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1. The Thesis 

This paper argues for the following thesis: 

(T) According to Aristotle natural virtue does not only have instrumental value. In fact, 
natural virtue always aims at the right goal in human action. 

2. Some Background: Habituation and Natural Virtue 

Practical wisdom consists in grasping, not without using reason, the truth about actions conerning 
what is good for human beings in general (NE 1140b5-7, 21-2). Full virtue of character requires 
practical wisdom, and vice versa (NE 1144b31-2). Thus no one is really virtuous without practical 
wisdom (e.g. NE 1144b16). 

Aristotle famously argues (NE 1103a15ff.) that human virtue does not come about (i) by nature nor 
does it come about (ii) contrary to nature: 

Argument for (ii): It's contrary to the nature of a stone to move upwards and no amount of 
‘training’ will make it do so. Humans do acquire virtue so it is not contrary to their nature. 

Argument for (i): Just cannot be true (many are not virtuous; it takes effort; etc.) 

Thus human nature is at least capable of receiving the virtues. But this requires habituation. Just as 
one becomes a builder by building, one becomes just by acting justly: 

 Strong Habituation Principle           
 Every action contributes to making one the kind of person one is. 

Virtuous action can, however, be accidental, forced or done on command. So one must also act in the 
way in which  a virtuous person would, namely in accordance with the practical wisdom in one (cf. NE 
1105a22-6). A virtuous action must be grounded in some firm disposition to deliberatively choose 
such actions (cf. NE 1107a1-3). 

Thus it appears that having natural virtue “immediately from birth” is impossible (NE 1144b6). Both 
virtue of character and virtue of (practical) thought requires time and training (NE 1103a16-7): but 
these are both conditions of full virtue. Aristotle even points out that this explains why there seem to 
be ‘mathematical prodigies’ but no ‘moral prodigies.’ Mathematics can be studied abstractly without 
much training, whereas practical wisdom is concerned with sensed particulars at least as much as 
with universals (NE 1142a12-21). 

Two points before going further: (i) Mathematics seems to be a special case in the sciences (cf. 
physics, astronomy) and Aristotle emphasized that in most cases mathematical skill is brought about 
by considerable training. (ii) Some of Aristotle's arguments seem to be a (sometimes extreme) 
reaction to Socratic intellectualism. Children don‘t understand arguments so they cannot become 
good by listening to them and vicious people need rehabituation rather than argument. 
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3. An Unorthodox Interpretation of Natural Virtue 

3.1 One can imagine a quick argument showing that Aristotle must be wrong, by his own lights: 

(1) There are incurable criminals who resist any amount of good upbringing of 
rehabituation (cf. NE 1180a10). 

(2) Incurable criminals always know what the wrong thing to do is and act in accordance 
with that knowledge. 

(3) They must be born with this knowledge and thus they are vicious by nature. 
(4) By parity of reasoning, one can also be virtuous by nature. 

Although interesting, this argument is invalid. A virtuous person always has a single goal between 
excess and deficiency which practical wisdom aims at (NE 1138b21-5). There are many ways to be 
wrong but only one way to be right. Thus it doesn't really take any effort or intelligence to be wrong. 

Thus prodigies of immorality are impossible, they don't have any single goal to aim for – merely the 
avoidance of one. If there is such a thing as moral talent it must aim at the good.  

3.2 Yet Aristotle thought there is a sense in which humans can have natural virtue, i.e. an innate 
tendency to do what a fully virtuous agent would do. It is different from full virtue in three ways at 
least: 

1. The reciprocity of the virtues does not apply to natural virtue (NE 1144b30-5). 
2. Agents with mere natural virtue will do the right thing in some cases but not in others, 

especially when the situation is complicated and requires wisdom (NE 1137a9-17). 
3. Agents with mere natural virtue will do the right thing for the wrong reasons (NE 1137a17-

26). 

Aristotle also compares natural virtue to cleverness. Natural virtue is to full virtue what cleverness is 
to practical wisdom. Cleverness is the capacity to reach any goal, be it good or bad: being clever is 
having instrumental reasoning. Practical wisdom is cleverness that only aims at the right goal and 
thus cleverness is included in practical wisdom (NE 1144a25-9). Then follows the most important 
passage on natural virtue in NE (6.13):  

For each of us seems to possess his type of character [τῶν ἠθῶν] to some extent by nature 
[φύσει]; for in fact we are just, brave, prone to temperance, or have another feature, 
immediately from birth. But still we look for something else to be full goodness [τὸ κυρίως 
ἀγαθὸν], and we expect to possess this in another way. For these natural states [φυσικαὶ 
ἕξεις] belong even to children and to beasts, but without understanding [ἄνευ νοῦ] they are 
evidently harmful. [...] Just as a heavy body moving around unable to see suffers a heavy fall 
because it has no sight, so it is with virtue. But if someone acquires understanding [ἐὰν  δὲ 
λάβῃ νοῦν], he improves in his actions [ἐν τῷ  πράττειν  διαφέρει]; and the state he now has, 
though still similar [to the natural one], will be fully virtue [ἡ δ᾽ ἕξις ὁμοία οὖσα τότ᾽ ἔσται 
κυρίως  ἀρετή)] (NE 1144b4-14).1 

                                                           
1 Note that adding understanding (νοῦς) to natural virtue eventually results in full (κυρίος) virtue. By 
‘understanding’ Aristotle does not mean practical wisdom in this context (pace Brown 2009, Irwin 1999). 
Practical virtue is full virtue and the point would have been trivial: the agent needs goal-neutral understanding. 
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3.3 According to an orthodox view (cf. Kraut 1989, Hurthshouse 2007) Aristotle's analogy means that 
natural virtue, like cleverness, only has instrumental value. Thus: 

 First Orthodoxy: Natural virtue can be used to do good and bad alike. 

 Second Orthodoxy: Natural virtue can create both good and bad characters. 

Take Aristotle's discussion of courage. Just like cleverness can be used for good and bad, if ‘natural 
courage’ is construed as the ability to keep calm in frightening situations (cf. NE 1117a5-9), then it can 
be used for bad ends (e.g. robbing a bank). 

Although this is part of Aristotle's account of courage, it is far from necessary to say that he is talking 
about the same thing in NE 6.13 above. Cleverness is not misused when used for bad ends, but 
natural virtue is. 

Against the First Orthodoxy        
 Natural virtue is hurtful if and only if it is not accompanied by understanding. Thus it is not an 
instrument with which one does bad things. 

Clever agents may very well not become wise. Similarly, there is no absolute guarantee that a 
naturally virtuous agent will always be able to remain virtuous or acquire practical wisdom. But, as 
against the second orthodoxy, natural virtue cannot be responsible for the resulting viciousness, only 
lack of understanding can. Otherwise, an innate tendency for temperance, say, could be the cause of 
one's intemperate or insensible character. 

The Unorthodox View         
 Natural virtue tends to set the right goal for instrumental action and thus one can ‘act in 
accordance’ with it (cf. discussion of Magna Moralia below). 

Example: A natural tendency for generosity is a disposition to give the right amount in the right way. 
(This is not full virtue because it doesn't involve deliberation.) Without understanding, this state may 
well transform into wastefulness or an ungenerous state. The agent may give too much without 
understanding that she will become poor or give too little because she doesn't understand the 
seriousness of the situation. In any case, lack of understanding is the cause of the bad character that 
results – not the original state of natural virtue. 

(This might be thought to conflict with Aristotle's discussion of generosity in NE 4.1. I disagree, but 
will not pursue that issue here.) 

4. Evidence from Magna Moralia 

I don't want to go into the controversy of the authenticity of MM. I do think it might have been 
written by Aristotle either before or after NE (and EE), if not it may be a Peripatetic handbook of 
some sort. But there are two very interesting claims in MM on natural virtue. 

First Claim: In MM a natural ‘impulse’ (ὁρμή) or virtue is a necessary condition of having a 
virtuous character (MM 1198a8-9). 

This may suggest that MM contains an earlier theory and Aristotle dropped this condition in NE. It 
seems like natural virtue is only a possible stage in moral development in NE (cf. Cooper 1973). 
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Second Claim: In MM natural virtues are defined as impulses towards the noble (τὸ καλὸν) 
without reason (MM 1200a1-2). 

In George Stock's (1915) translation the relevant passage says that natural virtue is “an impulse to 
right without reason.” He translates τὸ καλὸν as the right here. I will follow more recent tradition and 
refer to the noble. If the second claim is a correct interpretation and may safely be applied to NE, 
then natural virtue must be importantly different from cleverness. Natural virtue has a single correct 
goal and no such thing can be said about clevereness. 

This might explain why Aristotle says that the cleverness-wisdom relation and the natural virtue-full 
virtue relation are almost the same (NE 1144b1-4). I would also hypothesize that the analogy was 
more appropriate from the standpoint of the author of MM, in which full virtue definitely includes 
natural virtues or impulses. Cleverness is believed to be part of practical wisdom in both MM and NE. 

5. Habituated Virtue, Natural Virtue, Upbringing 

On the basis of the argument so far, I think Aristotle is committed to the following: 

Equivalence Claim: Natural virtue can have exactly the same role in character development 
as virtue imparted by early upbringing, namely it can bring about correct beliefs about how to 
live. 

(1) The Equivalence Claim is supported by what Aristotle says about the ‘starting-points’ 
necessary for suitable students of ethics: eligible students must either have some correct 
beliefs about what is noble and just or be able to acquire those beliefs (NE 1095b5-13). 

(2) It is also supported by the following passage: 
 
Reason is not fit for teaching principles either in mathematics or in actions; [with actions] it is 
virtue, either natural or habituated, that can teach the correct belief about the starting-point 
[οὔτε δὴ ἐκεῖ ὁ λόγος διδασκαλικὸς τῶν ἀρχῶν οὔτε ἐνταῦθα, ἀλλ᾽ ἀρετὴ ἢ φυσικὴ ἢ ἐθιστὴ 
τοῦ ὀρθοδοξεῖν περὶ τὴν ἀρχήν] (1151a15-20). 

By ‘habituated’ virtue in this passage, Aristotle must be taken to mean the degree of virtue one can 
acquire in early upbringing. Otherwise he would be equating natural and full virtue (which he might 
be doing elsewhere when he discusses ‘truly’ or ‘divinely’ fortunate persons (NE 1179b20-4)). 

The distinction between upbringing and habituation is made by Aristotle in NE 10.9: good upbringing 
is sufficient for the young to become good and noble, they must continue these practices and be 
habituated to them (NE 1180a1-4). 

6. Conclusion 

The claim that natural virtue can replace the degree of virtue acquired in early upbringing is shown in 
the fact that some need more guidance than others to become virtuous agents. By and large, 
virtuous characters are produced by habituation, but having some true beliefs about how to lead a 
good life is a prerequisite of this process. I've been arguing that this requirement can be fulfilled by 
nature or by upbringing. 
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This suggests that our First Habituation Principle was too strong. In NE 1105b10-2, Aristotle hints at a 
weaker notion: “It is right, then, to say that a person comes to be just from doing just actions and 
temperate from doing temperate actions; for no one has the least prospect of becoming good from 
failing to do them.” 

Thus it is impossible to acquire a certain character-state by failing to perform the corresponding 
actions when required. 

 Second Habituation Principle: Some actions contribute to making one the person on is. 

There are then two reasons to believe in the second rather than the first principle: 

(1) If one is fully temperate, say, a single temperate action cannot make one any more 
temperate than one already is. 

(2) If one has a natural tendency for being temperate one is only lacking in general 
understanding or virtue-coordination (because reciprocity isn't guaranteed). One may lack 
other (natural) virtues that indirectly contribute to the state of being temperate. A naturally 
temperate agent doesn't need repeated performance of temperate actions (although she 
may not fail to perform them) but she needs understanding. 

Paradoxically, a naturally virtuous agent must cultivate virtues other than his natural virtues in order 
to become fully virtuous. And she must habituate herself to being virtuous in difficult situations. 

Thus ‘moral prodigies’ are at least possible for Aristotle. 
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