objections.  On the contrary, he presses them further, pointing out that the same aporia – the same problem – arises again if music can improve the character, and if that is supposed to be the goal of a musical education.  Why should the future citizens learn music themselves – that is, learn to play and sing it themselves – rather than enjoying it rightly (ὀρθῶς χαίρειν, a phrase we’ll unpack shortly) and judging it correctly when others perform it?  That’s what the Spartans do; ‘for though they do not learn it they can nevertheless correctly discriminate, so they say, those melodies that are χρηστά (something like ‘worthy of respect’) and those that are not’ (1339b2-4).  Let’s notice a couple of incidental points here: first the somewhat ironical tone of the phrase about the Spartans, ‘so they say’ – Aristotle seems to be hinting that we shouldn’t believe them – and secondly that for all his irony the Spartans are credited with rather loftier ambitions than the ‘kings of the Medes and Persians’ in the previous passage; the Spartans are said to be concerned with the right sort of enjoyment and correct moral discrimination, whereas those kings are supposed to be interested, at least primarily, in mere pleasure.
But those points aren’t important.  Moving on again, we find that Aristotle still hasn’t finished with this kind of objection, since, he says, the same argument will apply against the third suggestion, that music should be learned for the sake of happiness and the diagōgē characteristic of a free man.  Why should we bother to learn it ourselves, rather than just enjoying the performances of others?  After all, according to the poets, the king of the gods doesn’t sing and play the kithara.  In fact we call people who do perform music banausoi, and reckon that such behaviour isn’t proper to a real man – unless he’s drunk or joking.
That adjective, banausos, deserves some comment.  We don’t really have a good translation for it in English.  It has the air of expressing a judgement based on social class.  It carries a definite tone of disapproval, and something like ‘vulgar’ is probably the best we can do; but in modern English the word ‘vulgar’ generally refers to people who have bad manners and talk rudely or with a low-class accent, or who hang about on street corners making suggestive remarks about women.  In ancient Greek, or at least in Aristotle’s Greek, banausos is not used only of low-class & loud-mouthed vulgarians, and it applies in particular to anyone who can be described as a technitēs, including professional musicians; but the criteria by which it’s applied are none too easy to discover.  I won’t go into all the complications; probably the best way of getting an idea of it is to read the first Book of the Politics and –especially – the fifth chapter of Book III, and you’ll have to do that for yourselves.  But I’ll try to give a quick sketch.

In Pol. III.5 Aristotle says that the banausoi are people, other than slaves, who are not free of τῶν ἔργων τῶν ἀναγκαίων, literally ‘necessary labours’.  This is sometimes taken to refer to anyone who has to work in order to keep himself and his household fed and supplied with the necessities of life, or alternatively who works in the production or supply of things that are necessary to support life in general.  But both those characterisations are misleading.  The second of them breaks down because by no means all technitai produce or supply things necessary for life; that’s not true either of musicians or of the craftsmen who make their instruments.  The first interpretation breaks down for at least two reasons.  For one thing, as Aristotle remarks in the same passage, most technitai are rich; they are not labouring just to put bread in their families’ mouths.  Secondly, even the best citizens ‘work’, in this sense; they have at least to manage their households, designating the tasks to be done by others, especially slaves, and ensuring that they are done properly; and these activities may include such things as the management of a farm, which can be quite a complex matter.  There are two main kinds of thing they don’t do; they don’t work with their hands, or not much, and they don’t work in other people’s employment and to other people’s orders.  The lives of those whose work involves obeying other people’s orders are not free.  It makes no difference whether they are labourers being told what to do by their foreman or skilled craftsmen making intricate jewellery or musical instruments for a customer; and a rich businessman who isn’t forced by ‘necessity’ to devote all his efforts to his money-making work but chooses to do so is just as banausos as a carpenter.  Both of them labour to fulfil the requirements of others, and though the businessman may have chosen his way of life for himself, he must then conform to the demands of the market, just as the carpenter works to the orders of his employer.  Neither has the leisure to take political responsibilities or improve his mind; the businessman, given his overall attitude to life, will probably lack any desire to do so.  Hence such people cannot aspire to the best human condition, even though they do not belong to the people controlling them and are not slaves, as Aristotle makes clear.  According to the constitutions of some cities – though not, in Aristotle’s view, the best – the banausoi technitai are citizens of the polis, and are free in the political sense; but whether they are citizens or not, as individuals they are not free persons in the moral sense, which is what matters here.  People who work most of the time with their bodies, again, do not have the time or energy to devote to higher pursuits, besides the fact that – according to Aristotle – such constant bodily exertions will damage their physique.

For all these reasons the word banausos can be applied to professional musicians just as much as to bricklayers, and I suppose that similar attitudes nowadays would be regarded as elitist and definitely not politically correct.  We obviously don’t have to subscribe to the value-system the word’s use implies; but to understand this text we have to take an imaginative leap into a world where such judgements are quite normal and acceptable.  In particular we must think ourselves into the world of Aristotle’s theory, where no one can aspire to the best human life unless he is in the full sense a ‘free man’, with ample opportunities for moral and intellectual self-improvement.  The life of a professional musician, from this perspective, is in one way even worse than that of someone who just digs ditches or carries vegetables to market.  All of them, perhaps, are constrained by the need to work, but the musician has also had to undergo an arduous training before he even sets out on his professional life, at just the stage of his development when he should be attending to the education of his mind and character; and he also has to go on, throughout his career, giving much of the time which a citizen would spend in a free man’s activities to tediously practising his specialised techniques.  His development as a human being is thereby inevitably stunted and distorted, and the horrible word banausos fits him like a glove.
As a footnote to Aristotle’s remarks at 1339b6-10, there seems to be something a bit odd about the way he puts together his comment about the gods and the opinion that musical performers are banausoi.  As far as I know, what he says about the poets’ representations of Zeus is true.  Even in passages which depict the music of the gods on Olympus, for instance lines 182 ff in the Homeric Hymn to Apollo, Zeus doesn’t take part in the action; he just sits back and enjoys it.  The only place I can think of where it seems to be suggested that he really is a musician is in the Plutarchan De musica (1131F), which records that according to Heraclides, the first kitharōidos was Amphion, son of Zeus and Antiope; and, we’re told, ‘it was obviously his father who taught him’.  We can’t be sure whether the implicit image of Zeus as a music-teacher comes from Heraclides or from the compiler himself, but in any case it seems to be a very eccentric and unusual idea.  So Aristotle is probably right about Zeus; but in the Hymn to Apollo the activities of singing and dancing involve a whole roomful of gods.  Does that make them banausoi?  What about the Muses, and above all, what about Apollo?  Aristotle can hardly mean to imply that the word banausos applies to him too.
Perhaps I’m making a fuss about nothing; it’s not to hard to suggest plausible answers to my question.  If we look at another Homeric Hymn, the Hymn to Hermes, we find that although lyre-playing is a wonderful and intricate art, with rules that need to be obeyed, and although Apollo is amazed by Hermes’ performance, there’s no suggestion that a god needs years of arduous practice in order to master the thing; quite the contrary, in fact.  Further, though Apollo is the musical technitēs par excellence, he certainly doesn’t earn his living by singing and playing to order.  It looks as if the ideal life as portrayed by the poets, that of the gods, is like that of a citizen of an Aristotelian polis in that working for a living plays no part in it, but unlike it in that the divine exponents of technical skills need none of the training and practice that is demanded of their human counterparts.  Human beings must strive to develop their potentialities, whether as artists and craftsmen or as moral agents, whereas the gods do not grow towards their perfection; they just have it, built into their existence.  (Hermes, you’ll remember, was a skilled contriver, a musician and a thief from the day he was born.)  In any case it’s probably a mistake to try to compare the divine and human situations in this way.  Aristotle is talking about musicians and other technitai in the context of a polis, and the community of gods on Olympus is not a polis at all.  As Aristotle makes clear in Politics Book I, it’s something quite different, an oikos, a household, and the norms Aristotle lays down for relations between members of an oikos are not the same as those that apply to a polis.
In that case there need be no real tension between Aristotle’s comment about the gods and his statement that musical performers are reckoned as banausoi – something of which we’ll hear more later – but I still find it rather odd that he puts the two points side by side, inviting questions which he himself makes no attempt to answer; I’ve had to ask the questions and answer them myself.  One might try to argue that these statements don’t express his own views – he’s just offering possible objections to a thesis he wants to defend – and that in any case he doesn’t fully commit himself to either assertion.  One is just ‘what the poets say’ and the other is ‘what we say’, where ‘we’ might refer to ordinary people in general; and what they say is unsupported by any argument.  Perhaps he has a bad conscience about calling musicians banausoi, and would not wish to do so himself.  He must have been aware that many musicians were sophisticated and well educated people, and that at least in the past some of them had gained a high reputation for their wisdom and good character; one only has to think of people like Aeschylus or Simonides.  But if we try to go down that road we’ll run into a brick wall.  For reasons I’ve given and of which we’re going to hear more, professional musicians and any amateurs who try to acquire their level of technical skill really are banausoi, in Aristotle’s opinion, and there’s no getting away from that fact.
I’ve gone on far too long about this issue; at any rate I’ll drop it now, and that’s where I’ll stop for the present.  Aristotle has suggested three reasons why music might be a valuable ingredient of a citizen’s education, and he’s found ways of making them all look problematic.  Tomorrow we’ll begin to see how he answers the objections he’s put forward.
