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Chapter 1:  Introduction 

[Continuing a discussion of the purposes of music] To some extent this former end 

would be worthwhile, but it is not sufficient, inasmuch as the one who learns music not 

only learns it in order to acquire a perfection of the intellect, but in order to be able, 

when desisting from the cares and business of the body, as with the mind, that is when 

he is at rest, and apart from daily occupations, spends time and entertains himself 

virtuously, so that by living properly and commendably far from indolence, he should 

become prudent and may pass on to perform better and laudable things.  Such an end is 

not only worthy of praise and honorable, but it is the true end, for the reason that Music 

was not recognized or ordained for any other end, if not for that which we have 

explained above, since the Philosopher [i.e., Aristotle] in his Politics demonstrated it, 

adducing and recounting the great authority of Homer.  Whence deservedly the 

ancients included it among the group of those things pursued that are of service to free 

people.”1  [Author’s translation] 

 In this passage Zarlino explicitly alludes to the discussion of the possible purposes of music as 

found in Aristotle’s Politics, from among which he chooses its use as a wholesome pastime for rest and 

relaxation that can also possess other benefits of an ethical or moral nature.  Zarlino is not the first, 

though perhaps the most famous, to draw from Aristotle the conclusion that music is primarily an 

entertaining and worthwhile pastime, ending the discussion at that point.   Though Zarlino also alludes 

to other positive benefits, among which his fleeting mention of prudent behavior is the most pregnant 

with meaning, it is to the limited value of a worthwhile pastime that subsequent tradition has isolated 

music, supposedly on Aristotle’s authority.  This, however, is neither the full story nor Aristotle’s final 

conclusion.  In fact, to draw this limited conclusion involves a very curious and persistent oversight 

                                                             
1 Gioseffo Zarlino, Le Istitutioni Harmoniche (1558.  Reprint, New York:  Broude Brothers, 1965), 8. 
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regarding Aristotle’s full discussion of music, its purpose and power, and its role in education, with 

reference to which latter he specifically rejects the value of music as a pastime either for children or 

adults as a sufficient reason for its inclusion in the curriculum.  This seems at first glance a very strange 

myopia for generations of classicists, music theorists, and other music scholars to have suffered so 

endemically.  In truth, however, it is not a strange scholarly pathology but rather the result of 

reasonable or at least understandable causes, the explanation of which must be preliminary to a proper 

reevaluation of Aristotle’s thinking on music education. 

 Several causes have contributed in different ways to the different disciplines’ difficulty in 

understanding Aristotle’s position.  First by far among these is the sheer difficulty of understanding an 

absolutely critical passage (1339a21-22) in which Aristotle claims that music is conducive to virtue and 

yet provides no accompanying explanation of this, to modern minds, very strange statement.  A proper 

explication and understanding of this passage, as found in the analysis of Chapter 3, requires a very 

meticulously close reading of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, the work preliminary to the Politics, with 

very special care to his terminology.  Beyond the sheer difficulty of the passage, this begs the natural 

question of why no one previously attempted it, which in turn reveals a succession of scholarly attitudes 

characteristic of classical studies.2  First, the modern mind does not find the affective power of music 

persuasive, a position also shared by many musicians, and so Aristotle starts “on the wrong foot” for 

many.  Second, classics is a literary field with a long tradition of and rightful respect for evidence and 

documentation.  This creates, in modern jargon, a professional “confirmation bias,” which is not without 

its virtues; but in this case a classicist will instinctively look for a literary or philosophical explanation.  If 

one can be found, even by considerable effort, the problem is thus considered solved, so that so 

apparently “strange” an idea today as affective music need not even be considered.  It was not at all 

                                                             
2 It is necessary for me to explain that I possess a PhD in classics as well as degrees in music performance and 
musicology so have some right to critique my own field of expertise with goodwill. 
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strange in classical antiquity as both Warren Anderson and Robert Wallace have well documented.3  

Thus, the entire passage is virtually “skipped over” almost silently in translations and commentaries, and 

the argument stops with what is most transparently evident today as in ancient times—music is a 

wholesome pastime with some potential beneficial side effects, which, it is presumed, Aristotle may 

have overstated just a bit, given the Greek perspective on the matter.  Finally, Aristotle’s passage in the 

Politics in which he discusses music and music education is simply seen as a rather minor issue difficult 

to integrate, as Aristotle himself remarks, within the larger concern of what makes a virtuous citizen in a 

virtuous state. These issues, in a nutshell, plausibly account for most of classicists’ difficulties with the 

text. 

 The situation for music scholars is somewhat different but also results from a combination of 

factors.  First, with a few very notable exceptions, music scholars are not trained in ancient Greek or 

philological method and so have no direct access to reading and critiquing the original text, which in this 

case, even more so than usual, is absolutely necessary.  Of those few who do possess the necessary 

skills, most if not all are interested in other interesting and important issues, three of which come 

immediately to mind.  The issue perhaps most dependent on linguistic skills of the three is the study of 

the history and development of Greek music theory, which continues to present important problems.  

Related to that is the study of Greek writings on music and their relationship to the philosophical 

traditions, such as Pythagoreanism, neo-Platonism, and Aristotelianism.   Third, but broadest and most 

active, is the immense field of the relation of Greek musical writings to the later history of music and 

music theory beginning with the revival of humanism and its influence in Renaissance studies.  In this 

field, Aristotle comes to play a part relatively late and in the context of opposing his position of music 

                                                             
3 Warren D. Anderson, Ethos and Education in Greek Music (Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 1966); Robert 
W. Wallace, Reconstructing Damon (Oxford:  Oxford University, 2015). 
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within natural philosophy versus Pythagorean and Platonic metaphysics.4  These three areas of interest 

alone are more than sufficient to absorb scholars’ attention from other problems present in the Politics, 

but there are still additional impediments. 

 The above factors combined have distracted attention from the fact that Aristotle has written a 

philosophy of music education, and a very good one.  The perception given by the current literature is 

that the passage in the Politics offers no more than a study of the nature of music and its purpose, most 

never even mentions it as a philosophy of music education.  This accounts for what seems otherwise 

unaccountable, that no thorough analysis of the passage as a philosophy of music education has ever 

been made prior to this present one.  Contributing to this is, to the present author, the unfortunate fact 

that research in music education is dominated by quantitative study and few, at least in the United 

States, remain dedicated to historical studies.  This persists despite the fact that distinguished 

commentators on American culture from de Tocqueville in 1835 to Christopher Lasch in the 1990’s and 

many beyond have deplored the fact that Americans have so little interest in the vital field of history.  If 

it has not yet been implicitly clear, then let it be said explicitly now that this book asserts the value of 

history for music education at present in an immediately viable way. 

 This limited interest in the history of music education effectively prevents the recognition that 

Aristotle’s philosophy of music education as it appears in the Politics not only is a surprisingly thorough 

conception of music education but is, perhaps, the finest and fullest ever formulated.   In addition to its 

general excellence, it also provides an argument that could possibly, when updated, serve as the firmest 

foundation yet articulated for the advocacy of music education, especially in light of recent research in 

the fields of psychology and neuroscience.  In modern terms, Aristotle argues that training in music 

contributes to develop good judgment and produces emotional health; as a result, individuals so trained 

                                                             
4 Ann E. Moyer, Musica Scientia:  Musical Scholarship in the Italian Renaissance (Ithaca, NY:  Cornell University, 
1992); Andrew Hicks, Composing the World:  Harmony in the Medieval Platonic Cosmos (New York:  Oxford 
University, 2017). 
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prove to be better scholars and more responsible members of society.5  Considering the obvious need 

for greater emotional health and improved judgment throughout our society today, it is hoped that this 

translation and commentary may eventually find readers who will put it to good use, helping to realize 

the benefits for the individual and society that Aristotle envisioned. 

 It seems necessary to provide some justification for presenting a new translation of Aristotle’s 

passage on music education from the Politics, seeing that several already exist.  Two reasons stand out 

for doing so.  First, there is a need for a different kind of translation, one by someone whose background 

includes both the necessary linguistic skills as well as advanced training in music.  The other translations, 

though excellent in their own way, are all by classical scholars whose “literary” perspective and the lack 

of a more advanced music background causes, in one way or another, at least an occasional lapse in 

sensitivity—and sometimes more—to the nature of music as a practicing musician and music teacher 

knows and experiences it, not as a literary scholar supposes it to be.  This limitation is often most 

apparent in regard to the issue of music and emotion, a critical component of Aristotle’s argument. 

 Further, anyone who has ever translated anything modern or ancient knows the absolute truth 

of those warnings like “the translator is a traitor,” and “much is lost in translation.”  This is especially so 

with the ancient languages.  Aristotle is a special case, for an understanding of which Andrew Barker’s 

brief introduction is excellent.6  It startles most people to learn that all of Aristotle’s polished literary 

works were lost in antiquity.  What remains are only what we might call his “lecture notes,” and in some 

cases perhaps only students’ notes on Aristotle’s lectures.  The text does not read like the beautiful, 

polished, superb, and seemingly natural yet completely artificial prose of Plato.  Aristotle wrote for 

himself as we might take notes for ourselves—sketchy, incomplete, at times non-sequential and not 

                                                             
5 Scott N. Edgar, Music Education and Social Emotional Learning (Chicago:  GIA Publications, 2018).  Edgar’s book 
was published after the completion of the present text and so was not available to the author; however, the title 
implies a treatment of the subject consistent with Aristotle’s conception. 
6 Andrew Barker, Greek Musical Writings, 2 vols. (Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 1984), 1:170. 
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quite grammatical.  Further, they are clearly works in progress—he is still thinking about things and 

willing to take in further evidence, which would make his teacher Plato proud.  This philosophical 

attitude, very commendable as an intellectual position, does not make for lucid prose, for which reason 

any translator who wishes to produce a more coherent, not to say elegant text, must necessarily provide 

much intra-textual interpretation.   

 The procedure utilized here is the opposite; namely, to strip away from the translation as much 

interpretation as possible in order to present Aristotle’s text in as nearly its original form as possible, 

even when ambiguous.  Interpretation here is almost always relegated to commentary notes or to 

bracketed explanations in the text such as are unavoidable.  The resulting deliberate “awkwardness” 

may trouble the reader by its occasional “roughness,” but it has also the positive effect of forcing the 

reader to come closer to grips with the text and to try mentally to wrest the meaning from it, such as 

was the classical intention of thinkers like Plato and Aristotle.  This is not a moral judgment on other 

entirely legitimate approaches to translation.  For the purpose of explaining the present process to the 

reader, a few illustrative notes are included as to the difficulty of avoiding the introduction of 

interpretation, even in this rather puritanical approach.  Some, even many, things are so culturally 

embedded as to be impossible to translate, such as may be found in the note on the phrase aretē 

politikē.  The intention, thus, is to produce a different, and hopefully more intellectually provocative if 

also less elegant, type of translation.   

 The second reason for a new translation is that our particular point in the history of music 

education demands one in order to call attention to Aristotle’s importance for the present.  This project 

began seven or eight years ago upon the present author’s first study of Aristotle’s thoughts on music 

education.  The potential impact of its relevance to today became immediately apparent, particularly if 

its ideas were pursued and reevaluated by means of modern scientific technology and within the 

developing fields of neuroscience and psychology.  That personal conviction slowly evolved into the 
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concept of the present book for combining a new translation, the first full and thorough analysis, a 

vision for an epistemological reevaluation of Aristotle’s philosophy, and finally the formulation of that 

reevaluation as a new foundation for music advocacy.  Years were to pass before realization of that plan, 

with much time spent simply deliberating on a suitable method of approaching the text in a way that 

can communicate to the modern reader ideas that are embedded in an ancient language that so often 

possesses different contextual assumptions. 

 Two concerns arise consistently in dealing with Aristotle’s text.  First, it is necessary to be very 

clear in regard to his terminology.  For this reason, when at all possible transliterations of specific Greek 

terms are provided in the text following the English, both in the translation itself and in the analysis.  

Since words in all languages possess multiple meanings (even simultaneously), it is not possible to be 

absolutely consistent in choosing the closest English translation for any given word.  For instance, every 

single translation consulted differs in its reading of the critical line 1139a21.  The argument for the 

present one as closest is based on the support of the Nicomachean Ethics, as will become clear.  A 

further problem arises in the form of long-standing translations of critical Greek words by English words 

whose meaning may have changed drastically over the centuries from when they were first employed.   

Ultimately the decision was made to retain most of these on the grounds that introducing novel 

translations would confuse the historical tradition of criticism.  Perhaps the worst and most confusing of 

these is the English translation of Greek aretē through the Latin intermediary, virtus, to English “virtue,” 

which will almost certainly convey an absolutely incorrect impression to a modern reader.  To diminish 

this problem so far as possible, notes have been provided in the translation and further explanation 

given in the analysis.  For these crucial translations I have provided a glossary at the end of the book, 

which gives at least a limited number of basic meanings.   

 Second, it is necessary to consider the structure of Aristotle’s argument, and this involves 

keeping very close track of his terminology as a signal for that structure, even when terms are somewhat 
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obscured by the use of referent pronouns and articles, in order to determine exactly what he is talking 

about and what he is referring to in which place.  Unlike many of Plato’s dialogues, which were intended 

to wind along with false starts and dead ends for the sake of provoking thought yet maintaining a 

continuous thread of argument, Aristotle, on the contrary, is not writing for others but for himself, with 

evidence that what he writes is a clear “work in progress.”  For instance, it is common for him to make 

what seem to be verbal reminders, such as “it will be necessary to return to this later,” though he does 

not always fulfill that promise.   

 A musician will immediately understand the metaphor that Aristotle’s thinking is polyphonic, 

many strands simultaneously, which he must try to deal with sequentially.  Just as in the case of a fugue, 

it is sometimes necessary for one voice to move in order to prepare for the movement of others in order 

to realize a new harmony, so Aristotle’s thought must sometimes depart from one line to another in 

order to make progress with the first possible.  This explains such narrative problems as the nearly 

continuous doubling back to pick up temporarily discontinued thoughts or the necessity of explaining 

interrelated subjects distinct from each other.  This creates special problems for the analysis, which 

cannot follow a strictly sequential course through Aristotle’s text.  It is for this reason that there appear 

later in this introduction as an aid to the reader both an outline of his philosophy of music education and 

a detailed outline of the text as it stands and.  Further, the analysis chapter has received distinct subject 

headings and continual references to citations in the text in order to bring related passages together in a 

way that Aristotle’s text does not do.  Since this translation and analysis are intended as preparation for 

a comparison of key points of Aristotle’s thought in the light of modern advances in neuroscience and 

psychology, an abbreviated outline of his psychology of music appears again in Chapter 4.   

 Close attention to the structure of his argument and his terminology in some cases proves 

essential for understanding the point he is trying to make.  An instance of the importance of both 

semantics and structure involves his discussion of the psychological, affective power of music.  Aristotle 
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carefully uses two distinct words in reference to music, mousikē, the general term,7 and melos, the word 

for both song and melody, whose distinct meanings translations and commentaries do not always 

observe—a musician immediately detects the problem inherent in this confusion.  Aristotle presents this 

affective power in the general context of music, mousikē, but utilizes one composer’s songs, melos, as 

an example of the power.  That Aristotle’s definition of music in Politics is identical to our own and 

includes both instrumental and vocal forms is made absolutely clear in 1339b20-21.  It is only careful 

attention to both the terminology and the context of the argument’s structure that can clarify this 

important issue.  Thus, the later exclusion of instrumental music in music education is on moral and not 

affective grounds.  In effect, Aristotle might well argue that instrumental music should be excluded from 

music education for the very reason that it possesses too great an affective power of the type he 

describes and one too potentially negative for the young, not too little or none. 

 On several occasions already the importance of considering context of different kinds, linguistic 

or rhetorical, has appeared; there are yet two more contexts that must be addressed in order better to 

understand Aristotle’s thought:  historical and philosophical.  Greek practical music education 

experienced drastic change for both political and social reasons from the end of the Persian Wars 

(ca.479 BCE) to sometime during Plato’s lifetime (d.347 BCE).8  No date is ascertainable for the effective 

demise of music education in Greek culture, but it was certainly moribund by the time of Aristotle’s 

writing and survived only in a trivialized form and in isolated locations in the Greek world by 300 BCE.9  

                                                             
7 It should be made clear that the term mousikē is usually of very broad application in Greek, meaning almost what 
we would refer to as “fine arts.”  This, however, is clearly not how Aristotle uses it in Politics, where he consistently 
uses it only with reference to what we consider “music,” both vocal and instrumental; see 1339b20-21, 1340b10-
12, and commentary notes. 
8 This summary relies upon several excellent studies including Anderson, Ethos and Education; William Barcalay, 
Train Up a Child (Philadelphia:  Westminster Press, 1959); Frederick A. G. Beck, Greek Education 450-350 B.C.  (New 
York:  Barnes & Noble, 1964); Matthias Lechner, Erziehung und Bildung in der Griechisch-Römischen Antike 
(Munich:  Max Hueber, 1933); H. I. Marrou, A History of Education in Antiquity, trans. George Lamb (New York:  
Sheed and Ward, 1956).  I am not concerned here with the type of higher education in music, essentially 
theoretical, discussed meticulously in Wallace, Reconstructing Damon. 
9 Erich Ziebarth, Aus dem Griechischen Schulwesen: Eudemos von Milet und Verwandtes (Leipzig:  Teubner, 1914). 
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This places in context the two great but very different philosophical statements on music education in 

Greek culture, those of Plato and Aristotle, neither of which represented an active pedagogy. 

 It is necessary as an immediate prerequisite to the discussion of Greek education to state that 

virtually everything that is known refers specifically to Athenian education.  Even much of the little that 

is known of Greek education outside Athens comes through Athenian sources.  It is reasonable to 

assume that the philosophical statements on music education of both Plato and Aristotle have Athens as 

their pedagogical context.  Plato was a native of Athens from a high patrician family and spent all but 

twelve years of his life (429-347 BCE) there, including the entire last forty years as head of his Academy.  

Aristotle (384-322 BCE), a foreigner, lived in Athens for two extended periods, for twenty years while 

studying with Plato until the latter’s death, and again for all but the last few months of his life (335-322 

BCE).  Plato is clearly concerned with Athens in the work that bears his most extensive thoughts on 

music education, the Republic.  Though Aristotle’s Politics is “generic” as a model for an ideal state, the 

education that he describes in Book VIII is clearly related to the Athenian tradition.  The period of 

Athenian education important for the history of music education occupies approximately the century 

from 475 to 375 BCE, which divides into three overlapping phases.  It is conventional today to refer to 

the earliest of these as the “Old Athenian” period.  During this period education was exclusively private 

and exclusively for aristocratic boys.  There were only two subjects:  gymnastics as a substitute for the 

earlier military training and music as a social skill.  To the modern mind the purpose of music as a social 

skill seems hardly to justify inclusion in a curriculum, but this is owing to the anachronistic perspective of 

the present.  To understand the reason for the importance of music in education an analogy may be 

most communicative—a knowledge of music and its practice served as the “diploma” by which an 

Athenian male proved his status as an aristocrat. 

 Power in Athens was dominated in this early period by the aristocrats, and the focus of that 

power was aristocratic men’s social clubs—Victorian England’s men’s clubs might be useful as a 
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comparison.  These clubs met frequently for banquets, at the end of which a lyre was brought out and 

each man present was obliged to contribute a song.  By means of this song he verified that he was a true 

aristocrat by displaying that he possessed the aristocrat’s traditional education.  A tradition in the 

ancient literature, surviving even down to Cicero’s time, tells of how Themistocles, the great hero of the 

Battle of Salamis that ended the Persian Wars, disgraced himself as a guest at such a banquet by 

confessing that he could not sing or play because he had never been educated in music.10  The story 

concludes that this was the beginning of his fall from power.  However far-fetched we today may find 

this purpose of music education, its truth is further attested by the second phase of Athenian music 

education. 

 The Athenian victory in the Persian Wars catapulted the small provincial city into a power 

position in the cosmopolitan life of the ancient Mediterranean.  This extension of Athenian political 

interests occasioned a parallel increase in economic ones, and since aristocrats were traditionally 

forbidden from sullying their hands with commerce, commoners filled the gap and amassed huge 

fortunes.  Then as now, wealth was drawn to power, and wealthy plebeians sought access to it, 

especially for their sons, through the existing system of aristocratic education.  This they rapidly 

achieved with distinct consequences for that education.  The two subjects at first remained gymnastics 

and music, but wealthy businessmen also wanted more practical skills appropriate for successful 

commerce, such as math and more advanced literacy.  Music continued but was no longer a “ticket” for 

access to the aristocracy; rather, it continued as a means of exposing boys to traditional morality and 

civic virtues through the songs they learned, whose texts carried appropriate sentiments.11  Finally, 

there came a realization that the process could be streamlined by eliminating the time-consuming music 

instruction and devoting the savings to the study of worthwhile literature as a source of learning those 

                                                             
10 Cicero, Tusculan Disputations (1,2,4). 
11 It is possible that this accounts in part for the modern emphasis in classical studies on the text as the affective 
power instead of the music. 
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same values.  This precipitated the gradual disappearance of music from Athenian education, and Greek 

education in general as well. 

 The last of the three phases is one of atrophy and demise.  Since music education in both 

periods had been linked as an intermediate means to other goals, specifically society and power, the 

loss of those functions undermined the existing, utilitarian justification for music education.  The 

arguments for music education of both Plato and Aristotle should be understood as anachronistic fossils, 

music education was effectively dying or defunct by the time they were written.  Both philosophers 

endeavored either to critique or reassert a direct value for music education in society, but their plans 

were never realized in pedagogical practice.  The justification formulated by each, that music could 

develop the character proper for a good citizen, may at first seem nearly identical, but closer 

examination reveals that they were founded on utterly distinct principles and philosophical positions. 

 Plato’s references to music are numerous and spread widely throughout his surviving 

dialogues.12  A complete and thorough survey of his thinking on music is not relevant for the present 

purpose and would, in any case, be too extensive for inclusion.  Instead, the focus here is on what is 

crucial for comparison with Aristotle, which is the source of music’s affective power.13  In order to 

explain music’s affective power, its ability to move the emotions, Plato embraces the mimetic effect of 

Pythagorean harmonics, though his formulation is not entirely Pythagorean and his precise 

understanding of the process remained incompletely expressed.14  Musicians today will probably be 

most familiar with the Pythagorean-Platonic influence in Boethius as the tripartite musica mundana 

(cosmic music), musica humana (the harmony of the human soul), and musica instrumentalis (practical 

music).  In Pythagorean thought, music is an expression of number and so potentially “resonant” with  

                                                             
12 A very good and brief summary of the categories of his thought on music appears in Barker, Musical Writings, 
1:124. 
13 Wallace, Reconstructing Damon pursues the history of the affective ethos of music in Athenian culture. 
14 There is a scholarly debate as to how far Plato simply accepted a preexisting Pythagorean formulation and how 
far he created it himself. 
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all number as found anywhere in the cosmos, hence Boethius’ three types.  W. K. C. Guthrie presents a 

good and fairly succinct explanation of the Pythagorean concept of the soul that is helpful for if not 

quite exactly the same as Plato’s understanding of the connection between music and the individual. 

“The ultimate elements of everything are numbers, and the whole cosmos owes its 

character as something perfect, divine and permanent to the fact that the numbers of 

which it is made up are combined in the best possible manner according to the rules of 

mathematical proportion. . . . it is a harmonia. . . . If then our individual souls are 

essentially of the same nature, though separated by impurity in our incarnate state, 

then surely our identity with the divine must consist essentially of numbers in 

harmony.”15 

 Put somewhat simplistically, to Pythagoras and to some degree to Plato at least in the Timaeus, 

the cosmos is number, and music and the soul, as parts of the cosmos, are also number; therefore, 

music as number can effect the soul as number.  It must, of course, be understood that to Plato, as well 

as to Aristotle, the soul, psychē, possesses the power of intellect, hence modern psychology.  So music 

possesses an affective, emotional power on the soul through its imitative, mimetic, numerically 

harmonious representations.  Aristotle makes a brief allusion to this belief in the Politics (1340b18), but 

otherwise judges it elsewhere to be nonsense.16   

 Plato emphasizes that education in music, by which he means both melody and poetry, is 

necessary because rhythm and melody penetrate especially deeply into the innermost soul for good or 

ill (Resp. 401d5-402a4).17  Since Plato apparently gives priority to the importance of the words, it would 

seem to imply that the melody and rhythm would carry them along into the soul, but it must be 

                                                             
15 W. K. C. Guthrie, The Earlier Presocratics and the Pythagoreans (Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 1962), 
308-309. 
16 Aristotle, De Anima 407b27-408a18. 
17 Wallace considers that this passage “well formulates the premise of [Damon’s] ēthos theory of music and poetic 
rhythm,” Reconstructing Damon, 24. 
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admitted that Plato never makes the process entirely clear; as Anderson says, “we are never told 

precisely how the soul is, or could be, affected by external patterns of motion having harmonic kinship 

with it.”18  In the Phaedo Plato has Socrates reject Simmias’ description of the soul as a harmony (Phd. 

86b), but much of the Timaeus seems to belie that opinion. 

In regard to sound and hearing, again it is the same argument (logos)19, they are given 

from the gods because of the same reasons for the same purposes.20  For language 

(logos) was ordained for these same things, contributing the largest part to them, also 

as much as is useful in the sound of music (mousikē) as is granted in regard to hearing 

for the sake of harmony (harmonia)—and harmony (harmonia) having motions related 

to the cycles of the soul in us—[granted that is] to the one engaging with the muses 

intelligently, not for the sake of thoughtless pleasure, as it [mousikē] now seems to be 

useful, but as an ally given by the muses against that discordant cycle arisen in our soul, 

for arrangement and concord with it [mousikē].  And further, rhythm as a supporter on 

account of the irregularity in us and the character lacking in graces that has arisen in 

most of us; it [mousikē] was given by them for the same [purposes].21 (Ti. 47c4-e2) 

[Author’s translation] 

This is probably the closest that it is possible to come to what might have been Plato’s understanding of 

music’s effect on the soul.  Plato recognizes the aural power of music but still gives priority to words, 

speech.  Edward Lippman in his discussion of theories of Greek musical ethics makes a general 

statement that seems to come close to Plato’s apparent conception of the ethical power of music: 

                                                             
18 Anderson, Ethos and Education, 69. 
19 Parentheses in the text contain the original Greek word translated.  Square brackets enclose clarifications of 
ellipses in the text. 
20 That is, to reduce discordant motion in the soul. 
21 The translations of the Timaeus are as varied and divergent as are ever likely to be met with among the 
translations of Plato’s works, undoubtedly because of the inherent difficulty in expressing ideas that are 
metaphysical and even mystical, thus causing a fair amount of obscurity in the original. 



19 
 

“There can be no doubt that every element of music contributed its share to the whole 

ethical quality.  The moral content of the words was reinforced by bodily movements, 

by meter and melody of the same quality and character, and by the appropriate tempo.  

Even in isolation, each component would have something of the same nature as the 

whole, and would express the same feeling and have the same effect.”22 

 As will be seen in the translation and analysis, Aristotle proposes something much more like 

modern science and psychology:  observation demonstrates that music can produce something like true 

emotional states by imitation, mimesis, and these possess an affective power on the soul with the 

effects strengthened by repetition over time by habituation.  The imitative, mimetic effect is not 

through number but through the sympathetic effect of the similarity of music’s imitation of emotional 

states on the soul by a psychological process.  To anticipate his argument further, these repeated 

emotional experiences serve to habituate emotional experience, leading to improved emotional 

stability, we would say emotional health, and so to an improved judgment that is necessary for the 

active practice of virtues.  As the evidence of Boethius indicates, Aristotle’s explanation did not prevail; 

rather, the Pythagorean position dominated until discredited and virtually completely abandoned during 

the late sixteenth century.23 

 The two philosophers’ approach to music’s affective power possesses an important impact on 

their respective thinking on music in education.  For Plato, music’s effects are the result of metaphysical, 

even mystical operations, and to this degree his philosophy of music education must depend more upon 

bold assertions that are essentially unprovable by external means.  Aristotle, on the other hand, has 

effectively begun to merge the study of music into the larger field of natural philosophy, which will 

ultimately become “science,” anchoring it in observable evidence as well as in his theory of faculty 

                                                             
22 Edward A. Lippman, Musical Thought in Ancient Greece (New York:  Columbia University, 1964), 68. 
23 Ann E. Moyer, Musica Scientia, 282. 
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psychology.  This provides a far superior foundation for the step by step development of his entire 

philosophy of music education and the integration of all its components.  This fact is no doubt why in 

recent years Aristotle’s ideas on education in general, and on habituation of character qualities in 

specific, have begun to resurface and also why it is time for a thoughtful reevaluation of his ideas on 

music education,24 bringing to bear the tools of modern science according to the kind of epistemological 

reformulation suggested by Ludwik Fleck’s work in medicine, as will be seen in Chapter 4. 

Summary of Aristotle’s Philosophy of Music Education 

I. Ontology—Music is a pleasurable activity that exerts an affective power on the soul, which 

through habituation is conducive to virtue. 

a. This benefits the individual by helping to develop judgment. 

b. It further benefits society through the individual by contributing to civic virtue. 

c. Music includes both vocal and instrumental forms. 

II. General psychology—music alters the soul. 

a. Music produces affects that develop characteristics in the soul of an ethical nature. 

b. These mimetic affects are so similar to real affects that they produce the same 

experiences by sympathy. 

c. Music’s effect can result in habituation of these positive characteristics. 

d. This improves the character and develops good judgment. 

III. Educational psychology—developmental. 

a. Young boys are at an age to require education in music for their character development. 

b. Certain music is suitable and possible for certain ages. 

IV. Who should be educated and why. 

                                                             
24 Leonard Sax, The Collapse of Parenting (New York:  Basic Books, 2016), 128, 131; Mark Bauerlein, The Dumbest 
Generation (New York:  Tarcher/Penguin, 2009), 92-93; William Kilpatrick, Why Johnny Can’t Tell Right from Wrong 
(New York:  Touchstone, 1992), 16, 97-78, 112-113. 
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a. Music education is for boys of the upper class who will become freemen. 

b. It will instill desirable qualities of good judgment and character, which contribute to 

developing desirable virtues. 

c. This develops a proper freeman and so is a civic virtue. 

d. Thus, music is taught as conducive to civic virtue as well as to individual improvement. 

V. Educational method  

a. Boys must learn music through participation in the activity. 

b. Adults should not perform professionally or for vulgar display, owing, implicitly, to later 

risks from bad music. 

c. Early education is through song because it minimizes the risks of early exposure to bad 

music, too often associated with but not identical to instrumental music. 

d. Professional techniques should not be taught.  

e. Education should proceed until the boy is able to distinguish good music. 

f. Instrumental music is unsuitable for early education because it is associated with 

professional music, which is too frequently of a bad ethical character. 

g. Thus, the aulos and most instruments are unsuitable for education because they are 

associated with professional skills and performance. 

VI. Curriculum 

a. The materials of instruction should be both suitable as to ethical nature and possible as 

to level of difficulty. 

b. Vocal music (presumably with simple lyre accompaniment) is the subject material of 

early instruction. 

c. Specific modes only are to be taught.  

i. The best is Dorian because it is steady and manly. 
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Outline 

1. The subjects of learning are four (1337b22) 
a. Literacy, gymnastics, music, drawing  
b. Literacy and drawing are useful in life 
c. Gymnastics is for courage 
d. The purpose of music is debatable (b27) 

2. The purpose of music as related to pleasure (b28) 
a. Most participate for pleasure 
b. It is in education because nature says it is necessary (b29) 

i. To be active correctly (b30) 
ii. To be at leisure correctly 

c. If both are necessary, leisure is preferable because it is an end (b33) 
d. Leisure is not play, because that would make play the purpose of life (b35) 
e. Rather, play is for relaxation from activity (b37) 
f. It is like a medicine when properly used (b41) 
g. Relaxation is a movement of the soul by means of pleasure (b42) 
h. Relaxation possesses pleasure, good spirits and happiness, which activity does not 

produce.  (1338a1) 
The one who is active is active for some other end (a4) 
i. Each prefers his own pleasure (a7) 

3. Why music is in education (a9) 
a. It is necessary to learn something even for leisure 

i. Such lessons are for their own sake (a12) 
ii. Those for activities are for other ends (a13) 

b. Music is not a necessity (a14) 
c. Music is not useful like other subjects (a15) 
d. Analogy from Homer (a24) 
e. Its purpose is for leisure in life because it is liberal and honorable (a30) 
f. This much is what the ancients held concerning music in education 
g. Whether there is one subject area like this or more is to be studied later (a32) 

4. It is difficult to determine: (1339a15) 
a. The purposes and power of music 
b. Why one ought to participate in it 

i. (1) Is it for play and relaxation (a16) 
ii. (2) Or is it conducive to virtue and develops a quality of character, (a21) to take 

pleasure correctly (a24) 
iii. (3) Judgment of music contributes to pastime as adults (a25) or also intellectual 

pursuits (a26) 
5. Why educate boys in music? (a27)  

a. Not in regard to amusement because learning is painful (a28) 
b. For the sake of the amusement it provides later as men (a32) 
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i. Then why learn it when it can be obtained from other sources (a33) 
c. For the sake of character (a41) 

i. Likewise why necessary to learn instead of obtaining from some other source 
(a42) 

1. Spartans judge music well without learning it—they say (1339b1) 
2. Same holds true if a pastime (b5) 

a. Further, the practice of it is low-class for adults (b6) 
3. Aristotle omits a consideration of intellectual pursuit 

6. The 3 purposes of music in education (b11) 
a. For which of the 3 purposes (b12)  

i. Education in itself (b13) [this seems to replace virtue from above] 
ii. Amusement  

iii. Pastime as adults 
iv. Or for all 3, as is plausible and seems correct (b14) 

7. Consideration of amusement (b15) 
a. It is for relaxation and relaxation is a pleasure 

8. Consideration of pastime, it is also a pleasure—both instrumental and vocal (b17-20) 
a. It produces good spirits—a possible justification for teaching to young (b19) 
b. It is a harmless pleasure that produces relaxation (b25) 
c. It not only fulfills its objective of pleasure but also produces relaxation (b26) 

i. Most often amusement only produces pleasure (b27) 
d. People make pleasures an end in themselves (b31) 

i. There is not always a conformity between the intended pleasure and the end 
intended (b32), it can aim at happiness but achieve only pleasure   

e. People may pursue it for pleasure and relaxation only (b40) 
9. Music in education is valued for more than these two:  amusement and pastime (1340a1) 
10. The inquiry must examine whether music influences the character and soul (a5)  [This 

reintroduces virtue] 
11. Music does influence character, as evidence from: (a7) 

a. Songs of Olympus inspire the soul (a8) 
b. Inspiration of the soul with a character is an affect (a10) 
c. All listening are similarly affected (a12) 
d. This is true of music without [or apart from] words because of the rhythm and melody 

(a13) 
12. Music is a pleasure and is conducive to virtue concerning taking pleasure correctly and loving 

and hating, etc. (a14) 
a. So it is necessary to learn music to habituate this correct judgment (a16) 
b. The similarity in the nature of rhythm and melody in passion and mildness is close to the 

true nature of these things (a18) 
c. The habituation in such imitations is close to the true qualities of character (a23) 
d. Analogy:  someone who takes pleasure in a representation must also take pleasure in the 

actual thing the representation imitates. (a24) 
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13. No other sense produces likenesses of qualities of character (a28) 
a. Only the visible but to a small degree (a31) 
b. These are not qualities of character that visible things produce but superficial likenesses 

(a33) 
c. There are degrees even in this (a35) 

i. Comparison of unethical art by Pauson vs. ethical by Polygnotus (a36) 
d. There are qualities of character among melodies owing to the mode (a38) 

i. Listeners differentiate these by means of the mode (a40) 
e. Those who have written of this are correct, for they take their arguments from facts 

(1340b5) 
f. Rhythm exhibits the same custom of qualities of character (b7) 

i. Presentation of various examples (b8) 
g. Conclusion (b11) 

i. If music is capable of producing qualities of character (b12) 
ii. Then it must be taught to the young (b13) 

14. Music is very suitable as instruction for the young (b14) 
a. They tolerate nothing unpleasant (b15) 
b. Music is most pleasant (b16) 
c. There seems to be a kinship with its rhythms and modes (b17) 
d. Allusion to theories of harmony and soul (b18) 

15. Further:  is it necessary to learn how to sing and play? (b20) 
a. Taking part in the activity makes a great difference (b23) 
b. You cannot be a good critic without taking part in an activity (b24) 
c. Further, boys need something to keep them busy (b25) 
d. Education is the appropriate activity for them at their age (b30) 

16. Teaching music by participating in the activity is necessary (b31) 
a. It is not difficult: (b33) 

i. To determine what is appropriate for the age 
ii. To refute those who say it is a base pursuit (b34) 

b. In youth they should participate (b36) 
c. When older they should discontinue participation (b37) 

i. Because they are able to determine what is good (b38) 
ii. And are able to enjoy correctly (b39) 

d. Because they learned the activity when young 
17. Refutation of charge that participation in music-making is base (b40) 

a. Depends on extent of participation [NB:  This effectively ameliorates 1340b37] 
b. For those studying music as a civic virtue (b42) 
c. And the study of what melodies and rhythms (1341a1) 
d. And on what instruments (a2) 
e. These conditions determine an effective refutation that music making is base (a3) 

18. Conditions placed on music education 
a. Some types of music are deserving of criticism (a4) 
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b. Music study must not produce bad effects either present or future (a5) 
c. Must not impede later activities (a5) 
d. Must not make the individual unfit (a6) 

i. For military training (a7) 
ii. For civic responsibilities 

19. Restrictions on type of music education (a9) 
a. Students must not study difficult professional technique (a10) 
b. They must study only enough to enjoy good melody and rhythm (a14) 
c. Only certain instruments are suitable (a15) 
d. The aulos is not suitable (a18) 
e. The cithara and other professional instruments are not suitable (a19) 
f. The aulos is not an ethical but a passionate instrument for catharsis (a21) 
g. Any instrument may be introduced that makes good pupils (a20) 

i. For music education (a21) 
ii. For any other kind of education 

h. Another reason against the aulos is that playing it prevents speech (a25) 
20. Excursus against the aulos (a28) 

a. The aulos was introduced because of undiscriminating desire for knowledge (a28) 
b. Legend of Athene (1341b3) 

i. Indicates it is not suitable for education (b6) 
c. It requires manual skill (b8) 
d. Those who play do not pursue it as a virtue but to please others (b11) 
e. Thus it is servile and base and not proper to free citizens (b12) 
f. Thus performers who emphasize technical skill are lowly (b14) 
g. The auditor who is lowly draws professionals down to low purpose (b16) 
h. Such players then make their music low and base (b17) 

21. Examination of modes and rhythms, possible areas of inquiry (b19) 
a. Must all be used or only select ones? (b20) 
b. Should there be distinctions? 
c. The same question pertains to music education (b22) 
d. Since music consists of melody and rhythm, should these also be evaluated for their 

respective powers?  
e. Which music is better:  good melody or good rhythm? (b25) 
f. A full discussion of other authors on the subject is referred to reader’s discretion (b27) 

22. Distinction of melodies, different types (b32) 
a. (1) Ethical (b32) 
b. (2) Appropriate for activities (b34) 
c. (3) Inspiriting 
d. The differences are owing to the individual nature of each mode (b35) 

23. 3 General purposes of music are: (b38) 
i. Education 
ii. Catharsis—discussion deferred 
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iii. Respite and pastime (b40) 
b. These uses together require all the modes (1342a1) 
c. All must not be used for education, only the ethical (a2) 
d. Activity and inspiriting use are for listening to performance (a3) 
e. The affect of each mode has greater or lesser power according to the individual on whom 

it acts (a5) 
24. Auditors of performance are of 2 types (a18) 

a. Free and educated men (a19) 
b. Lower classes (a20) 
c. The lower class demand distortions of modes for their pleasure because their souls are 

distorted (a22) 
d. Performance must yield to and provide for this (a24) 

25. Ethical melodies and modes are for education (a28) 
a. Dorian—manly (a30) 
b. Not Phrygian—intoxicating effect (a33) 
c. Dorian is steady and manly (1342b12) 
d. The Dorian is a mean among the modes (b14) 

i. The mean is always desirable (b15) 
ii. Dorian melodies are suitable for educating the young (b16) 

26. Later interpolated passage 
a. Two objectives are (b18) 

i. What is possible 
ii. What is suitable 

b. It is best to pursue what is both possible and suitable (b19) 
i. These are defined by the age of the individual (b20) 
ii. The elderly find tense (high) modes difficult and should use those that are 

relaxed (low) (b21) 
iii. The most suitable for educating boys is the Lydian because it is both attractive 

and educational (b32) 
c. There are 3 rules for education 

i. The Mean 
ii. The Possible 

iii. The Suitable 
 

 

  


