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Harmonia, Melos, and Rhythmos:
Aristotle on Musical Education

Elena Cagnoli Fiecconi

Aristotle believes that music is very important for the formation of character.
Musical education can lead us toward virtue when we are still young and unable
to understand what virtue and happiness are, and why they matter (Pol. viii
1340a10-15 and cf. NE x 1179b20-30). In Classical Greece, the beneficial effects
of musical education were to a large extent taken for granted.! Understanding
ancient Greek views on the moral effects of musical education is especially diffi-
cult for us because they often seem to amount to an unreflective acceptance of a
traditional belief. I look at Aristotle’s theory of musical education as we find it in
Politics viii and in Problems xix. Starting from Aristotle’s focus on melody and
rhythm, I argue that he does provide his theory of musical education with solid
philosophical grounding. In his view, musical education does not rely on the
blind transmission of emotions, but it is a kind of perceptual training. This train-
ing teaches us to recognise fine actions and characters perceptually and to enjoy
and pursue them for their own sake.

Melody and Rhythm

Aristotle mentions harmonia in his account of musical education (Pol. viii
1340a42 and 1341b36), but he is mostly interested in melody (melos) and rhythm
(rhythmos): ‘We see that music is made of melodies and rhythms, and we should
know what influence each of these has on education’.2 This specific interest in
melody and rhythm can guide us in interpreting his theory. One of the difficulties
of trying to understand ancient Greek accounts of musical education stems from
the semantic breadth of the term mousike. Mousiké can include poetry, story-
telling, the combination of dancing, singing, and acting that we find in Greek
tragedies as well as music strictly speaking, that is, merely instrumental and

! Plato discusses musical education in Rep. iii and Laws ii and vii, and probably takes his cue
from and develops the views already exposed by Damon (Rep. iii 400b-c) and the Pythagoreans. The
relationship between Plato, Damon, and the Pythagoreans is a wide and controversial topic, and the
following list of representative sources is far from being exhaustive: on Damon, see Aristides Quintil-
ianus, De musica ii 14 and on the difficulty of reconstructing the analogies and differences between
Damon and the Pythagoreans, see Woerther 2008, 93n19. It is doubtful whether Damon proposed a
fully worked out theory of the benefits of musical education (see Barker 2007, 11-12 and 252n29 and
Wallace 2004).

2 TV P&V LOVGIKTV Opduev d16 pehomotiag kai puOudY oboav, Todtmv & Ekdtepov ob Sl
Aedn0évar tiva dovapy Exet Tpog moudeiav (1341b24-25). Politics translations are based, sometimes
loosely, on Kraut 1997. For the specific interest in melody and rhythm, see 1340a19-20 and a39.
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vocal music. Aristotle’s focus on melody and rhythm helps us to overcome this
interpretive difficulty. It clearly indicates that he is especially interested in the
educational powers of music in the strict sense, and not merely as an accompani-
ment to poetry or theatrical representations. This does not of course mean that
Aristotle is not at all interested in the educational power of music as an accompa-
niment of tragedy or poetry. It just suggests that this kind of music is not the
main focus of Politics viii (see 1340a14-b26, Briillmann 2013, 356-357, Ford
2004, 316-324). In this respect, Aristotle’s Politics viii is similar to Plato’s Rep.
iii 398¢-403c and different from Plato’s Laws ii 665a-c, where the focus is on
mousiké as including choreia, the art of dancing and singing (on the Republic,
see Schofield 2010 and Barker 2005, 19-57, and on the Republic and the Laws,
see Pelosi 2010).

The focus on melody and rhythm also implies that Aristotle is especially inter-
ested in the progressive nature of music as a movement (see Barker 2005, 108-
110).> Harmonia, melody, and rhythm are the three fundamental components of
an ancient Greek musical piece. Harmonia means first and foremost tuning, the
different tension and organization that we can give to strings of a lyre or kithara
depending on the piece we have to play. Harmonia also has a secondary use,
whereby it means mode. A mode is a set of distinctive intervals in a scale, upon
which different melodies can be constructed (see West 1992, 178-190 and Barker
2005, 21-24). Harmonia, in both cases, furnishes the static structure upon which
the composer or the performer can base their composition or execution.

Unlike harmonia, melody is a movement that can be descending, ascending,
jumpy, or following the scale step by step. Melody has a progressive feature that
harmonia lacks (see West 1992, 190-218 and Aristides Quintilianus De musica ii
21, cf. 16.18-17.2, 81.4-6, 130.2, Ptolemy Harmonics ii 12. Barker 1990,
2:341n96, 418, 430ff., 483, 531).

Ancient Greek rhythm generally drew upon the metric of verses, and was
based on the binary opposition between ‘short” and ‘long’ syllables. The division
between the two was probably very well defined, with the long duration lasting
twice as long as the short one (West 1992, 129-133). Ancient Greek metric and
rhythmic where however distinct, and some of the most important sources,
including Aristoxenus, do not discuss metrical analysis at length. In some cases,
rhythmicians and metricians used a completely different terminology and classi-
fication for the same measures (see Aristides Quintilianus De musica 1 38.5 and
Pearson 1990 for Aristoxenus’ Elementa Rhythmica). Thus rhythm, like harmo-
nia, gives a fixed structure to the otherwise confused movements of the melody
(Aristides Quintilianus, De musica 1 31.10-13, trans. Barker 1990, 2:434). Yet,
unlike harmonia, Ancient Greek rhythm has a progressive, as well as a static,
aspect. Not only can it structure the pattern of the movement and determine the
proportion of ‘long” and ‘short’ notes, but it can also determine the tempo (West

3 My argument is indebted to Barker’s analysis of the similarity between the temporal develop-
ment of actions and melodies, and differs from his view in so far as it focuses on the fact that what
matters for Aristotle is that actions, characters, and music are called ‘fine’ for similar reasons.
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1992, 158-159 and Problems xi. 38).

Their distinctive progressive nature explains why Aristotle is especially inter-
ested in melody and rhythm, as opposed to harmonia. In light of this clarification
concerning the relevance of the progressive aspects of music in the Politics, we
can return to Aristotle’s account of musical education.

Musical Education and Emotion Transmission

Musical education is certainly not meant to lead us all the way toward the
acquisition of virtue.* Nevertheless, it is reasonable to think that musical educa-
tion, as it is described in the Politics, is at least capable of contributing to moral
education as it is described in the Nicomachean Ethics. Both treatises rely on the
same educational principles and employ similar expressions. For example, they
stress the importance of habituating us to feel pleasure and pain correctly, or as
we should (VE 1104b11-12, 1179b24-26, and Pol. 1340a15-17).

Aristotle concentrates on the contribution of musical education to moral edu-
cation in Politics 1340a10-b20. Lines al5-17 summarise how musical education
is meant to work:

Since then it happens that music is a pleasure, and virtue hap-

pens to be about rejoicing and loving and hating rightly, it is

clear that there is nothing that we should learn and to which we

should habituate ourselves more than correctly distinguishing

and rejoicing at good characters and fine actions.’
It is easy to see why, as this passage suggests, we need both to learn how to dis-
criminate correctly fine actions and characters and also to habituate ourselves to
rejoice at fine actions and characters. As we know from Nicomachean Ethics ii,
in order to become virtuous we need both to learn to recognise what is good and
fine, and also to habituate ourselves to rejoice at it (see Burnyeat 1980, Broadie
1991, 103-110, Sherman 1989, 152-199). But why should music have anything to
do with virtue, and more specifically with learning and habituation? The only
information this passage gives us is that music is pleasant, and not much appears
to follow from that.

In the following lines, Aristotle adds some details to his account. First, he sug-
gests that melodies and rhythms can be educational because in them we find like-
nesses (homoiomata) or imitations (mimémata) of characters and emotions
(1340a21-25 and a39).° Second, he argues that music, as opposed to other forms
of art, has a special status, for in melodies themselves we find a true likeness or
mimeésis of character (1340a27-39). Third, he demonstrates that melodies affect

41 thank an anonymous referee for pressing this point.

5 gnel 88 cvuPEPnKey Elvarl THV HOVGIKTY T@V NSV, TV 8’ dpetiv mepi 1O yaipe dpOdg Koi
QUElV Kol pGely, del dnhovott povldavew kot cuvedilesbot pnbev obtmg dg T kpivew OpbdS Kai TO
Koipew toig Emekéoty fi0eot kol Taig kakois mpaéeotv. See the Platonic parallel at Rep. iii 401b-402c.

6 Throughout Politics viii, Aristotle writes either that we find likenesses (or imitations) of char-
acter in melodies and rhythms or that melodies and rhythms /ave likenesses of character. As I argue
below, these are two ways of saying the same thing, i.e., music is in some way similar to character.
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us differently depending on the harmonia they are based on:

In the melodies themselves there are imitations of character,

and this is clear. For the nature of the harmoniai is simply dif-

ferent, and as a result listeners are put into different disposi-

tions and do not have the same way of reacting to each of them.

The reaction to some (the one called Mixolydian, for example)

is more mournful and grave; but to some others (the more

relaxed harmoniai, for example) they react by weakening their

intellect...this applies in the same way to rhythms. For some of

them have a steadier character, others a dynamic one, and

among them some have more constrained movements, others

have movements more fit for the free.” (1340a40-b10)
Music’s affective powers are, for Aristotle, a sign that we can find imitations and
likenesses of character in melodies. The different emotional reactions to a piece
of music are a result of the different nature of its harmonia or its rhythm.

Some interpreters take their cue from this passage to argue that music’s affec-
tive powers are more than a sign of its mimetic nature. They argue that music’s
affective powers are able to explain its educational powers too.? It is however
unlikely that Aristotle associated music’s educational function with its affective
powers only. Music, especially if it is not accompanied by words, moves us emo-
tionally without transmitting the intentional content of emotions. It can make us
feel, say, angry and combative without making us think or imagine a slight and a
pleasant revenge. But these contentless emotions cannot train us not to feel angry
at the wrong time and towards the wrong people. Hence, they could not help us to
acquire the correct character disposition, as Aristotle understands it, with regards
to anger or any other emotion (see, e.g., NE iv 5 and Briillmann 2013, 368-372
for the same critique). For similar reasons, the thesis that musical education pro-
vides us with representations or paradigms of fine actions and characters is
implausible. Instrumental music, or music without words, seems unable to repre-
sent or mimic actions and characters in this way (contra Sherman 1989, 183 and
Hitz 2012, 298-300).

One might object that musical education can work even if it is blind, provided

7 év 8¢ 101G péleoty avTolg 6Tt pprpate Tdv ROOV (Kol TodT’ 6T Pavepdy: £0OVG Yap 1 TOV
APHOVIDV JESTNKE PUGIS, HOTE GkovovTag GAAMG dtatifechat Kai [ TOV avTov Exetv TPOTOV TPOG
EKAGTNV 0DT@Y, GAAGL TPOC HEV Eviog OSVPTIKOTEPMG Kol GUVEGTNKOTME HAALOV, 0l0V TPOC THV
HEOMLSIGTL KOAOLPEVY, TPOG 88 TAG HAAOKOTEPOS TV S16volav, 010V TPOG TG GAVEIMEVAG, ... TOV
avToVv 3¢ TpomoV Exet kai té mepi Tovg PLOOG (oi iV Yap NBog Exovot cTacIuOTEPOV Of 3¢
KWWNTIKOV, KOl TOVTOV 0l HEV POPTIKOTEPAG EYOVGL TAG KIWNGELS ol 8¢ Elevbepiotépag). Aristotle’s
use of the term harmonia suggests that harmonia is used here as synonymous with melody, for it is
what is listened to (i.e., it is the object of akouontas). On this point, see Kraut 1997, 198-199.

8 According to Briillmann 2013, 368-372, music’s affective powers explain why music contains
likenessess of characters, but do not explain why it is educational. According to Woodruff 1992, 91
and Woerther 2008, 100, music’s affective powers explain both why music is a likeness or mimesis of
certain emotions and why it is educational. According to Barker 2005, 103-105 music’s affective
powers explain its educational function, but not its special mimetic nature.
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it is suitably controlled. By exposing children to music that gives rise to good
emotions and by keeping them away from music that gives rise to shameful emo-
tions, we can help them to associate pleasure with good emotions. This simpler
account of the contribution of music’s affective powers to moral education, how-
ever, is still unconvincing. Although we might think that for Aristotle some emo-
tions such as paralysing panic or uncontrollable fury are shameful in all
circumstances, there is no evidence that he took some others to be always good or
fine. Joy, anger, or fear are good in some circumstances, and inappropriate in
others. Hence, it is hard to believe that he thought music capable of teaching us to
associate pleasure blindly with some emotions that are always good or fine.
Furthermore, Aristotle himself suggests that musical education does not
merely transmit blind emotions, but addresses our recognitional faculties too. At
1340a15-17, b20-25, and b35-39, the point of musical education seems to be to
train us to recognise fine melodies, fine actions, and good characters as well as to
rejoice at them. Hence, we have some good reasons to think that Aristotle’s
musical education is unlikely to work as blind emotion transmission. To explain
music’s educational powers, we need to look beyond its affective powers.

Melodies, Rhythms, Actions and Characters

The educational powers of music can be better understood if we focus on its
progressive nature, which is especially evident in its melodic and rhythmic
aspects. The progressive nature of music suggests that there are important simi-
larities between melodies, rhythms, actions, and characters. These similarities
explain why in melodies and rhythms there are likenesses and imitations of char-
acters and actions. First, melodies, rhythms, actions, and characters are alike in
their temporal development. Second, fine actions and fine characters are similar
to fine melodies and rhythms. Third, fine listening to a musical piece is similar to
acting finely and to displaying a fine virtuous character state. In this section, I
analyse these similarities in turn. In the final section, I argue that musical educa-
tion can work as character training precisely in virtue of these special similarities
between music, actions, and characters.

Let us start from the similarities in temporal development. Its progressive
nature distinguishes music from other art forms. It explains why likenesses of
actions and characters are found especially in music:

It so happens that in the other objects of perception, as in the
objects of touch and taste, there is no likeness of characters,
although in the objects of vision there is a little (figures [sc. of
statuary, but presumably paintings too] are of this kind, but
only a little, and not everyone shares in this kind of perception.
Furthermore, these resulting figures and colours of characters
are not likenesses of characters, but more signs, and these signs
are distinguishing marks for the emotions...) but in melodies
themselves there are imitations of characters.? (1340a29-39)

9 cuuPépnie 8¢ TdV aicOnTdv dv uv toig BAAOI UNdEV VIapyEY dpoimua Toig fi0ecty, olov &v
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In this passage, the objects of auditory perception are compared with the objects
of touch, taste, and vision. We find likenesses of characters only in the objects of
vision and hearing (cf. Plato, who finds mimeémata of character in embroidery,
weaving, and architecture in Rep. iii 401al-2; see also Xenophon, Memorabilia
iii 10.5). However, there is a difference between the objects of vision and the
objects of hearing. Only the objects of hearing can truly be likenesses or imita-
tions of character qualities.!? In the objects of vision, like paintings or statues, we
do not find likenesses of character strictly speaking. Rather, we find mere signs
of character. Paintings and sculptures can give indications of emotional states
like anger, for example, by depicting the frowning face of an angry man, or his
tense posture. But unlike music they cannot produce a likeness of character qual-
ities.

Music is especially suitable to produce likenesses of character because of its
progressive nature. This distinctive feature of music is evident in melody and
rhythm, the elements of the musical piece in which we find likenesses of charac-
ter (Barker 2005, 108-110). In addition, one of the most evident differences
between music and artistic representations such as paintings or sculptures is pre-
cisely that music develops through time and is progressive.

The Problems give us further evidence in support of this interpretation:!!

TO1G GmTOlG Kol TOIg YEVGTOIG, GAL™ v Tolg Opatoic Npépa (oyfuata yap €Tt Toladta, GAA’ Emi
KPSV, Kot <oU> TAVTES THiG TolodTNG aioHNGEmS KOWmVODGLY: £Tt 8¢ 00K £0TL TODTA OLOIMUOTA TAOV
NOOV, ALY onpelo LAANOV TO YLYVOUEVE GYN LT KoL XpDIOTA TOV 100V, Kol Tadt’ €oTiv Enionpo v
701G Tabeov- .. ), &V 8¢ T01g péhecty avtolg Eott pupunpata tdv 0®v. The text and content of this pas-
sage are difficult to interpret. I follow OCT and accept Miiller’s insertion of o¥ before ndvrteg at
1340a31 contra Jowett 1885, 300. Another possible emendation suggested by Susemihl (see
Susemihl and Hicks 1895, 593) consists in transposing GAL” €xi pikpov thus: oynuata yop Eott
TolodTa, Kol TAVTES THG ToTNG aicONoEmg Kovmvodoty, GAN’ émi pukpov. If one accepts this emen-
dation, the passage suggests that visual art is similar to characters in a small way, as opposed to being
recognised as similar to characters only by some people. Whatever version one prefers, the gist of
Aristotle’s point here is that music is more similar to character than visual art.

10 Throughout Politics viii, Aristotle uses the terms opoiopa and the term ppnpo as synonyms
(see Halliwell 1990, 491). Consider for example 1340a26-42 quoted above, where he begins his argu-
ment stating that we find opowbpata of character in melodies and concludes the proof by noting that
in melodies there are ppnpota of character. Here I translate opoiopo and pypmpa as ‘likeness’ and
‘imitation’. The translation does not capture the nuance of meanings of these terms, but serves the
purpose of clarifying Aristotle’s view on the educational power of music.

1 Even if we cannot prove that Aristotle was the author of these texts, it seems impossible to
deny the similarity between the views in Problems xix 27 and 29 and in Politics viii. In both texts,
likenesses of characters are to be found in melos, rather than harmonia. Both texts suggest that there
is a difference in the educational powers of music and the other arts (on these points, see Anderson
1980, 79). See Gevaert and Vollgraff 1901, xvii ff. for the thesis that Problems xix 27 and 29 are by
Aristotle. See d’Eichthal and Reinach 1900 for the view that they are not. The first attribution of this
book of the Problems to Aristotle is by Aulus Gellius, A#tic Nights i 11. Barker 1990, ii 85-86 sug-
gests that Problems xix were written by Aristotle’s students as a record of his research and as an aid
to further enquiry in the late fourth or early third century. Louis 1993, 94{f. agrees and argues that the
musical problems were collected together at a later stage (hence the discrepancies between, e.g.,
Prob. xix 7 and 37). Marenghi 1957 and Marenghi 1966 defend the authenticity (or at least the Aris-
totelian spirit) of the musical Problems and their connection with the acoustic problems. For further
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Why does what is heard, alone of perceptible objects, possess

character? For, even when it is without words, nonetheless

melody possesses character. But colour, smell or flavour don’t.

Or it is because that which is heard alone has movement? Not,

however, the movement in us to which the sound gives rise (for

such movement is also related to the other [sc. perceptible

objects])...but we perceive the movement which follows such

and such a sound. This movement has a likeness [sc. of charac-

ters] both in the rhythms and in the melodic order of the high

and low notes, but not in the mixture. For symphony doesn’t

possess character. ...These movements are connected with

actions (praktikai), and actions are indicative of character.!2

(xix 27)
In this passage, the progressive nature of melodies is emphasized, and supple-
mented with an analysis of the progressive nature or of the ‘movement’ (kinésis)
of thythm (cf. Aristoxenus’ Elementa Harmonica ii 34-35 in Da Rios 1954, 43-
44). Melody and rhythm are movements not only because whenever a perceiving
subject interacts with them she undergoes some kind of physical alteration (that
happens in any case of perception). Rather, melody and rhythm are movements
because they flow and change through time. They are perceptible successions of
different, ordered, notes or durations.

Not only are melody and rhythm movements, but they are also praktikai, i.e.,
connected with actions. This connection between melody, rhythm, and actions
requires further clarification. Often Aristotle calls something praktikos to mean
that it leads, in some way or other, to action (see, e¢.g., NE vi 1140a4 on phronésis
praktiké). But can melody and rhythm be praktikoi in that sense? do they make us
act? Another passage of the Problems suggests that praktikos here has a slightly
different meaning (see on this point Barker 2005, 109-110):

Why do rhythms and melodies, which are voice, resemble
characters, whereas flavours do not, nor yet colours and
odours? Is it because they are movements, as actions also are?
Now activity possesses and produces character, but savours
and colours do not produce it equally.!? (xix 29)

arguments in support of using the pseudo-Aristotelian Problems as aids to explain Aristotle’s views
when they do not contradict the authentic texts, see also Van der Eijk 2005 and Forster 1928.

12 A1 11 10 GkovaTov povov f0og Exel T@v aicOnT@v; kod yop &ov 1) dvev Adyov pélog, Suag Exet
M0og: 6AL’ 0D TO Yp@ua 0VIE 1) OGN 0VSE O YVHOG ExeL. §j 6Tt kiviow &xel ndvov ovyi, iv 6 Woeog
NUAG Kwel; ToadTn eV yap koi toig dALolg Dhpyel: Kvel yap Kol to xpdpo Ty dywv: GAAL THG
£MOPEVNG TM TO0VTEO YoM aichavouedo Kvioems. ot 0 £xet OpotdtTTa &V T€ TO1G PLOUOTS Kot &V
0 BV POOYY®VY T6EEL TV OEE®V Kol Bapéwv, ovk &v Tf pifet. dAL 1) cupewvia odk Exet N0og. &v 88
10ic ANo1g 0icOnToiC ToDTO OVK TV, ai 88 KIVAGELS avTol TpokTikad gicty, ai 88 mpatelc fbovg
onpocio €otiv. Translations of the Problems are based, sometimes loosely, on Mayhew 2011.

13 Awdr ti ol poBpol ko T pén paviy odca ifesty Eotkev, oi 82 yopol ob, GAL” 003 Té XpduoTL
kol ai dopai; §j 6t Kivioelg icty homep kai ai Tpaeig; 710 88 1 pév évépysto 10kOV kai motel Roog,
01 8¢ yvpol kai Té ypodpate ov Towodotv opoing. The idea that actions and melodies ‘produce’ charac-
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In this passage, melody and rhythm are praktikoi because they are similar to
actions. They are similar to actions because, like actions, they are movements.
Actions, melodies, and rhythms resemble and produce character because they are
movements.

The Problems give us a fuller picture of the similarities between music and
character. Music is similar to character and to actions that produce character
because it is progressive, because it is a movement. The similarity between musi-
cal movements and actions is the easiest to grasp. Musical movements involve
orderly successions of high, low, long, and short notes. This orderly succession
makes them similar to actions: complex actions especially (e.g., saving a drown-
ing child) involve the orderly succession of different temporal components.

But what about characters? Characters, as opposed to actions, are states (hex-
eis), and notably states that are stable over time (see, e.g., NE ii 1105b20-30 and
1114a13-20). Yet, in Problems xix 27, likenesses of characters are not found in
static concordance or ‘symphony’, i.e., in the simultaneous and static playing of
two or more notes. Rather, they are found in the successions of notes or dura-
tions. Perhaps, then, characters have to be understood here as dispositions dis-
played in one’s behaviour and in one’s feelings, and not as un-displayed
dispositions. One’s character is activated during one’s life in a variety of ways.
Hence, we can find ‘likenesses of character’ only in a progressive form of art (see
Rhet. 11 1356a371f. and 1377b21-1378a6, where éethos indicates displayed charac-
ter dispositions).

The similarly complex order in variety in the temporal development of
melodies, rhythms, actions, and characters leads to the second similarity between
them. Fine melodies or rhythms are similar to fine actions and fine characters.
Aristotle’s notion of ‘the fine’ (fo kalon) is often, if not always, correlated with
order or taxis (see Meta. xiii 1078a36-bl, EE ii 1218a21-23 and Lear 2006).'*
Hence, the fineness of an action, character, or a musical movement is connected
to the ‘order in variety’ they manifest in their temporal development.

In Politics viii Aristotle does not dwell on the characteristics of fine melodies
because he thinks that ‘musicians and philosophers who happen to know a lot
about music’ have already determined them (1341b25). Nonetheless, we have

ter can suggest either that they resemble character or that they instil it in the listener. Here, the differ-
ence between objects of vision and taste and objects of hearing in producing character is one of
degree. This is consistent with Pol. 1340a29-39 quoted above, where Aristotle denies that objects of
vision are likenesses of character, but admits that they might to some small extent be recognised as
such (or that they might be recognised as such by some people).

14 Spelling out the exact nature of the relationship between fineness and order is difficult. The
notions are surely connected, but it is hard to tell whether fineness or order is explanatorily basic.
Without tackling this difficult question, all I argue here is that there is a similarity in the specific kind
of order that fine actions, fine characters, and fine melodies (or fine rhythms) display. This similarity
gives us a reason to believe that there is a similarity in the specific way in which actions, melodies,
and characters can be recognized as fine. Aristotle trades on this similarity both in the passages of the
Politics discussed in this article and in NE ix 1170a8-11, where he argues that ‘the decent person, in
so far as he is decent, rejoices at virtuous actions and is pained at bad actions, in the same way as the
musical person is pleased by fine melodies, but pained by the bad ones’ trans. Irwin 1999.
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reason to think that the fine melodies used for education are orderly because they
are kept within the range of intervals of a single harmonia, or a single mode.
Order, in this context, is partially a matter of involving the right components, and
no alien components. At 1142a25, modulating melodies that include chroma-
tisms (parakechrosmena) are described as deviant (parekbaseis). At 1341a18-b9
the flute, a modulating instrument, is banned from educational uses (cf. Plato’s
Rep. ii1 399d1-5). By analogy, it is plausible to think that fine rhythms are orderly
because they follow a specific metrical unit or a specific ratio (on appropriate and
inappropriate rhythms in speech, see Rhetoric iii 8 and cf. Rep. iii 398d and
400b-d).

In the same way, a fine action has to involve the right components, or the right
temporal sub-stretches. Fine child-saving, for example, involves swimming fast
and performing first aid procedures, as opposed to (say) swimming stylishly and
rebuking the child for her imprudence. Fine displayed character dispositions like
bravery must have the right components too. A brave person will display her dis-
position in a variety of different ways. Depending on the occasion, she will fear
certain things and not others: for example, she will not fear loss of reputation but
she will fear death. She will be ‘eager when in action, but quiet before action’
(NE iii 1116a8-9).

In order to be distinctive of fine melodies, rhythms, actions, and characters,
their orderly arrangement must be qualified further. It is not enough to involve
the right components: a good, or appropriate arrangement of the components is
also needed. Thus, some modes and rhythmic patterns but not others are appro-
priate for educational and fine melodies and rhythms (Pol. viii 1341b33-
1342b18). Similarly, the arrangement of the temporal development of a fine
action is appropriate for the circumstances and for the action’s goal, a goal which
must itself be worthwhile: in a fine case of child-saving, swimming does not fol-
low but it precedes performing CPR (see also Lear 2006, 120 and Cooper 1998,
274). In the same way, the complex variety of actions and passions displayed by
a fine character state like bravery does not follow a random arrangement, but an
appropriate order: the brave person is ‘“whoever stands firm against the right
things and fears the right things, for the right end, at the right time, and is corre-
spondingly confident’ (NE iii 1115b17-19). This feature is common to all virtues
in so far as they are states lying in a mean.

The temporal development of fine melodies, fine actions, and fine characters is
distinctively characterised by the appropriate orderly arrangement of the right
components. From this we can move to the third and last aspect that fine actions,
characters, and melodies have in common: for Aristotle, fine melodies should be
enjoyed and listened to for their own sake and fine actions and characters should
be enjoyed and pursued for their own sake.

The importance of the right motives for performing fine actions emerges if we
compare them to the performance of good productions (poiéseis). The perfor-
mance of actions (praxeis) is different from the performance of productions
(poieseis). Productions need to be aimed at something other than themselves, and
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actions need not. While the house builder aims at something other than her per-
formance of house building (i.e., the house), someone who performs a virtuous
action need not have an aim other than the action itself. The builder has the goal
of producing a good house. For the person who is performing an action, the
excellent action itself is the goal (see NE vi 1140b1-5 and Whiting 2002 for dis-
cussion). In this respect, our motives in pursuing virtuous actions are similar to
what Aristotle takes to be the right motives in listening to musical performances.
We should listen to fine music for its own sake, and not (or not only) for the sake
of relaxation (see Pol. viii 1338a10-b10, 1139b35-1140a5; see also MM i
1197a8-11 for a possibly related analogy between playing well and acting well).

Arguably, this similarity led Aristotle to the thesis that taking the appropriate
pleasure in musical performances is similar to taking the appropriate pleasure in
fine actions: /istening finely is remarkably similar to acting finely or virtuously:
in both cases, having the wrong motives prevents the activity from being done
finely. Since not all melodies, rhythms, and actions are fine, merely enjoying the
performance for its own sake is not enough to listen and act finely. To listen and
act finely, one must perform actions and listen to melodies and rhythms that meet
certain independent requirements. For example, they must follow an appropriate
orderly arrangement. But listening to a fine melody or performing a fine action,
in order to be finely done, needs to meet a further requirement: it needs to be
done and enjoyed for its own sake.

Although Aristotle’s account certainly depends on the accepted views of what
counted as listening well and what did not, he does manage to provide it with
some philosophical grounding. He reports that ‘the ancients’ thought that music
is important because it teaches us to spend our leisure well, i.e., scholazein kalos
(1337b30-32). In order to be able to spend our leisure well, we need to be trained
not only in disciplines that are useful towards money making, political activities,
and household management, but also in disciplines that are practised for their
own sake (1338a13-b10). And music is precisely an example of such a discipline.

However, not all types of musical performances are listened to for their own
sake. Most tunes are played for the relaxation and amusement of the ‘uneducated
many” (1342a16-29; see also 1341a10-20). This prevents them from being finely
listened to or performed, as well as making, according to Aristotle, their perform-
ers and listeners ‘vulgar’ (banausoi). Aristotle’s comments on ‘the many’ and
those who engage in productive work may be the effect of a cultural prejudice,
but the crucial point of his views on musical and moral education can be
defended independently of such prejudice. Perceiving the fine is surely difficult
and requires a specific training. This view need not be accompanied by the
assumption that most people (women, slaves, and productive workers) cannot
undergo the relevant kind of training. Nor need it be accompanied by the view
that performances for the sake of the listeners’ enjoyment are vulgar.

Just as listening to music finely in the Politics involves listening to music for
its own sake, so also acting finely in the Nicomachean Ethics requires doing vir-
tuous actions for their own sake (see, e.g., NE 1105a30-b3 and 1115b12-13; the
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view is echoed in Rhet. i 1366b35-40; see Irwin 1985, Irwin 2011, Rogers 1993,
and Taylor 2006, 92n12). This requirement distinguishes acting finely from pro-
ducing well. It also distinguishes acting finely from some instances of acting
viciously. Good productive performances are oriented towards the achievement
of an external goal, i.e., the product of the production. Similarly, acting viciously
is not necessarily done for its own sake, but can be aimed at an external goal such
as apparent pleasure, fame, or power (On vicious actions and vice, see Broadie
1991, 90-91, Miiller 2015, and Irwin 2001). In addition, the fact that acting finely
is oriented to an internal goal distinguishes it from some of its close cousins: per-
formances that might seem to be done finely but really are not, because they are
guided by the wrong motives. For example, seemingly brave actions for the sake
of a monetary reward, or for the sake of public honours (NVE iii 1116a16-35).13

The right motives matter for virtuous character states as well as for virtuous
actions and fine music. Being oriented to the right goals distinguishes virtuous
characters from their close cousins: real bravery is different from bravery for the
sake of honour and bravery for the sake of fear. The really brave person acts for
the sake of bravery itself, whereas bravery for the sake of fear or honour is gov-
erned by external goals (NVE iii 1116al7-b3; see Hitz 2012, 271ff. and Lear 2005,
154-155).

The Politics and the Problems emphasise three similarities between music,
actions, and characters: actions, characters, melodies, and rhythm are alike in
their progressive development; fine actions, characters, melodies and rhythms
need to display a similar order in variety; listening well to a melody, acting
finely, and displaying correctly a virtuous character require the right motives or
pleasures. These similarities between melodies, rhythms, actions, and characters
are important for the educational powers of music because they capture some dis-
tinctive features of virtuous actions and characters. These features differentiate
virtuous actions done finely from good productions, from vicious actions, and
from good actions done from the wrong motives: good productions are aimed at
an external goal, and so are not done for their own sake; vicious actions do not
meet the formal requirement of following an appropriate order (though they
might follow an inappropriate orderly arrangement) and need not be done for
their own sake.

The same features are distinctive of virtuous characters. The orderly nature of
virtuous characters differentiates them from vicious characters. A vicious dispo-
sition presents a complex variety of actions and feelings, some of which might
even be the same kind of feelings or actions displayed at times by the virtuous
person (among these ‘shared’ feelings and actions, Aristotle mentions fear and
facing death in Eudemian Ethics iii 1229b35-1230a5). But a vicious disposition
is different from a virtuous disposition in that its components are displayed in an
arrangement so inappropriate that it leads to self destruction (NE ix 1166b7-29).

15 See in particular the discussion of political courage and Hitz 2012, 271. For Aristotle, political
courage is inferior because it involves acting for the wrong motives (for fear of punishments or exter-
nally bestowed honour, for example).
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The right motives matter for virtuous character states too: they distinguish real
virtues from virtues for the sake of honour or fear.

Musical Education as Cognitive Training

The three similarities between music, actions, and characters I described in the
previous section can guide our interpretation of music’s educational function.
They can explain why musical education can help us both to recognise fine
actions and characters and also to rejoice correctly at them. Musical students can
learn to recognise fine characters and actions because these characters and
actions are similar to fine melodies and rhythms. This explains why Aristotle
envisages musical education as a kind of recognitional training:

There is no doubt that whether someone himself participates in

a performance makes a great difference to the development of

certain qualities. For if people do not participate in perfor-

mances, then one thing which is impossible or difficult is for

them to become excellent judges (kritas) of them.!6

Thus, in the first place, since in order to discriminate it is nec-

essary to take part to the performances, for this reason they

should play while young, and abandon the performances once

they get old, and they should be able to discriminate (krinein)

fine things and rejoice correctly in virtue of what they learnt

when young.!”
Young children learn to recognise fine melodies in their succession of ascending,
descending, or jumpy notes. This enables them to grasp the melodies’ appropri-
ate orderly temporal development. Since fine melodies are similar to fine actions
and characters, the recognitional skills acquired in the context of musical educa-
tion are transferable to the context of moral education. If fine actions and charac-
ters are similar to fine music, learning to recognise the latter can be a way to learn
to recognise the former.

Aristotle uses the verb krinein to indicate the type of grasp that allows trained
students to discriminate the right kind of music, actions, and characters
(1340a15-17 and b35-39). Krinein and its cognates are used to indicate both per-
ceptual and intellectual grasps (DA 418al4, 424a5, 425b21, 427220, 428a3).
Since musical training is directed to children, we have a reason to suppose that it
will not be directed to the thinking part of the soul. Children’s intellect is not
developed. The rational part of their soul will emerge only later in life (NE iii
1100al, Rhet. ii 1384b23, and Pol. vii 1334b6-28). For this reason, musical edu-
cation must engage first and foremost with the non-rational or perceptual part of

16 00K &dnAov 87 8t TOAATV Exet Srapopdy mpodg TO yiyveshat mo100g Tvag, v Tig 0dTOG
KOW@OVT] T@V Epyov: &V Yap Tt TOV AdLVATOV 1} YOAETDY £0TL [T KOWVOVACOVTAS TOV £PYmV KPLTog
yevéaBar omovdaiovg (Pol. viii 1340b20-25).

T pdrov pév yap, émel 1od kpivew yapwv petéyev 8l tdv Epywv, d1d To0To ¥p1} VEOLS HEV GvTag
xpNobor toig £pyots, mpeofutépoug d€ yevouévoug TV HEV Epymv apeiobat, dvvachot 6 o Koo
Kpivew kol yaipewv 0pOdG d1a Ty pabnow v yevopévny év tij veottt (1340b35-39).
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the soul (cf. Plato’s Laws ii 664e3-8, 670b2-3, and Rep. iii 401a-d).

Exactly how musical education engages with the non-rational part is open to
speculation, for Aristotle does not explain the details of its cognitive workings.
All we know is that it teaches us to recognise fine melodies, actions, and charac-
ters. Perhaps, what matters is that recognising a fine melody involves engaging
with a particular melodic movement. Without this engagement, the relevant
recognition cannot occur: our sensitivity to the order of a melody must follow its
particular temporal development. It is enough for us to follow this orderly devel-
opment perceptually, and we do not need to understand a universal explanation
as to why some melodies and not others are fine. Thus, there is some connection
between the sensitivity to particulars that musical expertise and virtue require
(see NE vi 1141b8-20; Plato makes analogous considerations in Laws ii 667b-
670e).18

Aristotle argues that musical education is a kind of perceptual-recognitional
training, but he does not explain precisely how it works. He is, however, more
explicit on how musical education leads us to take pleasure in fine actions and
fine characters for their own sake:!?

Someone who is accustomed to feel pleasure and pain in things

that are alike [sc. to the real things] is close to someone who

has the same attitude toward the real things. For example, if

someone enjoys contemplating the image of something for no

other reason than its shape, he will necessarily take pleasure as

well in contemplating the thing itself whose image he is con-

templating.20
Taking pleasure in a mere likeness leads us to take pleasure in the ‘real thing’.
Applying this principle to fine melodies and rhythms, we obtain that someone
who is accustomed to enjoying them for their own sake will enjoy for their own

I8 For Aristotle’s disciple Aristoxenus music requires perceptual training precisely because it is

progressive:

Since this [sc. static and progressive] is the nature of music it is necessary to

habituate perception and thought to discriminate finely what is static and what

moves in the harmonised melodies. towavTnV 8’ £x0boNg EVOV THG LOVGIKTG

avaykolov Kot €v Tolg mepi TO Nppocévoy cuvedichijvar Thv te didvotay Kot Thv

aicOnow koddg kpivew 16 te pévov Kai t0 Kwvovpevov. (Elementa Harmonica ii

34, 25-28 (Da Rios 1954, 44, 3))
Here Aristoxenus might be expanding Aristotle’s views on the importance of training perception to
discriminate the movements of fine music.

19 Hitz 2012, 298-301 suggests that taking pleasure in music teaches us to take pleasure in fine
actions for their own sake and to recognise fine actions and characters. However, she (incorrectly, if I
am right) assumes that the educational powers of music depend on its capacity to represent fine char-
acters and action. Representational accounts are problematic, as I argued above, because it is difficult
to see how music can represent character and actions if it is not accompanied by words or theatrical
representations.

20 6 & év 10ig c')uo{mg £€01op0¢ T0D MmeloBat Kol yaipew €yydg 0Tt @ TPOG TV AAnOelay TOV
avTov Exety TPOTOV 0lov &1 TIg YuipeL THY eikdva TVOC Bedpevog un U GAV aitiov GAAL S10 rnv
Hop@Ry adTHY, dvarykoiov TovTe Koi adtod éxeivou v Osopiav, ob Ty ikdva Osopel, Ndetov slvar
(Pol. viii 1340a23-28).
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sake the ‘real things’ they are similar to: fine actions and fine characters. Since
music is naturally pleasant, enjoying fine music for its own sake leads us to take
the appropriate pleasure in it and what it resembles (1340b20-25).

Musical education cannot lead us all the way toward virtue. It cannot really
teach us to act finely and to develop a fully virtuous character. Recognising fine
actions and enjoying or pursuing them for their own sake is not sufficient by
Aristotle’s own standards for acting finely or virtuously. Other conditions have to
be satisfied: the virtuous action has to be chosen knowingly and from a stable and
virtuous character state (NE ii 3). For example, enkratic actions might display the
appropriate order in variety and be done for their own sake. Yet, they are not
done virtuously because the agent who performs them is still conflicted.

Even if this is right, it does not undermine the idea that musical education can
aid character education. Musical education teaches us a recognitional skill that
helps us to spot at least some of the features that characterise fine actions and
characters. It also teaches us to take pleasure in fine actions and characters for
their own sake. Thus, it gives us at least a starting point to learn to be good.

Conclusion

Aristotle’s account of musical education is neither the result of the unreflective
acceptance of a common belief nor a theory of blind emotion-transmission. Aris-
totle gives some philosophical grounding to the thesis that musical education
forms our character. He maintains that musical education trains us to recognise
some features of fine actions and fine characters and also to take pleasure in them
for their own sake. It does so because fine music is naturally pleasant and similar
to fine actions and fine characters. Aristotle, then, has some good reasons to
believe that musical education can habituate us to ‘correctly distinguishing and
rejoicing at good characters and fine actions’ (Pol. viii 1340a15-17).2!
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