Dr. Ari Santas’ Notes On:

Aristotle’s Nichomachean Ethics, Book VII, 1-10
A.
Some Definitions

• All of the following are dispositions regarding pleasure and/or pain:

• Moral Weakness – knowing what is best (right) but not being able to do it because of a desire for pleasure – struggle

• Moral Strength – knowing what is best, having opposing desire, but being able to overcome the desire and do what is best – struggle

• Self-control – being in complete harmony between desire and moral correctness – little or no struggle

• Tenacity (hardiness) – being able to withstand pain to do what is right

• Softness – being unable to withstand pain to do what is right

• Self-indulgence (luxuriousness) – choosing pleasure and/or avoiding pain while ignoring consideration of what is best – no struggle


• The order of worth of these is:



1)  Self-control
(Best)



2)  Moral strength



3)  Tenacity



4)  Softness



5)  Moral weakness



6)  Self-indulgence
(Worst)
B.
Moral Weakness

• One of the biggest controversies in Aristotle’s time was over moral weakness


• Socrates had believed that there was no such thing



• All vicious actions are a result of ignorance



• Knowledge = virtue


• Others held that it is possible to know what is best/right, yet not be able to do it


• Aristotle proposes a solution:



• There are two ways one can know something




1)  Superficially – like an actor knows his lines




2)  With conviction – really feeling its truth



• The morally weak know what is best in the first sense


• The morally strong know it somewhere between 1 & 2


• The self-controlled know it in sense 2


• The self indulgent do not know it at all

• Given this analysis, both parties (Socrates, et al.) have some of the truth regarding moral weakness

C.
Moral Weakness and Practical Wisdom

• To have practical wisdom (Phronēsis), one cannot, then, be morally weak

• Moral weakness places a split in us between theory and practice

• To be wise in the practical sense is to not just know what is right, but to do it


• Just as moral virtue implies moral deeds
• Phronēsis requires the level of conviction that ensures a harmony between what we believe (or know) and what we do

• The morally strong are not quite wise, but are on their way
