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Seminar 4

Aristotle Politics Book VIII, 1339b10-1340b19

Andrew Barker

Part 1: 1339b10-1340a12
Aristotle has put forward three suggestions about the purpose that ‘learning music’ might have in a young citizen’s education.  He’s identified possible difficulties in each of them; and in particular he’s noted that one might argue, in each case, that the same desirable results can be achieved without ever learning to play an instrument or to sing.  But at the beginning of today’s passage he decides to put that issue on the back-burner, to be considered later; it will reappear in Chapter 6, at 1340b, and no doubt we’ll hear from Professor Pöhlmann about it tomorrow.  One might argue, however, that this decision is odd, or even illogical.  Up to this point in the text, ‘learning music’ has apparently included nothing except learning to sing and play; and if that’s right, we surely should put first the question whether the relevant results can in fact be achieved without it.  If they can, we clearly don’t need the kind of musical education he has in mind, and the rest of the enquiry is unnecessary.

There are various ways one might answer this objection, but I won’t bother with most of them, since the real solution, I think, is one I hinted at briefly yesterday.  That is, although so far Aristotle has indeed implied that ‘learning music’ just is learning to play and sing, he doesn’t in the end tie himself down completely to that position.  You can see this most clearly at the beginning of Chapter 6, if Professor Pöhlmann doesn’t mind my trespassing briefly on his territory.  Here is the relevant sentence: πότερον δὲ δεῖ μανθάνειν ᾄδοντάς τε καὶ χειρουργοῦντας ἢ μὴ, καθάπερ ἠπορήθη πρότερον, νῦν λεκτέον, ‘we must now say whether or not they should learn by singing and working with their hands, a problem we raised earlier’ (1340b20-21).  It’s clear from the context that ‘whether or not they should learn (manthanein)’ by this method means ‘whether or not they should learn music’ by this method; and the plain implication is that there is another way of learning music in which the students do not learn to sing and play instruments themselves.  It’s been shown in the passage just before this remark – which we’ll come to later today – that music, as an element of education, can produce very desirable outcomes, and hence it should be taught; but, this sentence suggests, perhaps it should not be taught by teaching the students to perform.  That remains to be seen; but if the suggestion, true or false, is worth considering at all, there must be some sort of musical teaching which is not teaching performance.  As I said yesterday, Aristotle drops no hints, as far as I can see, about what it might involve.

Let’s go back to our passage.  The problem about performance has been postponed, and we’re to consider the more general question whether music should or should not be included in education.  The answer will hang on whether it can really serve any of the three purposes that have been suggested.  Can it contribute to a person’s capacity for ‘play’, paidia, in a way that is useful and worthwhile, or can it enhance their moral development, or can it add value to their diagōgē, the ‘way of life’ we talked about yesterday?  Aristotle immediately asserts that it can reasonably be credited with all three of these powers.  To substantiate this assertion he first considers the one of them that looks most trivial, music’s contribution to paidia, ‘play’ (not that of the children themselves, we must remember, but of the adults they will become), and given this activity’s apparent unimportance he devotes a rather surprising amount of space to it.  It turns out to be not quite as insignificant as one might have thought.

Two principal ideas are involved in the discussion (1339b15-42).  The first is that the point of paidia is to provide anapausis, which we might translate as ‘relaxation’ or ‘recreation’, conceived, as Aristotle says, as a sort of therapy for the after-effects of hard work.  (In this case, it might be the hard work involved in acting as a fine and upstanding human being in such matters as one’s personal relationships, and especially in one’s activities as a politically responsible citizen.)  Secondly, both anapausis and music give pleasure, and pleasure itself has some genuine value.  The two points are not independent of one another; pleasure is intrinsically desirable, and it is also because anapausis gives pleasure that it can have its therapeutic effect.  In the remarks that follow these thoughts are quite intricately intertwined.  But let’s start by separating them out a bit.

The main point about anapausis, relaxation, is straightforward and doesn’t need elaborate comment.  Just one feature of what Aristotle says deserves some attention; it’s at 1339b25-31.  ‘Harmless pleasures are in tune (ἁρμόττει) not only with the telos, the purpose of life, but also with anapausis; and since it’s the case that human beings are rarely ἐν τῷ τέλει’ (i.e. fully actualising the fulfilment of their human nature) ‘but are often relaxing and engaged in playful activities with no objective beyond the pleasure they give, it must be useful to take relaxation in the pleasures that come from music.’  This sounds like good common sense, but two points arise from it.  First, the telos of human life is clearly distinguished from anapausis; while you are relaxing and playing games you are not ἐν τῷ τέλει.  Secondly, a good deal of any human life, even the best, is occupied by paidia and anapausis.  But if we take these two points together with what Aristotle says at 1339b15-19, we get an intriguing result.  In that passage he says that the good way of life, diagōgē, must include pleasure as well as to kalon; and the context shows that the pleasure he is thinking of is, or at any rate includes, the pleasure derived from anapausis.  But we now have found that even if being ἐν τῷ τέλει has pleasure associated with it, as Aristotle does indeed hold, anapausis and its pleasures do not form any part of it.  In that case we must conclude that a good diagōgē is not, after all, identical with the telos of human life, as was implied above at 1339a29-31.  Diagōgē is more extensive, including everything that human beings’ lives will have to include if they are just sometimes to achieve the complete fulfilment of their human nature in action.  This seems to be another case in which Aristotle allows the concepts he uses and the relations between them a degree of flexibility; he is not as rigidly bound to absolute logical consistency as some of his writings might lead us to suppose.  In this case in particular, we might think back to what I was saying yesterday about gods.  They live their idealised lives without effort, and therefore don’t need to relax from anything like laborious work.  Everything they do is a complete expression of their nature; they are perpetually ἐν τῷ τέλει.  Human beings, on the other hand, are not like that.  We get weary, and can’t be in absolutely top form all the time; hence the conduct of even the best human life, its diagōgē, must incorporate some down time, as it were – not of course in activities that are positively bad, but in the ‘harmless’ pleasures and relaxations that Aristotle mentions.

But this allusion to the gods takes us to Aristotle’s second theme, that music gives pleasure, and pleasure has some value over and above its usefulness in anapausis.  According to Homer and other poets, after all, the gods themselves make music and pass time listening to it, even though – presumably – they have no use for anapausis.  Aristotle’s treatment of this idea takes off from his parenthetical comment at 1339b19 that eudaimonia (very roughly, ‘happiness’) is a complex of both to kalon, what is fine and noble, and hēdonē, pleasure.  This fits with what he says in the Ethics; one might paraphrase it by saying that it’s all very well to talk about the best life as one dedicated to noble actions, but no one is going to choose such a life for themselves – and indeed the doctrine can’t be true – unless it is also enjoyable.  Everyone agrees, he goes on at 1339b20, that music is one of the most pleasurable things there is; and he concludes, a few lines later, that this gives us another reason – that is, a different reason from the one to do with anapausis – for thinking that the young should be educated in music.  It would seem natural to take this as meaning that music deserves a place in a well-lived life for its own sake, not just as a necessary therapy; but let’s not draw that conclusion just yet.  There are uncertainties about it, and we’ll come back to it shortly.

In the mean time let me first make a couple of incidental points about this passage.  Music, Aristotle says, is one of the pleasantest things, both when it’s psilē, literally ‘bare’, and when it includes melōidia.  The adjective psilos is regularly used of purely instrumental music, whereas melōidia is the activity of singing a tune; and Aristotle’s allusion to purely instrumental music is rather interesting.  Plato in the Laws is distinctly snooty about it, though he has other issues in mind at that point; more generally, we don’t hear very much about it in the texts we have from this period.  Aristotle seems to take it as a familiar mode of performance which everyone enjoys, and that’s something we might not have guessed on the basis of our other evidence.  Secondly and even more incidentally, we have the allusion to Musaeus, cited for the saying ‘for mortals the most pleasurable thing is singing’.  Musaeus, as we all know, is a mythical musician, said to have been the son of Orpheus.  According to Plato at Rep. 364e, people say that both of them are descended from the Muses and the Moon.  We’re told elsewhere that Musaeus was taught by the equally mythical musician Linus.  So he didn’t exist, and we might well ask how Aristotle can be quoting from his poetry.  But that isn’t a problem.  Poems allegedly composed by both Musaeus and Orpheus started to appear in the late 6th century; they included a set of oracles attributed to Musaeus, and poems in which he is represented as the prime exponent of so-called Eleusinian ‘Orphism’, that is, as the main source of the Orphic poems used especially in Dionysiac and other mystery rituals.  Presumably Aristotle is quoting from one of these.

Let’s get back to the serious stuff, and look at the passage beginning at 1339b31.  It’s agreed that the best life includes pleasure, and that we take pleasure in paidia, specifically in the sort of paidia that involves music.  This, says Aristotle, has made some people identify the telos of human life with paidia, on the grounds that the pleasure in question isn’t just any sort of pleasure, but precisely the sort that paidia provides, that is, one that does have some value, but not for any future consequences that may flow from it.  It gains its value from its relation to the labour and difficulty with which one has struggled in the past.  In this respect, Aristotle agrees, it has some similarity to the telos, the perfection of human life which is its purpose, to the extent that this, too, is not something chosen for its future consequences.  But now we need to revisit the conclusion that looked tempting just now, that music has a part to play in the mode of life that defines the human telos for its own sake, regardless of its therapeutic or other effects.  We are encouraged to think so, partly because, as Aristotle pointed out earlier, the best kind of life must be enjoyable as well as morally admirable, and partly because, as he now says, the enjoyment we get from paidia, including musical paidia, just like the telos, is not something valued for its future consequences.

But that’s not enough to give us the suggested conclusion, and in fact I don’t think we should draw it.  It’s true that these paidiai are not valued for their future consequences; but in this passage Aristotle has repeatedly said or implied that what makes them enjoyable and to that extent worthwhile is their relation to things in the past.  These pleasures are appropriate objects of choice ‘not on account of anything in the future, but on account of things that have happened, such as labour and discomfort’ (1339b34-36).  But that isn’t true of the human telos or any component of it; these are worthy of choice for their own intrinsic value, and certainly not on account of past events.  We are back once again with the gap that has opened up between the telos itself and the diagōgē, the whole pattern of an adult life within which the telos can sometimes be attained.  Music and similar pleasant forms of paidia are certainly needed in the latter, but there’s nothing to say that they are intrinsic to the telos.

Well, nothing, that is, except the remark we noticed earlier, that these harmless pleasures ‘are in tune with’ the telos as well as with anapausis, ‘relaxation’.  But what does ‘being in tune with’ (ἁρμόττειν) mean in this context?  Philosophers quite often use musical expressions of this sort in settings where we might imagine that it represents, metaphorically, a clear-cut logical relation.  Sometimes the relation can be identified, but in other cases it is strangely elusive.  I suspect that this is the case here, and that Aristotle’s ἁρμόττειν works rather as the verb συμφωνεῖν, ‘to be concordant with’, does from time to time in Plato, for instance in a notoriously tricky passage of the Phaedo (100a), at least as I interpret it.  That is, it is not meant to suggest that one thing is entailed by the other, or is a necessary part of it, or anything like that; and on the other hand it’s not as weak as saying that one thing is merely consistent with the other, so that both can be present at the same time.  I don’t want to get too technical about these verbs, but broadly speaking what they mean in these passages, I think, is that the two things go well with one another.  They don’t always have to occur together, and neither are they just things that are consistent with one another merely in the sense that they can occur together.  That holds of things that can coexist because the existence or non-existence of one of them has no bearing on the possible existence of the other; the fact (if it is one) that there’s a cat in the room is consistent with the possibility that there’s an apple here too.  Both Plato and Aristotle mean more than that.  My suggestion about the meaning of Aristotle’s remark that these pleasures are ‘in tune’ with the telos – that they go well together – will probably strike you as vague, and I shall not try to give it a profile that would satisfy a logician; I don’t think it has one.  But an example may help.  One might see the idea most clearly in an aesthetic context; if you paint your wall this particular shade of green, the other colours you put with it will not be aesthetically irrelevant, but on the other hand it isn’t necessary, either aesthetically or for any other reason, that you put with it this particular shade of blue.  If you do use that shade, on the other hand, the result will be successful, even though you might still get a good result if you used another instead.  It’s one of the shades that is ‘in tune’ with your green.

I won’t go on about this any more.  The upshot is that so far as I can tell, we should not take this passage to mean that since music is something that gives pleasure and contributes to ‘play’, paidia, it is therefore a constituent element of the telos of human life, even though it’s something very useful to us in living the kind of life, the diagōgē, in which we may sometimes reach that goal.  There really isn’t anything surprising in that.  The activities constituting the goal and perfection of human life, as Aristotle conceives them, are serious and important in their own right; for a free citizen, considered as such, the most important of these activities is political activity, including deliberation and decision-making in peacetime and military service in war.  There’s nothing playful about things like that, whereas when music is considered in this light it’s really quite trivial and insignificant stuff.  We can push that point a little further, and I think we should.  Although we’ve found hints that Aristotle’s notion of ‘learning music’ may have a wider scope than just learning to sing and play instruments, it is this that has certainly taken centre-stage so far.  So when he says that in everyone’s opinion music is one of the most enjoyable things there are (1339b20), he probably means to include one’s own musical performances under that heading.  We might note that the quotation from Musaeus a couple of lines later says that the most enjoyable thing for mortals is singing, not that it’s listening to singing.  And we should certainly notice how all the talk of paidia in this section echoes the use of the participle παίζοντος at 1339b10, where we’re told that performing music isn’t something for a real man to do – unless he’s drunk or παίζων, ‘playing’ or ‘having fun’.  So the sort of enjoyment with which the whole passage is concerned has just the same sort of status as the kind we get from being drunk; it may be fun (at least till the hangover sets in), but it isn’t something to be taken seriously or pursued as part of the goal of a good life.
We can in fact see quite directly, from the way Aristotle goes on at the end of this passage, at 1339b42-1340a6, that he thinks of this pleasure-giving and relaxing aspect of music as trivial.  We need to enquire, he says, whether music has a more honourable nature than the one presupposed by this way of using it.  The kind of pleasure we’ve been discussing is one that everyone can feel; it’s a ‘natural’, φυσική pleasure, that is, one we are ‘naturally’ set up to enjoy just because we are human, regardless of our age or our good or bad character.  In that sense there’s nothing noble or admirable about it.  But music will have a ‘more honourable’ status if it turns out that it also πρὸς τὸ ἦθος συντείνει καὶ πρὸς τὴν ψυχήν, if it ‘has a bearing on our character and our soul’ (1340a6).

That concludes Aristotle’s treatment of the first suggested reason why music should be included in education, and it gives him his transition to the second, that music should be part of education because it can improve character.  It’s worth noticing, before we go on, that he never explicitly makes a separate examination of the third suggestion, that it has a role in human diagōgē.  It’s arguable, and I think it’s true, that parts of what he says in later passages are designed with that thought in mind.  But the ways in which music can contribute to a person’s diagōgē have already been given a good deal of thought in his discussion of paidia; it may be that he thinks that no more is needed, and perhaps it isn’t, in the sense that this discussion has adequately prepared us to understand how his later remarks are connected with it.

Let’s make a start, then, on his investigation of the question whether music can affect one’s character and one’s soul.  It’s worth bearing in mind, I think, that the way Aristotle puts the question at this stage can be read in an evaluatively neutral sense.  He doesn’t immediately ask whether music can improve a person’s character; the phrase πρὸς τὸ ἦθος συντείνει need mean no more than ‘has an effect on’, or ‘has a bearing on’, without saying whether the effect is good or bad.  Notice, too, that he isn’t yet explicitly asking whether music should form part of a young person’s education; his question is of the other sort flagged in yesterday’s passage, at 1339a14-16, τίνα ἔχει δύναμιν, what powers or capacities music has, what it can do.  Of course the thought in his mind is that if music can affect human character, then some kinds of music may be able to enhance it; and if that is the case appropriate varieties of it should certainly be included in the educational curriculum.  But we haven’t yet reached those issues.

He begins, at 1340a7-8, by saying that it would be obvious that music can have such effects ‘if through it we become ποιοί τινες in respect of our characters’.  The phrase ποιοί τινες is hard to translate in a way that preserves the structure of Aristotle’s Greek, but the general sense of the hypothesis is that that the case will be proven if in fact our characters acquire some particular quality through exposure to music.  He immediately asserts that we do indeed become ποιοί τινες, and that there’s a great deal of evidence to show it, above all the evidence provided by the melodies of Olympus.  It’s universally agreed that these melodies make our souls ἐνθουσιαστικάς, and ἐνθουσιασμός is a πάθος of the character of the soul.

This remark isn’t as simple as it looks; let’s pick it apart a bit, beginning with ἐνθουσιασμός.  It’s a word that belongs primarily in religious settings, in the context of the more passionate and emotional forms of ritual, notably those associated with Dionysus, Cybele, and the mystery cults.  It is the condition of religious ecstasy in which sober reasoning disappears, and the worshippers abandon themselves to a sense of mystic union with the god, most famously conjured up in the frenzied enchantment of the women in Euripides’ Bacchae.  Music played a major part in these rituals, especially the mesmerising whine and drone of auloi and the insistent rhythms beaten out by tympana and cymbals; and the thesis that enthousiasmos can be generated by musical means is relatively uncontroversial.  What about Olympus?  As we all know, he is a semi-legendary Phrygian aulete, whose crucial role in the earliest Greek musical tradition is discussed at length in passages derived from Aristoxenus in the De musica attributed, mistakenly, to Plutarch.  In that pseudo-Plutarchan dialogue we hear nothing about the ecstatic or inspirational character of Olympus’ melodies, but this is something assumed to be well known by Alcibiades in his speech in Plato’s Symposium, and again by Socrates in the questionably Platonic dialogue Minos.  In a paper I gave at the conference on the pseudo-Plutarchan De musica in Calabria in 2009, I argued that the melodies that were supposed to have these effects are not the ones given special prominence in that text, the spondeion and the Nomos of Athena, but ones that are mentioned there only in passing, the pieces in honour of the Mother Goddess and certain others that are described as ‘Phrygian’.  But I won’t pursue that issue any further now; for present purposes it hardly matters.

So we know what enthousiasmos is, and we know about Olympus.  But assuming that everything Aristotle says about these melodies is true, or at least that every Greek of the period would agree that it was true, does it really amount to adequate evidence that music can alter our characters in any sense that is relevant to moral education?  It’s not at all obvious that it does.  Aristotle has described enthousiasmos as a pathos, and we need to think for a moment about that word.  A pathos is something that you passively undergo, paschein, something that happens to you without your choice or volition, normally as a consequence of something impinging on you from outside; it may be the pain caused by an injury, for instance, and in psychological contexts it is typically an emotion, like the fear or sorrow or delight prompted by some striking experience.  Feelings and emotions of these sorts certainly do affect us, and there’s no doubt that music can create them; the problem is that they are temporary.  We can be uplifted by the surge and splendour of a symphony’s finale, or drawn into the longing of one of Schumann’s songs while it’s playing on the radio, but when it’s finished we get on with the washing-up, and five minutes later we are just the same people as we always were.  Except in very unusual cases, our characters, where these are persisting and influential parts of our selves, have not been substantially changed.  Enthousiasmos is no different.  It’s all very well for Aristotle to say, as he does, that it’s a pathos of the character of our soul, but the frenzied women in Euripides, and no doubt in real life, emerge again from their emotional ecstasies; they are appalled by their sober recognition of what they have done, and the enthousiasmos itself does not become a permanent feature of their characters.  There is a crucial difference between a temporary emotional disturbance, even if as Aristotle says it’s a disturbance of one’s character, του ἤθους πάθος, and a lasting disposition of character, τοῦ ἤθους ἕξις.  This is far from being the only Greek text in which the distinction seems to be ignored, but it strikes me as a distinction that is seriously important.

Emotions and dispositions, however, are not entirely unconnected, and I think that Aristotle has a rather clear line of defence.  Let’s go back for a moment to the point where he first introduces the idea that music might be able to affect people’s character, at 1339a21-25.  The suggestion is that ‘music has some bearing on aretē’; and it would have such a bearing if ‘just as gymnastikē gives the body a certain quality, so music is capable of giving the character a certain quality, by training it to be able to enjoy rightly, χαίρειν ὄρθως’.  The verb ἐθίζειν, which I have given the sense ‘to train’, is more usually and quite correctly translated as ‘to habituate’; the person dealt with in this way is being made to get used to doing or experiencing certain things, or doing them and experiencing them in a particular way, to the extent that it becomes habitual.  The point of the translation ‘training’ is to emphasize the active force of the verb and the passivity of its object.  The student makes no independent contribution to the process, for instance by thinking or decision-making, any more than a rat does when it’s being trained to run a maze.

What he’s being trained to do – or ‘conditioned’ to do, if you prefer – is to ‘enjoy rightly’, or as it’s put more fully at 1340a15, ‘to enjoy and love and hate rightly’.  Feelings of enjoyment and love and hatred are of course emotions; but the idea is that if the emotion-trainer knows his business, he will be able to introduce us to good things in a guise that we will enjoy and love, and to bad things in a way that makes us dislike and reject them.  By repeatedly subjecting us to these experiences over a substantial period of time, perhaps the three years that Aristotle allows for musical education, he will drill these responses into us so thoroughly that they become, as we say, second nature to us, and we will always react to similar stimuli in the ways that have been inculcated.  We have absorbed them as permanent features of ourselves; they are no longer being imposed on us by someone else, the teacher or trainer, but have become the ways in which we react and with which we fully identify.  That is, they have become ingrained in our character, our ἦθος, and have attained the status not just of passing emotions but of reliable moral dispositions.  As Socrates says in the Republic, the right sort of training will ‘draw people, right from childhood and without their knowledge, into similarity and love and concord with what is noble and beautiful’; and a person who has been appropriately trained ‘will praise and rejoice in fine things, and will receive them into his soul and be nourished by them, becoming fine and good’ (Rep. 401d, 401e-402a).

This is of course exactly what Aristotle is after, and I think it’s the right way to understand the connection he implicitly makes between music’s capacity to arouse emotions and the power it has to affect character.  The educator finds ways of repeatedly arousing in his students the appropriate emotions to morally significant stimuli, and thereby develops in them – without their even noticing, as Plato says – a permanent disposition to react in the same way when they meet similar stimuli in adult life.  But that brings us to the next important question, the last that I’ll be discussing today; in what way can the stimuli provided by music be regarded as morally significant?  Let’s grant that when we listen to music our emotions are often engaged; it can make us feel happy or sentimental or patriotic or all sorts of other things, and perhaps some of these emotions are ethically more desirable than others.  But that won’t be relevant to the kind of training I’ve tried to outline, unless the music to which we react in these ways can be shown to have features that link it with situations and experiences which genuinely deserve to be greeted with such reactions.  It’s no good training us to make the right responses to musical stimuli and to nothing else; the training must also have created the disposition to respond in equally admirable ways to morally good and bad non-musical events, actions, temptations and so on.  Given the nature of the training, through which we are brought to react in similar ways to similar experiences, this will only be possible if the musical and non-musical stimuli have relevantly similar features.  But at a first glance, we would probably say that no features of music have anything in common with those that make an action generous or brave or dishonest or mean-spirited.  Can that impression be shown to be mistaken?  We’ll come back to that question in Part 2.
Part 2, 1340a12-1340b19.

At the end of Part 1 we were asking how responses to music can have any connection with responses to morally significant experiences; and we pick up the text at the point where Aristotle has just referred to the enthousiasmos induced by the melodies of Olympus.  Now he adds, at 1340a12-14, that people also become συμπαθεῖς when they listen to mimēseis, artistic ‘representations’ of real actions and events, even if they have no rhythms or melodies associated with them.  That is, these mimēseis arouse emotions that are ‘in sympathy’ with them – presumably in the sense that they are the emotions we would feel if the actions represented were real – even if the mimēseis are not musical representations.  The implication, obviously, is that music itself is a mode of mimēsis, as Plato repeatedly asserts in both the Republic and the Laws; and the comment that we have ‘sympathetic’ reactions to mimēseis even when they are not musical may hint that music is not just an example of it but the most prominent and the most emotionally and morally significant example.  We’ll come to that in a moment.  But first we have a sentence that takes us back to the issues we were discussing just now (1340a14-18).

Music, it says, is something enjoyable, and aretē is a matter of enjoying and loving and hating rightly.  Hence, Aristotle asserts, the most important thing to learn is to judge rightly, τὸ κρίνειν ὀρθῶς, and to take pleasure in admirable characters and noble actions.  I haven’t said much about the notion of judgement, but it was linked to the same kind of context in a previous passage, at 1339b1-4, where the Spartans are said to claim that even without learning to sing and play instruments themselves, they can judge, κρίνειν, which melodies are χρηστά, admirable and worthy of respect, and which are not.  The interesting thing about the introduction of judgement into the scenario in the passage we’re now looking at is that it can’t be conceived as something purely emotional, or as an un-thought expression of a subconscious prejudice or attitude.  It involves the mind too; it is, one might say, the intellectual ingredient in phronēsis, the attribute that enables us to make the right deliberate choices, and Aristotle has not explained, or not here, how the sort of moral training he envisages can enhance our mental acuity.  But I don’t want to pursue that problem very far.  Perhaps we can leave it with Plato, in a passage part of which I quoted earlier.  His Socrates says that properly trained people will rightly praise and enjoy what is fine and good and condemn what is ugly ‘even when they are young, before they can have a grasp on reason; but when reason [that is, the capacity to use their minds rationally] arrives, they will embrace it, recognising it because of its οἰκειότης,’ its kinship with the non-rational dispositions they already have (Rep. 401e-402a).  To put it in terms closer to Aristotle’s, when we gain the capacity for making rational judgements, we shall find, if our moral and emotional dispositions have been properly trained, that our judgement directs us to respond to situations along routes which we are already strongly motivated to take.  We might add that the experience of learning to respond in similar ways to ethically equivalent stimuli may have sharpened our capacity to identify the features of particular experiences that carry the relevant evaluative loading.  Phronēsis, we may remember, which depends on judgement of this sort, is the ‘practical wisdom’ that shows itself in our appropriate responses to particular situations.  It’s not just a generalised kind of theoretical understanding.

That’s quite enough of that.  Let’s go back to the notion of mimēsis, and the suggestion that a training in music while we are young might enhance our moral character.  This, if it is true, will be because the qualities we have learned to admire or detest in music are somehow similar to those we ought to admire or detest for ethical reasons, in situations we encounter in our adult lives.  Aristotle asserts immediately, at 1340a18-21, that rhythms and melodies do indeed contain what he calls ὁμοιώματα, ‘likenesses’, of ethically good and bad human attributes, anger, mildness, courage, moderation and their opposites, and all other dispositions of character, ἤθη.  His evidence for this contention, as several times elsewhere in this passage, consists in an appeal to what he says are plain facts.  The truth of this is clear ἐκ τῶν ἔργων, he says, from what actually happens, for when we hear them – that is, the rhythms and melodies – we alter our soul.  (I suppose that must mean that we shift into a different mental or emotional condition.)  The thought seems to be something like this.  Suppose that X is a type of rhythm or melody and Y is a human characteristic like courage or brutality.  Then if we react to X, the musical phenomenon, in the same way that we would do to Y, the morally significant characteristic, X must be a ὁμοίωμα, a likeness, of Y.  In that case there must be something about X which makes it similar to whatever it is in Y that evokes this particular response.  But it seems obvious that whatever this attribute is, it can’t be exactly the same in both cases.  No doubt it’s quite reasonable for Aristotle to say, at 1340a23-28, that having the disposition to enjoy and reject things that are like the real characters or actions is ‘close’ to having the same attitudes to the real things, and the example he offers in support of this seems fair enough.  If someone enjoys a picture of Mme Sarkozy, for example, just on account of the way the figure looks in an accurate photograph, they’ll obviously also enjoy what the real Mme Sarkozy looks like if they see her – though of course that’s not to say that they’ll necessarily like anything else about her.  If we interpret this example in the way that Aristotle apparently intends, the two things, the picture and the person, have features that are literally the same, so far as their visible aspects are concerned.  Musical phenomena, on the other hand, do not seem to have any of the relevant features, the virtues and vices, of the human characters and forms of behaviour of which they are supposed to be likenesses.  So what is it about them that makes them ὁμοιώματα, likenesses of such things?  In what respects are morally loaded characteristics of human beings and features of musical compositions alike?  So far there is nothing to tell us.  Perhaps we can extract some enlightenment from what follows.

It seems to me that the passage I have in mind, starting at 1340a28, is actually rather remarkable.  I don’t know of anything quite like it elsewhere, though I’ll be trying to supplement what it says from a couple of other, possibly related texts.  (There’s also a paragraph with some rather similar features in Ptolemy’s Harmonics, the closing section of the third chapter of Book III; but Ptolemy has different issues in mind, and the distinctions he draws fall in different places from Aristotle’s, so that the resemblance isn’t really very close.  It’s an intellectually striking and unusually lyrical piece of writing by Ptolemy’s standards, but I don’t think it’s relevant here.)  The gist of what Aristotle says is this.  In other objects of perception such as those of touch and taste, he begins, there is nothing that is a likeness of character.  The flavour of your fish soup and the slimy feeling of the sea-weed you get tangled with when you’re swimming are not like any emotions or moral characteristics – even though we can say in English that so-and-so is a ‘slimy’ person if he’s too ingratiating, and that what someone says ‘smells fishy’ or even ‘stinks’ if we suspect he’s lying.  These are obviously just tired old metaphors.  But what about things that we see?  Perhaps, Aristotle goes on, there is such a likeness to human character in visible things, but only ἠρέμα, to a very small extent.  Consider schēmata, for instance, which I take here to be primarily the figures or postures adopted by performers as they dance, and probably also include the bodily postures adopted by actors on the stage, even if in a technical sense they are not actually dancing.  Such schēmata do present this feature, but again, only ἐπὶ μικρόν, just a little; and not everyone ‘shares in this kind of perception’ – this seems to mean that only a few people, perhaps specialists or connoisseurs, are capable of grasping the way in which a schēma resembles the moral character of a human being.  And in any case, Aristotle continues, these things are not really ὁμοιώματα τῶν ἠθῶν at all; rather, such things as postures and colours are just σημεῖα τῶν ἠθῶν, ‘signs’ of moral characteristics, not likenesses of them, just as they are merely signs of our inner emotional condition.

That looks like an important point, so let’s pause and consider it.  What exactly is the difference between a sign of something and a likeness of it?  I suppose the idea is this: that the colour of a person’s face and the posture he adopts are merely phenomena appearing on the surface of his body, as visible side-effects of his fear or anger, perhaps, or of his shifty slyness or his cowardice.  They are tied to those emotions and dispositions only through biological processes associated with emotions and dispositions, as when the blood around the heart of a person in a rage gets hotter and rushes up into his face (or so some Greek physiologists tell us).  We may recognise the colour of his face as an indication of his emotion, or a person’s hunched posture and flickering eyes as an indication of his moral characteristics, but these visible signs don’t resemble the emotions and moral dispositions at all.  In rather the same way anyone brought up in the countryside can look at the way cows are standing in a field, huddled in a corner with their tails to the wind, and conclude that it’s going to rain; but the way the cows are standing obviously isn’t a ὁμοίωμα of the coming weather; it’s only a σημεῖον.  Signs, in this sense, don’t need to be like the things they indicate in any way whatever.  But if one thing is a ὁμοίωμα of another, there must be something that they have in common; and I think it’s fair to say that it must be something fairly important and essential to each of them, not just some superficial feature which they happen to share.  We wouldn’t call my computer a ὁμοίωμα of a polar bear, for instance, a likeness of it, merely because some parts of both of them are white.

If we now jump forward a few lines to 1340a38-39 – we’ll come back to the bit in between – we’ll see that Aristotle states confidently that melodies do indeed contain μιμήματα τῶν ἠθῶν, ‘representations of characters’, though there are none, as we have seen, in physical postures and complexions; and later again he’ll say that the same is true of rhythms.  (It seems clear that there’s no difference, in Aristotle’s usage, between a ὁμοίωμα, a ‘likeness’, and a μίμημα, a ‘representation’.)  We won’t worry just yet about the evidence he gives for this assertion.  The question we obviously need to raise is how it can be true.  If it is, then given what I’ve said so far, there will no longer be any major difficulty in understanding how music can be ethically significant.  But what can a piece of music or its melody or rhythm possibly have in common with characters and emotions?  One might argue that the relation between them, if indeed there is one, is even more remote than that between the colour of your faces and the horror you’re feeling at the thought that I might go on like this for another three hours.  There is at least a causal connection between the horror and the colour, but there need be no real connection between the emotional or moral condition of the composer, the performer or anyone else and the attributes of the music they’re involved in producing.  We may be tempted by the romantic notion that music is always an audible expression of the composer’s deepest feelings, or that the beautiful lady singing ‘Nun hast du mir den ersten Schmerz getan’ is plunged in passionate grief.  But we know it isn’t true; the feeling dominating the composer’s mind while he’s at work may be ‘I’ve got to get this bloody thing finished by lunchtime’, and the apparently despairing singer may in fact be feeling as happy as a five-year-old on Christmas Day.  In any case the thesis is that the music itself contains a likeness of some emotion; we might try, riskily, to treat it as a clue, a sēmeion, pointing to the emotions of the composer or the performer, but whether or not it really does so isn’t what’s at issue.  To continue with example I mentioned just now, that wonderful final song of Schumann’s Frauenliebe und Leben does wring our hearts, and we can sympathise with the idea that in some mysterious way its music resembles the emotions of grief and despair.  But we have to be tough-minded about this.  Forget about the song’s words, since Aristotle ignores them.  How can its melody possibly do anything like that, when coldly considered it’s nothing but a sequence of pitches and intervals?

Aristotle doesn’t answer the question, here or anywhere else.  But there are two sections of the pseudo-Aristotelian Problemata, Book XIX Problems 27 and 29, especially the former, which may shed some light on his views about it.  Though the Problemata are not by Aristotle himself, most of Book XIX, on music, is likely to have been written not long after his time, as I’m sure you all know; it was most probably produced in Aristotle’s school, the Lyceum, some time in the late 4th or early 3rd century.  I’ve written about these passages a couple of times elsewhere, but perhaps in publications you haven’t come across.
  I’d like to consider them briefly again now, partly for that reason, but more importantly because in those publications I didn’t try to make anything of their possible connection with this passage of the Politics.  As we’ll see in a moment, it seems beyond doubt that the two passages are connected, at least to the extent that the writer of the Problem had read what Aristotle says here and was interested by it.  There’s no way of proving, unfortunately, that the answer he offers to my question is one that Aristotle would also have given, though it’s perfectly possible that it is; unlike some other notions proposed in the Problems, it’s a reasonable and intelligible suggestion., and there’s only one small element in it that seems inconsistent with what Aristotle has said.
The writer of Problem 27 sets off with precisely the question that the Politics passage prompts: ‘Why is it that what is heard, alone among perceptible things, has ēthos, moral character’.  The question obviously presupposes that things we hear do in fact have ēthos, and that this isn’t true of the objects of the other senses.  So having put the question, the writer goes on to assert, as a plain fact, that this is indeed the case, and he does so in very much the same vein as Aristotle himself.  ‘For even if there is a melody without words, it has an ēthos none the less, but neither colour nor smell nor flavour has it.’  In his view, then, what he’s said is true, and he’s asked why it is so, that is, what makes it be so; and now he begins his answer, in the apparently tentative way that we find with answers all the way through the collection of Problems.

Is it because it alone has movement?  This is not the movement that the sound stirs up in us, since that kind of movement arises with the other kinds of perceptible thing too, as for instance colour moves the vision.  But in the case of a sound of this sort [i.e. a sound such as a fragment of a melody], what we perceive is the movement that follows on from it.  This movement has a likeness (ὁμοιότης) <to moral character>, both in rhythms and in the sequence of high and low notes, though not in their mixture: a concord has no ēthos.  This ēthos does not exist in other objects of perception.  But the movements themselves are related to action, and actions are an indication (σημασία) of character.

We can add the final sentence of Problem 29, which in other respects is merely a condensed version of this one.  ‘Another point,’ it says, ‘is that activity, ἐνέργεια, produces moral character, ἠθικόν ἦθος, whereas flavours and colours do not have that effect’.

As is so often the case in the Problems, the way in which the writer expresses himself is cramped and awkward.  But I think we can make sense of it.  The first part of his thesis is that when we listen to melodies, or to rhythms expressed in sounds, we perceive in them a kind of movement that isn’t there in the objects of the other senses.  The writer says that he isn’t referring to the movement set up in us by the arrival of a sensory stimulus, since movements of that sort are produced by colours and smells and flavours just as much as by sounds.  It’s a movement that ‘follows on’, as he puts it, from a sound that is an element in a rhythmic pattern or part of a melodic sequence; and since he has distinguished it from movements that are set up in us, he must mean that it is there in what we are hearing itself.  We have to ask, then, what sort of a movement it is; and I think the answer is rather clear.  We know it best from a splendid passage in Book I of Aristoxenus’ Elementa harmonica (8.13-10.20 Meibom = 13.7-15.12 Da Rios) in which he discusses what he calls ‘the movement of the voice’ as it presents itself to our perception.  The continuum of pitch is treated as a quasi-spatial dimension, and as a melody progresses, the voice appears to us to travel up and down through this musical ‘space’.  As he says elsewhere, we can’t be hearing the melody as a melody unless we can ‘follow’ its course, not only perceiving each sound as it comes but remembering where it has come from at this point in the voice’s journey, and as he also implies, understanding where it seems to be going.

There’s a lot of other fascinating stuff in Aristoxenus’ discussions of these matters, but we don’t need those details now.  The central point is simple: we don’t perceive a note in a melody as an isolated phenomenon, but as part of a moving sequence.  And the same holds, of course, of a rhythm; we don’t hear a rhythm as a rhythm unless we perceive it as a sonorous pattern moving and unfolding through time.  In both cases, then, what presents itself to our perception is something that moves.  This explains why the writer asserts that unlike a melodic sequence, what he calls a ‘mixture’ of sounds has no ēthos; the example he gives, that of a concord, makes it clear that a ‘mixture’ in this sense is composed of two sounds occurring simultaneously.  (Greek theorists regularly define a concord, συμφωνία, as something that arises when two appropriately related notes are sounded at the same time.)  Hence in cases like that no movement of the relevant kind occurs, and hence they have no ēthos.
Now we can go on to the second part of the explanation.  Movement, conceived as a sequence of interconnected events flowing along through time, is characteristic not only of melodies and rhythms but of human actions.  As a consequence, there can be a similarity, a likeness, a ὁμοιότης, between the former and the latter (we may be reminded of the word that Aristotle uses repeatedly in this context, ὁμοίωμα).  And this links melody and rhythm to moral character, since a person’s actions are a σημασία of his ēthos.  We could wish that the writer had used a different word here, something conveying, perhaps, the thought that actions are an expression of character; the word σημασία has an uncomfortable resemblance to Aristotle’s term σημεῖον, a sign or an indication, which – as you’ll remember – he sharply distinguishes from a ὁμοίωμα.  The colour of your face is a ‘sign’ of your emotional state, but it is not something that resembles it.  Then if actions are merely signs of character, and melodies are likenesses of actions, a melody too can only be a sign and not a ὁμοίωμα or a μίμησις of an ἦθος.

This is the one point at which the writer of the 27th Problem seems to wander off track, if he is trying to present a view that Aristotle himself could have held.  The addition made in Problem 29, however, has an authentically Aristotelian ring; it’s a major theme of the Nicomachean Ethics that moral dispositions are inculcated by performing the kinds of action that those dispositions would motivate, to the extent that they become habitual and indelibly mark one’s character.  It is actions, as the Problem writer says, that produce a person’s moral ēthos.  This will not show, of course, that melodies are likenesses of character and not merely signs, but suppose we can agree that they are.  In that case it does suggest that if, in singing or playing instruments, we repeatedly create musical likenesses of morally admirable actions, this mimetic behaviour will work on the formation of our characters in just the same way as the performance of the actions themselves.  If that is the thought in the Problem writer’s mind, it should alert us to another convergence between his views and Aristotle’s.  It doesn’t look as if this kind of argument could be used if all we were doing were listening to other people’s performances, since that would involve only πάσχειν, not πράττειν, experiencing something passively, not acting; and this may help to explain why Aristotle seems so keen to recommend that the young citizens should learn to sing and play, not merely to listen.

I’ve gone on a long time about this; the issue has been a bit of an obsession of mine, and I hope I haven’t bored you stiff by harping on it.  I’ll quickly add that there’s a passage in Philodemus’ De musica (col. 121.24-27 Delattre) which seems to attribute a rather similar view to the Stoic Diogenes of Babylon, but I won’t try your patience by scrutinising it now.  What I’ve attempted to show is that the question which Aristotle leaves unanswered in the Politics is one that was picked up and discussed in the Lyceum, either in his lifetime or not long after it, and that answers were suggested that might well have met with the Great Man’s approval, though no doubt he would have wanted to refine them and work them out more fully.

I haven’t left myself enough time to say much about the rest of this morning’s passage.  There’s first the brief comment at 1340a35-38, which I said I’d come back to, to the effect that even though visible things aren’t really likenesses of character, they may still have some bearing on educational issues; and to extent that they do, young people should not be exposed to works by artists like Pauson, but to those of Polygnotus and other painters or sculptors who are ethically respectable.  Not much is known of Pauson, though he’s mentioned also at Poetics 1448a; he was apparently a painter who went in for realistic and colourful scenes, including depictions of low life and debauchery.  Polygnotus was a 5th-century painter of monumental images, in a severe ‘classical’ style that privileged simplicity and clarity of form, rather than decorative complexity or expressive detail.  The contrast between the two artists is along very much the same lines as the one used by conservative critics – Aristophanes, Plato and so on – in opposing the excesses of the so-called New Music to the simple sobriety they attribute to Terpander and Pindar and other figures from the golden past they imagine.

In the next bit, down to 1340b10, Aristotle tries to give some substance to his assertion that ‘there are mimēseis of characters in melodies’, by listing the different effects on us which, he says, are produced by melodies in various different harmoniai.  We become tense and full of grief when the harmonia is Mixolydian, more soft and sentimental when it is one of the ‘relaxed’ harmoniai, firmly settled between these extremes when it is Dorian, and so on.  Similarly, some rhythms have a more stable character and some are more dynamic, and of the latter some have more vulgar movements and some have movements more suitable to a free man.  There are plenty of details here that are relevant to musical ethics; but there’s no need for us to dwell on the passage for long, since it’s largely a condensed re-hash of the conversation between Socrates and Glaucon at Rep. 398e-400c, which I’m sure you all know very well.  Aristotle seems to have taken that passage at face value, without asking himself whether Glaucon is a reliable witness or whether what Socrates says with heavy irony about Damon’s theories on rhythms can be trusted, or indeed whether those theories are true.  I can’t say that I’m very impressed by his treatment of the issues.  There are perhaps two things about it which we ought to notice.  One is notorious: whereas in the Republic the Phrygian harmonia is said to be a mimēsis of temperate moderation, according to Aristotle it isn’t that at all; it makes people ἐνθουσιαστικούς, filling them with the ecstatic rapture characteristic of Dionysiac and similar rituals.  I won’t say anything about that disagreement; it has been much discussed, and Aristotle comes back to it in greater detail in a later passage which Professor Pöhlmann will be examining.  The other point is that although Aristotle’s characterisations of the harmoniai echo those of the Republic – except in the case of the Phrygian – he differs from Plato in making no explicit judgments about them.  He doesn’t say whether it’s a good thing or a bad thing for a melody to make you feel tense or ἐνθουσιαστικός or to soften your psychological condition, though he does describe some rhythms in disapproving language and others in terms of approval.  It’s also worth noticing that he doesn’t specify which rhythms these are, and that exactly the same is true of Plato.  According to the version of Damonian theory which his Socrates retails but claims not to understand, some rhythms are morally good and some bad; but he doesn’t say which is which.  It’s obvious that Aristotle has nothing of his own to say here; apart from his disagreement about the Phrygian harmonia he is uncritically recycling the Republic.

In the lines that follow, 1340b10-15, Aristotle draws his triumphant conclusion.  Since what’s been said has shown that music can affect the soul’s character, giving it a quality of some particular sort, it’s clear that it should be taught to the young.  Well, maybe so.  But we should notice that there’s something odd and potentially misleading about the course of his route to this conclusion.  He has used what he asserts to be the plain fact that music affects the soul’s character to support the theory that music is a μίμησις or ὁμοίωμα of human ēthos, and has dragged us through an admittedly interesting discussion of this theory as though it were an essential part of his argument.  But it isn’t; he draws his conclusion that the young should be taught music directly from an alleged fact of everyday experience, the fact that it affects the character of the soul.  From that perspective all the palaver about mimēsis was completely unnecessary.  Perhaps he adds some rhetorical persuasiveness to his thesis by introducing it – again, of course, in the footsteps of Plato – but the impression he gives that it forms part of his central argument is simply false.

We’ve nearly finished, but in the last lines I’m dealing with, 1340b15-19, Aristotle makes a couple of points which we ought to glance at for a moment.  The first of them looks entirely innocent.  Being taught music fits with young people’s nature, since music is a ἡδύσμα, something delightful and sweet, and the young don’t willingly tolerate anything unpleasant.  That’s not a surprising thought, and it corresponds to what Plato says at Laws 659e: the songs taught to children are really ἐπῳδαί, magical incantations, which have the serious purpose of improving their souls; but we call them ‘songs’ and ‘games’ and present them as such, because young people can’t bear seriousness.  But it seems to fit much less well with Aristotle’s remark at Pol. 1339a28-29, that people don’t play while they’re learning, since learning comes μετὰ λύπης; it involves painful or at least troublesome hard work.  Admittedly this is part of his (logically questionable) argument for denying that the real purpose of musical education is to give children some agreeable entertainment, which Plato denies too; but strictly speaking it still contradicts what he says at the point in the text we’ve now reached.  But no doubt we shouldn’t make too much of that.

Aristotle ends this passage with a more general observation.  There seems, he says, to be some sort of kinship between the soul on the one hand and harmoniai and rhythms on the other.  (He doesn’t actually mention the soul in that statement, but the sequel shows that it’s what he intends.)  And that, he goes on, is why ‘some of the sophoi, the wise’ say that the soul is a harmonia, and others say that it has a harmonia.

He doesn’t develop these suggestions, and we should notice that he doesn’t commit himself to either of them; in fact – as we can see from his discussions in the De anima – he would reject both, though he can understand why ‘some of the wise’ have been attracted to them.  As to which wise people – i.e. which philosophers – he has in mind, there’s no way of proving anything, but we know enough to guess at the answers with a good chance of being right.  Aristotle had certainly studied Plato’s Phaedo, and was thoroughly familiar with Simmias’ exposition of the theory that the soul is a harmonia at Phaedo 85e-86d, together with Socrates’ extensive criticisms of it at 92a-95a.  Going back a step further, there are quite good grounds for believing that Socrates’ friend Simmias had links with the Pythagoreans, and it’s often been assumed that he’s expounding a Pythagorean doctrine.  That’s perhaps not altogether impossible, but if you look at the details of his theory you’ll find that it makes the soul a harmonia of the physiological components of the body; and one consequence of that, heavily emphasised in the Phaedo, is that the soul ceases to exist when the body dies, just as the harmonia of a lyre’s strings ceases to exist when the material lyre is destroyed.  This sounds much less Pythagorean, and I tend to agree with scholars who suggest that it originates in the theories of medical writers who (so far as we can tell) were not committed to a Pythagorean point of view.  There are certainly passages here and there in the Hippocratic treatises which seem to point in this direction.

As to the source of the thesis that though the soul is not a harmonia, nevertheless it ‘has’ one, I guess that Aristotle is most probably thinking again of what he read in Plato’s dialogues.  The position is clearly suggested in the Republic, though perhaps only by way of a metaphor, for instance at 443d; and there’s no doubt that it’s firmly embedded in the Timaeus.  In that dialogue we learn that the soul of the universe has the structure of an enormous musical scale, and that the human soul, in its ideal form, is ‘attuned’ on the same pattern, though its harmonia is distorted by its association with the body and can only be brought back to its perfection through education.  I won’t go into the strange and fascinating details.  Theories of this sort deny that the soul is a harmonia, something that can only exist as an attribute of something else; but they assert that it has or contains a harmonia, in the sense that its own constituents, whatever they are, are harmoniously‘attuned’ or ‘adjusted’ to one another.  That is the second kind of theory Aristotle has mentioned, and it turns out that he’s probably basing his allusions mainly on Plato, as so often in this text.  At any rate he isn’t simply inventing these two theories; we know that they existed, and there may well have been many more sophoi who expounded one or other of them than the surviving evidence reveals.  But as I said before, his allusion to them here mustn’t be taken to imply that he agreed with either of them, since we know that he didn’t.
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