Aristotle on Virtue

Virtue, then, is of two kinds, intellectual and moral. Intellectual virtue owes both its
inception and its growth chiefly to instruction, and for this very reason needs time and

experience.

Moral goodness, on the other hand, is the result of habit, from which it has actually got its
name. This fact makes it obvious that none of the moral virtues is engendered in us by

nature.

The moral virtues, then, are engendered in us neither by nor contrary to nature; we are

constituted by nature to receive them, but their full development in us is due to habit.

But the virtues we do acquire by first exercising them, just as happens in the arts. Anything
that we have to learn to do we learn by the actual doing of it: people become builders by
building and instrumentalists by playing instruments. Similarly we become just by
performing just acts, temperate by performing temperate ones, brave by performing brave

ones.

Again, the causes or means that bring about any form of excellence are the same as those
that destroy it, and similarly with art; for it is as a result of playing the harp that people
become good and bad harpists. The same principle applies to builders and all other
craftsmen. Men will become good builders as a result of building well, and bad ones as a
result of building badly. Otherwise there would be no need of anyone to teach them: they
would all be born either good or bad.

Now this holds good also of the virtues. It is the way that we behave in our dealings with
other people that makes us just or unjust, and the way that we behave in the face of danger,

accustoming ourselves to be timid or confident, that makes us brave or cowardly.

Similarly with situations involving desires and angry feelings. Some people become
temperate and patient from one kind of conduct in such situations, others licentious and

choleric from another. In a word, then, like activities produce like dispositions.

Hence we must give our activities a certain quality, because it is their characteristics that
determine the resulting dispositions. So it is a matter of no little importance what sort of
habits we form from the earliest age — it makes a vast difference, or rather all the difference
in the world.

from Aristotle Nicomachean Ethics Book 2 trans. Thomson (abridged)



