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The Physiology of Character in Aristotle — Some ‘Sketchy’ Remarks

1) ENX9, 1179b20-23: Men become good through nature, habit, and reason

University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill

yiveaOor 8 dyaboivg ofovton of pev uoet ot &
et ot 8¢ Sitdayf]. 1O Wev obY ¢ Yooews STjA0Y
0Og odx &’ Mutv OmaEyet, GAAd Sta tvag Oetog

adtiog ol g G0 edtuyEoty Hapyet * because of some divine cause.

Some people think we become good by nature, others by habit,
and still others by teaching. Now it is clear that the share of nature
is not up to us, but belongs to those who are truly fortunate

2) PolVII 4, 1325b39-1326a5: Perfecting nature by making a good selection
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I am talking, for instance, about a quantity of citizens and
land. For just as for other craftsmen, such as for the weaver
or shipbuilder, it is necessary that some material is available
that is fitting for the function (for to the extent that it turns
out to be better prepared, the thing that comes to be by art
will necessarily also be better), in the same way also is it
necessary for the politician and the lawgiver that material is
available that is suitable, being fittingly disposed.

3) PolVII 7,1327b18-38: Selecting citizens with a ‘well-mixed’ character

About the number of citizens, we have spoken earlier about what should be their limit; let us
now speak about what should be their natural qualities (toiovg 8¢ Tvag v phoy eivon Sel).
One could almost grasp this by looking at the cities that are held in high esteem among the
Greeks and, with respect to the whole inhabited world, at how it is divided into nations.

Those nations that live in cold regions and the ones around Europe are full of spirit, but are
lacking in intelligence and technical skill (Bupod pév éott mAnen, Savoiog 8¢ évdetotepa ol
eyvne); and therefore they retain more freedom, but are without political organization and are
incapable of ruling over their neighbors. ” The nations around Asia have intelligent and
technically skillful souls, but are spiritless (Stavonmnd pév sl teyvind ™y Poyny, &vpa d¢), and
therefore retain a state of subjection and slavery. ” The race of the Greeks, just as it is located
in between them, so too it participates in both [characters] (oUtwg dpgolv petéyet). For it is
both endowed with spirit and intelligent (xai yoo EvBupov sal Stavonunov éotw), and therefore
it retains both freedom and is the best politically organized and capable of ruling everyone, if
formed into one state.

The same differentiation also belongs to the Greek nations amongst each other: for some have
a one-sided nature, whereas others are well mixed with regard to both those capacities (& pév
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And at this point it is clear that it is necessary for those who are likely to be the most easily led
to virtue by the lawgiver to be intelligent and high-spirited in nature (Stovontinoie te etvar ual
Ovpoetdeic ™V phow).

Natural qualities
ctigens: look at map

Europeans:
Spirited & dumb

Asians:
Spiritless & intelligent

Greeks:
Spirited & intelligent

Not all Greeks are
‘well-mixced’

Only ‘well-nixed’
populations are most
easily led to virtue




4) PolVII 16, 1334b29-32: Lawgiver should make bodies good from the start
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If, then, it is necessary that the lawgiver sees to it from the
start that the bodies of those that are being raised come to be
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as good as possible, he should take care first of marriage. ..

5) RAII 15, 1390b21-31: Good birth, natural talent, & the heredity of character traits
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‘Good birth’ is in accordance to the excellence of the stock,
but ‘being true to one’s descent’ is in accordance with not
displacing from one’s nature: this for the most part does not
happen to those of good birth, but many of them are common
men. For there is in the generation of men a certain yield, just
as there is among things that come to be from the land, and
sometimes when a stock is good, over a certain time excellent
men are produced, and then [later] yields them again. Naturally
talented stock displaces into characters disposed to madness,
such as for instance the offspring of Alcibiades and of
Dionysus, and steady stock into stupidity and dullness, such as
for instance the offspring of Cimon, Pericles, and Socrates.

6) On Good Birth (Stob.Flor. IV xxix, fragment 94.11-25): strength of principle
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Let me say the causes of this — that good birth is
excellence of stock, and that excellence is good; and a
good stock is one in which there have been many good
individuals. And this happens when there is a good origin
in the stock: for an origin has such power, namely of
preparing many things like itself. For that is the function
of an origin — to produce many others like itself. When,
then, there has been one individual of this kind in the
stock and he is so good that many generations receive his
goodness, this stock is necessarily good. There will be
many good humans if the stock is human, [good] horses if
it is equine, and similarly also with the other animals.

7) GAII 4, 738b23-36: Mother influences body offspring via blood?
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Such that is it necessary that the female provides the body and
the body mass... And this is why among as many of those
who cross partners that are not of the same kind (...), the first
[generation] comes to be in accordance with a common
resemblance to both [parents], such as the offspring of the fox
and dog, and of partridge and cock, but after time goes by and
others come to be from others the final result is a shape in
accordance with the female, just as foreign seeds [have a shape| in
accordance with the soil: for this is what provides the material
and the body to the seeds.
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