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Chapter 2:  The Translation 

Excerpt Number 11 

 [1337b22] Then these established subjects of learning, as was said earlier, partake of two 

characters.  There are, I believe, four that are customary in education:  literacy, gymnastics, music 

(mousikē) and [25] some say drawing is a fourth:  literacy and drawing because they are useful for a 

livelihood,2 useful for many things indeed; gymnastics as pertaining to manliness, but anyone would be 

quite at a loss as to music.  Most now surely participate in it for the sake of pleasure, but they originally 

established it in education (paideia) [30] for the reasons that, as many often say, nature itself seeks not 

only to be active3 correctly but also to be able to be at leisure properly, for this [i.e., “properly”] is the 

one principle of all, and let us speak about it again.  If both are necessary [leisure and activity], leisure is 

preferable to activity and an end, it is necessary to examine [35] the doing of what [sort of thing] must 

constitute leisure, it is certainly not playing (paizō), for the purpose of life for us necessarily, [then,] is 

play (paidia).  If this [i.e., the purpose of life as play] is impossible, rather must play be used in activities 

(for the one who is working requires relaxation, and play is for the sake of relaxation, but activity 

                                                             
1 This translation is based on the Oxford Classical Text, Aritotle, Politica, ed. W. D. Ross (Oxford: Oxford University, 
1957) and with some reference to Aristotle, Politica, 3rd ed., ed. Franciscus Susemihl (Leipzig:  B. G. Teubner, 1882).  
I have also had recourse to four translations:  Aristotle, Politics, tr. Benjamin Jowett (1905; repr., New York:  Barnes 
& Noble, 2001); Aristotle, Politics, tr. H. Rackham (1932; repr., Cambridge:  Harvard University, 1998); Barker, 
Musical Writings, 1:171-182; Richard Kraut, Aristotle, Politics:  Books VII and VIII (Oxford:  Clarendon Press, 1997); 
and the monumental introduction of W. L. Newman, The Politics of Aristotle,  4 vols. (1887-1902; repr., Oxford:  
Oxford University, 2000). 
2 The sense of “make a living” or “livelihood” is attested as early as Hesiod.  Pierre Chantraine, Dictionnaire 
Étymologique de la Langue grecque, s.v. “bios,” (Paris:  Editions Klincksieck, 1984). 
3 The translation of the Greek word ascholeō as “to be active” offers the opportunity to raise a general issue of 
translation that I adhere to throughout.  Rackham, for example, translates this word as “to do business,” taking a 
specific sense of a word whose reference is really much broader, “engage, occupy, be busy” (LSJ s.v.).  The active 
intransitive can be used with the same force as the middle voice and can mean “to be engaged in one’s own 
business” (Ibid., II, but the entry also says it is not so used in the best Attic), which does not necessarily mean a 
form of “livelihood.”  Had Rackham spelled it “busy-ness” it would have been more nearly correct.  There is a 
degree of risk that Rackham’s translation could well mislead an English reader to presume that Aristotle means 
exclusively livelihood, earning a living.  A more nearly correct translation would be something like “to be engaged 
in one of the various activities of life,” which is obviously an intolerable circumlocution.  This is a fairly trivial 
example, and so a simple one to explain, of the kind of problem that translation presents for both the translator 
and the reader of the translation. 
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happens [40] with toil and stress).  For which reason it is necessary to introduce play, taking care for its 

usefulness, like giving it for the sake of a medicine.  This relaxing is a kind of movement of the soul and 

[1338a1] relaxation by means of pleasure (hēdonē).  The leisure seems itself to possess pleasure and 

good-spirits (eudaimonia)4 and a happy life.  But this is not the case for those [who are] active, but for 

those at leisure.  The one who is active is active because of some [5] end that does not yet exist.  Good-

spirits is an end that all consider is not with pain but with pleasure.  Certainly still they do not posit this 

pleasure as the same [for all], but each to his own inclination, and the best man has the best [kind of 

pleasure] from the most noble causes.5  So it is apparent that [10] it is necessary even for leisure in the 

course of life (diagōgē) [that we] learn something and be educated, and those lessons and instructions 

are for the sake of themselves, but those as are necessary for activity are for other things.6  For this 

reason also the ancients assigned music (mousikē) in education (paideia), not on the grounds that it is 

necessary [15] (for it has no such necessity), and not because it is useful (as is literacy for conduct of 

business7 (chrēmatismos) and household management and for learning and for many civic activities, and 

drawing seems useful for good determination of technical matters), nor again as gymnastics for [20] 

health and strength (for none of these do we see coming about from music).  It remains, then, for 

leisure in the course of life (diagōgē), for which very thing do they seem to introduce it, which way of 

                                                             
4 Aristotle argues in the Nicomachean Ethics that eudaimonia, happiness or good-spirits, is the ultimate goal of life.  
It is, though, a philosopher’s idea of happiness that is as far as possible from any kind of idle self-indulgence. 
5 This means simply that the higher the character of the individual the higher will be that individual’s concept of 
pleasure.  As an example, a person of lower character might prefer the pleasure of inebriation, whereas a person 
of higher character would probably prefer moderate social drinking. 
6 In other words, you learn pleasure for its own sake and as an end, but those things necessary for the activities of 
life are learned not for themselves but for other purposes and ends.  Aristotle later takes up this subject of actions 
pursued for their own or other ends, telos, in a rather confusing passage (1339b25-40), which is explained at that 
point, see 42. 
7 Chrêmatismos is specifically business as in making money.  Otherwise, it is not clear exactly what Aristotle means 
by “necessary” as distinguished from “useful.”  This is strictly consistent with the great value that he places on the 
affective power of music.  It is neither necessary, obligatory in any way, nor useful in a utilitarian sense, though it is 
a “valuable” activity. 
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life (diagōgē) they [the ancients] consider to be appropriate to free men (eleutheros), assigning it in this 

way.8  On this account Homer said thus: 

 

[25] “But him alone it seems good to call to a sumptuous banquet” 

Saying that before the others: 

“they call the poet” 

He says, 

“who would give delight to all” 

and in other places Odysseus says it is the best way of life, when men are making merry, 

“feasting through the hall, [30] sitting in order listening to the poet” 

It is clear, then, that there is a type of education that must be taught not as useful for sons9 nor as 

necessary but as liberal and honorable.10  But is there one11 in number or more, and what are these and 

how [to be taught], the discussion of these must be later.12 For now, so much forward [35] on the path 

have we come, that we also have some evidence from the ancients [derived] from the established 

subjects-of-education.  Music makes this clear. 

Excerpt Number 2 

                                                             
8 Note that Aristotle is explaining why earlier people introduced music into education, as illustrated below in the 
quotes from Homer.  Aristotle does not himself advocate this reason but will propose a much more important 
value for musical activity. 
9 The word is huios, son.  Education was a matter of individual discretion for men wishing to acquire it for their 
sons.  It was a private decision and far, far from being any kind of generally accessible system.  Earlier in the Politics 
(1337a21-24) Aristotle argues that education must be a public concern, not a matter of individual discretion left to 
the boys’ fathers, as was actually the case.  Aristotle contrasts “useful” with the later “honorable.” 
10 The Greek terms eleutherios and kalos are particularly difficult to translate adequately in English.  Of the two the 
former refers to what is fitting for a free man.  Latin has the same sense in the word liberalis, the origin of our term 
the “liberal” arts.  The latter is more difficult as more culturally embedded.  Its basic meaning is “beautiful,” but by 
extension it came to mean “honorable.” 
11 The word “one” here is feminine, and the nearest feminine referent is “education.”  Kraut, Politics, 38 sifts from 
education (singular) in general to subjects (plural), but there seems no clear need to do so.  Aristotle might well be 
posing the question whether there is a single type of proper education or several proper types. 
12 Aristotle never resumes this line of inquiry. 
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 [1339a11] Previously in our discussion of music13 we left some issues in doubt, but now it seems 

good to resume and address them in order to be a kind of prelude14 to whatever points anyone 

determines to state about it [music].  [15] It is not easy either to describe what power (dynamis) it has,15  

nor on account of what is it necessary to participate (metechō) in it [music], whether that is for 

play/amusement (paidia) and relaxation (anapausis), such as with sleep and drinking16 (for these in and 

of themselves are not benefits but pleasures and at the same time put an end to care, as Euripides says, 

for which reason they categorize it [music] [20] and treat all these the same:  sleep, drinking and music; 

and they also place dance among them).  Or rather,17 is it necessary to think that music somehow 

is conducive to (teinō) virtue (aretē),18 music being able—just like gymnastics develops a quality of 

the body—to produce some quality-of-character (ēthos), accustoming (ethizo) the ability to take 

pleasure [25] correctly, or does it contribute something to pastime (diagōgē),19 even to intellectual 

                                                             
13 The original is mousikē, the generic term for music of all types.  This becomes an important issue in the course of 
the argument because Aristotle later specifically and consistently distinguishes the general music, mousikē, from 
melos, song or melody. 
14 The word is endosimos and a pleasant metaphor for the context because it is the technical term for an 
introductory passage at the opening of a piece of music, whose purpose is to orient the performer and listener to 
the mode of the music. 
15 The structure of the argument may not appear clear in the early stages (1339b10).  Aristotle remarks that the 
power (dynamis) of music is not clear and proposes three purposes of music:  play (paidia), virtue (aretē), and 
pastime (diagōgē).  At 1339b10 he appears to drop virtue and substitute education, which leads to some confusion 
in terminology at that point.  The reason seems to be that in the beginning of his discussion of purpose he wants to 
identify possible purposes for music, whereas at the later stage he more specifically analyzes them as to their value 
for education.  He ultimately rejects play and pastime as suitable for education and then reintroduces virtue as the 
real purpose of music in education, which latter is now more clearly intended in its broad sense of character 
development.  The analysis chapter furthers this explanation. 
16 The word means wine or strong drink. 
17 Owing to the vital importance of the passage in Aristotle’s philosophy of music education, I have added the 
highlighting for the ease of the reader in locating the passage.  Aristotle follows up on the subject at 1340a5 ff. 
18 Music is the only subject of the curriculum that Aristotle connects with virtue, aretē.  The translation of the 
Greek aretē as “virtue” can be very misleading in English, for which see the discussion in Chapter 1.  The issue that 
music is conducive to virtue is so important to his philosophy of music education and yet so unclear from the text 
of the Politics alone that the connection is explained in the third chapter on the grounds of Aristotle’s analysis of 
virtue in the Nicomachean Ethics, which work is generally accepted as composed prior to and preparatory for the 
Politics. 
19 The choice of the translation of this word, diagōgē, shifts the level of the discourse because it can mean both 
something so casual as “pastime” or so important as “lifetime” or “way of life.”  It appears that Aristotle may be 
considering the purpose of learning music to be in preparation for worthwhile adult pastime and so the link to the 
more serious phronēsis.  See the following note. 
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pursuits20 (phronēsis)21 (for this third must also be added to the things declared)?  For this reason, now, 

it is necessary not to educate youths in regard to amusement, it is not seemly (for those learning do not 

play, because learning is after pain):22  truly, it is not a suitable pastime (diagōgē) for boys, to allow to 

them [30] at their time of life (for a state of completion23 does not befit one who is incomplete).  But, 

perhaps it would seem that boys’ zeal for play/amusement is for their sake when they have become 

adult men.24  But, if this is the case, for what reason would it be necessary for them to learn,25 but not 

like the kings of the Persians and [35] Medes who partake of the pleasure and learning by means of 

others doing it?  For surely they must perform better who make this thing their own work and craft than 

those who cultivate it for only such a time so long as to learn it.  But if it is necessary for them to take 

the trouble with these things, [40] they would also have to prepare themselves for the business of 

                                                             
20 The word here is phronēsis, as mentioned in the previous note.  Aristotle has made a very confusing choice in 
words.  In one sense of the word phronēsis is a vitally important intellectual virtue and important in the exercise of 
all moral virtues.  Yet, here Aristotle seems not to mean that usage but the simpler sense of intellectual pursuits or 
philosophy in general.  Newman seems to prefer this latter sense but also recognizes that in Aristotle’s thinking 
music as conducive to virtue does play a part in developing phronēsis, Newman, Politics, 3:529.  Kraut prefers the 
simpler understanding, which is plausible, but he uses it to introduce an interpretation that the process is involved 
with contemplation of the words, the literary aspect of the song. Kraut, Politics, 178-179.  This interpretation 
receives careful attention in the analysis of the third chapter. 
21 Diagōgē and phronēsis are to be taken together as the third alternative. 
22 The present translation and interpretation reads this passage differently than Kraut (Politics, 188), who 
understands it as that music in education must be toil and so amusement cannot be the purpose.  I read it that 
music as an amusement is not appropriate for education, which is painful toil.  My reading conforms better to 
Aristotle’s many allusions to music as a pleasure and specifically as a “sweetener” for schoolboys (1340b15-17). 
23 The judgment necessary for adult pastime is not yet developed in boys and so this pastime is considered 
inappropriate. 
24 That is, apparently boys begin the long period of development necessary to develop music as an appropriate 
pastime for the men they will become. 
25 It is important to note that Aristotle considers this discussion in the context of learning music actively by 
participation, which he specifies in 1339a16 with the verb “participate in” (metechō).  Participation is reinforced in 
1339a37 by the verb “perform.”  Kraut Politics, 189 differs from the present interpretation of this passage and 
apparently overlooks this point, offering a distinct alternative that requires examination.  He understands the point 
at issue to be whether music should be a matter of public education or left to private discretion; as he argues, “the 
proposal under consideration, then, is that the city should make no special effort to train children musically, but 
should simply allow their natural attraction to music (1340b16-17) to take its course.” His argument is extensive 
and should be read in entirety.  This point is addressed fully in the third chapter with the result that Kraut’s 
interpretation appears improbable. 
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cooking, but that is nonsense!26  The same difficulty obtains also whether it is possible to make 

characters (ēthos) better, for why is it necessary for them to learn these things?27   [1339b1] Why not in 

hearing others correctly and taking pleasure and being able to judge), as do the Lacedaemonians 

[Spartans], for they don’t learn it but nevertheless are able to judge correctly, as they say,28 what is good 

or not good in songs (melos).29  The same reasoning also would hold if it [5] [music]30 is to be used with 

regard to pleasure and respectable31 (eleutherios) pastime (diagōgē).  Why must they learn [it] instead 

of enjoying others practicing [it]?  Further, it is possible to examine the assumption we have in regard to 

the gods, for Zeus himself does not sing and play the cithara according to the poets,32 and do we not call 

those such as do this [i.e., perform music] low-class33 and the activity not [10] that of a man except 

when drunk or behaving childishly?   

 But, perhaps these things must be investigated at a later time.34  The present inquiry is whether 

music (mousikē) must not be approved for education35 or is to be, and of the three [possible purposes] 

                                                             
26 There is no apparent logical connection between music and cooking to the modern mind.  Aristotle is probably 
making the point that there is no more need for a boy (and absolutely implicit is an aristocratic or upper-class boy) 
to learn to perform music, if it is only for amusement, than there is for him to learn how to cook for himself.  Of 
course, Aristotle ultimately argues that there is a very good reason for boys to learn music and it is not for 
amusement. 
27 This point and the following ones function rhetorically as a preemptive statement of the arguments against 
active participation, which Aristotle ultimately rejects emphatically in favor of active participation at 1340b20-25.  
Aristotle also preemptively introduces a possible objection to the necessity of actual music practice in order to 
achieve its affective benefits.  He never makes this entirely explicit, but it seems to be that it is necessary to learn 
music through active performance as a child in order to derive the full benefit as an adult, even only as an auditor. 
28 It is important to note that Aristotle is clearly skeptical of the Spartans’ assertion, particularly because he 
ultimately does not agree with this line of reasoning.  It also implies that he is skeptical of the other objections in 
the series. 
29 Here Aristotle specifically uses the word melos, song, not mousikē. 
30 The pronoun here is feminine and so can only refer to the feminine music, for song (melos) is neuter. 
31 The word is eleutherios, see above note 10. 
32 Conveniently, for the sake of argument, Aristotle overlooks Apollo and his lyre. 
33 Professional music performers were relegated to the servile class, one reason for which was that professional 
music involved manual skill, all of which were considered servile.  As becomes clear, Aristotle does not entirely 
reject adult performance, though with considerable restrictions. 
34 This comes in 1340b20-35. 
35 Aristotle has asked, of the three possible purposes of music, to which does it belong:  paideia (education), paidia 
(play/amusement), or pastime for relaxation as adults (diagōgē).  He tentatively answers that it appears viable for 
all three.  This involves a reformulation, for play and pastime are retained, but education replaces virtue.  The 
analysis chapter explains this substitution, but perhaps it is motivated by the fact that Aristotle anticipates his 
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in question, what is it able [to do], whether education (paideia) or amusement (paidia) or [adult] 

pastime (diagōgē).36  It is plausibly assigned to all and seems [15] to participate in all.  Now as to 

amusement, it is for the sake of relaxation, and relaxation necessarily is a pleasure, (for it is a medicine 

for discomfort of labors), and an adult pastime (diagōgē) by a similar argument not only must have 

some good and also pleasure (for the sense of well-being is from both these two), [20] and we all say 

music is among the most pleasant, both instrumental37 and with singing (melōidia)38 (at any rate they 

say Musaeus39 was “the sweetest among mortals for singing.”  For this reason they associate it [music]40 

with gatherings and pastimes (diagōgē) with good reason because it produces good spirits), so that for 

this reason would someone suppose it is necessary for the young to be taught.  For as many of the 

pleasures as are harmless, [25] not only are they suitable to the ultimate end but also are fit for 

relaxation.  Since seldom does it happen for men that something results in the objective, but very often 

do they relax and make use of amusements (paidia), not so much for something greater than [30] on 

account of the pleasure only, it would be useful to take a rest in the pleasures of this [music]41.  

                                                             
conclusion that virtue is the only suitable purpose of music in education, and so abruptly identifies the two as the 
same.  It is necessary to remember that paideia is much broader than mere education or schooling in English, 
referring to the entire upbringing of the child.  He then goes about an inquiry leading to the justification of music in 
paideia on the grounds of ethics, 1340a15.  In 1341b32 he introduces a different set of three purposes, if a later 
textual intrusion is not also involved, as some argue. 
36 This can read somewhat confusingly.  Aristotle is asking—of the uses of music in education, which is its purpose?  
Is it specifically for education (i.e., character development), or for present amusement for the boys, or is it to 
provide training for the later adult pastime?  This is a preliminary, he must first determine that its purpose is for 
education and not the other two. 
37 The word is psilos meaning “bare,” and in the feminine can only refer to music.  As compared with the following 
“with singing” it can only mean instrumental music, for which it is the common term.  This is a decisive point for 
the discussion that Aristotle refers to both instrumental and vocal music within music, mousikē.  It also supports 
the translation given here of 1340a12-14. 
38 This brief phrase is extremely important for determining Aristotle’s definition of music in this text, both its 
restriction to our concept of music and the fact that it embraces both instrumental and vocal. 
39 A mythical poet. 
40 The pronoun is feminine and so must refer to music. 
41 The pronoun is feminine and so must refer to music. 
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 But, it turns out that men make amusements an end.  Perhaps the end holds a pleasure also, but 

not the intended one42, and in seeking after the one they take the [different] other instead of it [the one 

they sought] because it has some similarity to the end of their actions.  [35] In this case the end is not 

desirable on account of anything going to result, and such pleasures [hedonē] are not at all for the sake 

of what is going to result but for the sake of things that have already happened, such as [relief from] 

toils and pain.  For which reason they seek to bring about the sense of happiness (eudaimonia) by means 

of these pleasures, [40] as would someone most likely suppose.  But concerning participation in music 

(mousikē), it is not for this alone [i.e., happiness] but also because of its usefulness for relaxation, as it 

would seem.  But surely this [i.e., participation in music for relaxation] is to be inquired into, [1340a1] 

though it [use of music for relaxation] happens sometimes, for its43 [music’s] nature is more worthy than 

the use under discussion,44 and it is necessary not only to participate in the common pleasure  from it,45 

the perception of which all possess (for music (mousikē) possesses a pleasure by nature, on account of 

which [5] its use is beloved to all ages and characters (ēthos)); but also46 [it is necessary] to see 

whether in some way it is conducive to (synteinō)47 the character (ēthos) and the soul.  This 

would be clear if our characters (ēthos) become some certain things because of it48 [music].49  

But, surely that we do become some such things is clear by means of many different things, 

                                                             
42 In 1339b31-40, a somewhat obscure passage, it appears that Aristotle is referring to happiness, eudaimonia, (cf. 
line 38) as the intended end that is not achieved, and the end that is achieved is pleasure (hēdonē) resulting from 
relief. 
43 The pronoun is feminine and so must refer to music. 
44 This confirms that Aristotle must be referring to “relaxation” because he considers eudaimonia, “happiness” to 
be the greatest good and would certainly not refer to it as unworthy. 
45 The pronoun is feminine and so must refer to music. 
46 This resumes the thought begun by “it is necessary not only to participate in the common pleasure from it . . . 
but also . . . .”  I have highlighted this critical passage in order to make it easier for the reader to identify for study. 
47 Every translation that I have consulted translates the verb synteinō differently, none of which seems satisfying.  
For this reason I have chosen “conducive to” as what seems closest to Aristotle’s meaning in context.    
48 The pronoun is feminine and so must refer to music. 
49 As alluded to above, this is the point at which Aristotle justifies music in upbringing (paideia) because of its 
ethical nature; it influences character development, which is the power (dynamis) of music alluded to in 1339a15. 
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and not least by means of Olympus’50 songs (melos)51; [10] for it is generally agreed that 

these make souls inspired (enthousiastikos), and the inspiration (enthousiasmos)52  of a 

character (ēthos) concerning the soul is an affect (pathos).53  Further, those hearing the 

representation (mimēsis) all become affected by like experience (sympathēs) <apart from the 

words by means of the rhythms and melodies (melos) themselves>.54 

 Since music (mousikê) happens to be one of the pleasures, [15] and virtue (aretē) 

concerns properly enjoying and both loving and hating, it is obvious that nothing is so 

necessary to learn and to habituate (synethizomai) as judging correctly and enjoying 

appropriate characters (ēthos) and noble actions (praxis).  There exist the closest similarities 

in the rhythms and melodies (melos)55 to the true natures of passion and mildness, and 

further of courage and temperance and [20] all of those things opposite to them, and of the 

other characters (ēthos)56 (and this is clear from the results, for we change in the soul when 

                                                             
50 Another legendary poet. 
51 The gender of melos, song, is neuter, whereas that of music is feminine.  This is a vital point in clarifying 
Aristotle’s meaning in attributing the affective power to music in general, both instrumental and vocal, and not to 
song alone, cf. above 1339b20-21. 
52 Enthousiasmos.  I have a slight quibble with Barker’s translation of the word as “ecstasy” (Barker, Musical 
Writings, 1:175).  The English term “enthusiastic” would be closest etymologically, but it has become too weak in 
modern understanding.  The difference between enthousiasmos and ekstasis is indicated by their prefixes.  The 
former is an internal process and the latter outward, a distraction.  This is clearly reflected in their Greek usages. 
53 Pathos.  I choose the word “affect” deliberately as a clue to understanding that Aristotle refers to a change of 
state as a psychological process. 
54 Susemihl, prompted by a perceived lacuna in several manuscript sources, suggested the emendation that would 
yield the reading “apart from the words by means of the rhythms and melodies themselves.”  In other words, 
instrumental music produces the affects just as readily as vocal music does.  This emendation would merely serve 
to reinforce the idea that Aristotle has already presented at 1339b20-21. This point receives detailed study and 
explanation in the third chapter.  The translation here is rather burdened with the transliteration of Greek words, 
necessarily so because they are also integral to an explanation of the text.  The text without the emendation reads 
“even apart from the rhythms and the melodies themselves. 
55 At 1340a38-b8 and again at 1341a14 Aristotle reasserts this affective power of melody, rhythm, and mode, 
which combination emphasizes that the affective power must be music in general, not songs alone, and certainly 
not text alone, which Aristotle never mentions.  
56 Rackham’s Greek text has a slight difference here that does not substantially alter the sense. 
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we are listening to them).  The habituation57 (ethismos) in similar things of feeling pain and in 

enjoying is near to having the same manner as to the truth (such as someone who takes pleasure 

at the image of some visible likeness [25] for no other cause but because of the form itself, it is 

necessary for him that the sight of this thing itself, of which he sees the image, is pleasant).  It happens 

that among the other senses no likeness produces qualities of character (ēthos), for example touch or 

taste, but a little in visible things [30] (the figures58 are such but only a little, and all do not share in such 

a perception alike; further, these are not likenesses of qualities of character (ēthos), but rather the 

figures and colors being generated are symbols (sēmeion)59 of qualities of characters (ēthos) and these 

are [35] a superficial impression for the affects.60  To be sure, not but it differs to a degree concerning 

the observation of these [images], for youths are not to look at those of Pauson, but those of Polygnotus 

and even others among the moral (ēthikos) painters and sculptors).  Also among melodies (melos) 

themselves are there imitations (mimesis) of qualities of character (ēthos) (and this is clear, for 

immediately the nature of mode (harmonia) distinguishes61 so that the listeners [40] differentiate that 

                                                             
57 Recent neuroscience has confirmed the validity of habituation, imitation of a desired response alters neural 
pathways and modifies them so that the response becomes real and natural.  A brief account of the phenomenon 
along with some citations to literature appears in Daniel Goleman, Primal Leadership (Cambridge:  Harvard 
Business School, 2004), 157-158.  A massive amount of supporting research and bibliography appears in Patrik N. 
Juslin and John A. Sloboda, Handbook of Music and Emotion (Oxford:  Oxford University, 2010).  The more common 
term now is “brain plasticity.” 
58 Barker takes schemata, here translated as “figures,” in the possible sense of “dance figures,” (Barker, Musical 
Writings, 1:175), not a particularly common sense but possible, LSJ s.v. “schêma, 7.”  It would be more persuasive 
did the phrase not occur so clearly in the context of the visual arts and its characteristics described as “figure” and 
“color,” which on the whole seem far more consistent with visual arts like painting and sculpting than with dance 
figures.  Kraut follows the usual translation of visual “figures” and his commentary depends on it, Politics, 43. 
59 Kraut argues that Aristotle’s meaning is that an artist can depict a person who is in a certain emotional state or 
suggest it, but that this is not the same as depicting the emotional state itself as is the power of music, Politics, 
196-197.  The argument is persuasive, and Aristotle makes music’s power explicit in 1340b11-12. 
60 Rackham uses a different reading of the text than that of Ross’s OCT and Susemihl’s Teubner.  I take Aristotle’s 
use of episēma as an indication of a yet more superficial type of state.  This is consistent with Kraut’s 
understanding. 
61 The word melos apparently indicates melody here because it is associated with the other two components of 
music, rhythm and mode.  Further, it is important to note that Aristotle attributes the affective power to the mode 
of the melody, just as he will later give an affective power to rhythm at 1340b7-8.  This seriously undermines the 
traditional interpretation that the affective power belongs to song alone and through the influence of the text. 



37 
 

they do not have the same manner in regard to each of them,62 but [they hear] some more plaintively 

[1340b1] and seriously rather, such as the one called Mixolydian, and to others more mildly 

contemplative, such as to ones relaxed [i.e., lower], and in between quite calmly to another, such as the 

Dorian seems to do alone of the modes, [5] and the Phrygian inspiriting.  They state these things well, 

those who have philosophized about this education, for they take the evidence of their arguments from 

the facts themselves).63  The same custom holds also in regard to rhythms (for some have a quality of 

character (ēthos) more steady, but others more lively, and of the latter some have more vulgar  [10] 

movements and others more noble).  Now, from this it is clear that music (mousikē)64 is able to produce 

some such quality of character (ēthos) of the soul, and if it can do this, it is clear that it must be 

introduced and taught to youths.65  Instruction in music is fitting [15] for the nature of such an age, for 

the young willingly tolerate nothing unpleasant because of the time of life, and music is in the nature of 

a delicacy, and there seems to be a kinship with its modes (harmonia) and rhythms, because of which 

many of the wise say either that the soul is a harmony or that it has harmony.66 

 [20] Whether they must learn singing and playing or not, as earlier the question stood:67  it must 

now be said that it [whether it is necessary actually to learn music through practice] is not unknown; 

indeed, that there is a great difference with respect to becoming certain things, if anyone himself takes 

                                                             
62 In this passage Rackham supplies a more emphatic interpretation of the ethical influence on the listener that 
Aristotle leaves largely implicit. 
63 Aristotle’s acceptance of the ethical character of the modes has to some degree inappropriately diminished the 
credibility of his philosophy of music education in modern times among those who misinterpret it as a central issue 
in his thinking. 
64 If it were still needed at this point, this, especially as taken together with 1339b20-21, is the clearest possible 
statement that Aristotle considers the affective power to be of music in general, not song alone. 
65 In Aristotle’s mind may be his understanding of the intellectual virtue of phronēsis, the ability to make good 
decisions appropriate to the circumstances and occasion, which is dependent upon long years of accumulated 
experience.  He discusses this in EN1143b11-14; 1142a11-20.  By means of music, then, boys can receive some 
degree of accelerated experience in a controlled environment, thus improving their judgment, as Aristotle says. 
66 While “harmony” is the usual English translation of the Greek, a translation closer to the actual Greek meaning 
would be something like the awkward circumlocution “an integrated set of tuned pitches in a certain range.”  See 
the discussion of the Pythagorean, Damonian, and Platonic traditions in Chapter 1. 
67 This is a clear reference back to the subject introduced at 1339a31. 
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part in the activity (ergon),68 for it is an impossible or difficult thing to become excellent judges unless 

taking part in [25] the activity.  At the same time boys must have something to keep them busy, and one 

must think Archytus’ rattle69 turns out well, which they give to children, so that in using it they break 

none of the household furnishings, for it isn’t possible for a boy to be idle.  Now, this is fitting for infants 

of young ages, but the rattle [30] for older youths is education.  Now then, that it is necessary to teach 

music (mousikē) so as to participate in the activity is clear from such evidence, and what is proper and 

what not proper to the age is not difficult to determine,70 and to refute those who say [35] that the 

pursuit is base.  In the first place, since for judging a pleasure it is necessary to participate in the activity, 

because of which while they are young they ought to participate in the activity, and when they have 

become older to discontinue the activity, in order to be able to judge what is good and enjoy correctly 

by means of the learning that took place in youth.  [40] But, concerning the blame that some level as to 

how music makes people base, it is not difficult to refute those by investigating to what extent71 it is 

necessary to participate in the activity for those being educated as a [1341a1] civic virtue (aretē 

politikē),72 and what kind of melodies [melos] and what kind of rhythms must73 be practiced; and 

further, on what kind of instruments the study is to be made, for surely this is likely to differ.  In these 

issues lies the refutation of blame:  for nothing prevents that some manners of music (mousikē) fulfill 

the complaint.  [5] It is clear, then, that instruction in it [music] must neither impede later activities 

                                                             
68 Aristotle switches from the term praxis to ergon, apparently to emphasize a specific kind of activity.  Perhaps this 
is also to avoid the use of the word praxis, which has a special connotation in his concept of virtue.  Kraut points 
out that praxis is often used by Aristotle to allude to activities that reveal character.  Kraut, Politics, 207. 
69 This is what it sounds like, a child’s toy invented by the fourth-century mathematician, Archytas. 
70 Aristotle’s consciousness of a developmental aspect of educational philosophy appears several times. 
71 This is an important qualification that can slip by the reader’s attention too easily.  Aristotle’s position is that one 
must learn by participation but only up to a point.  That point is reached with music of a professional level when 
further development should cease. 
72 Aretē politikē.  It is significant that Aristotle’s first purpose in music education is to improve the individual’s 
character.  Like all other education it also takes place in the context of and leads to a civic virtue by benefiting 
society.  In EN all virtues are embraced within political virtue. 
73 Again, the analysis into the components of music, melody and rhythm, makes clear that melos here means 
melody not song. 
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(praxis) nor render the body degraded and useless for training for war and civic duty, in regard both to 

present learning and later usefulness.74   

 This [that music not have adverse results] might happen [10] in learning (mathēsis) if they were 

not to work at those things pertaining to competitions, or the extraordinary marvels of performance, 

which have now come into the competitions and from the contests into education (paideia),75 and 

further no such things as those [the good kind of music] until [up to the point that] they would be quite 

able to enjoy good melodies (melos) and rhythms,76 [15] and not only the common [type of] music 

(mousikē), as even some other animals and most slaves and children [enjoy].  From this it is clear also 

what kind of instruments are to be used.  The aulos must not be introduced into education, nor any 

other professional-level instrument, such as the cithara and any other such, [20] but as many as will 

make good listeners of them, either in music education or another [subject of education].77  Further still, 

the aulos is not ethical (ēthikos) but rather is passionate,78 so that it must be used for such 

circumstances suitable for it, among which its service more enables catharsis than learning.79  Let us add 

that the opposite happens with it as regards [25] education, that aulos playing even is an obstacle to 

                                                             
74 The following is a kind of reversal in sense.  What Aristotle means is that the good results would happen so long 
as the boys do not do the following things.  The first impression on the reader might well erroneously be the 
opposite.  He is saying that boys should not practice the virtuosic type of professional music, and further, not even 
cultivate proper music beyond the ability to determine good melodies and rhythms.  Commentators have generally 
felt the need to explain the passage:  Newman, Politics, 3:550-551; Kraut, Politics, 201. 
75 Aristotle seems to be drawing a contrast between the simple process of learning (mathēsis) as at the beginning 
of the sentence and the more culturally embedded paideia. 
76 Barker rejects the emendation of mē (the negative particle) from OCT and offers a plausible reading.  In this 
case, however, I believe Rackham offers a slightly better reading with mē, with which Kraut concurs.  The intention 
of the passage suffers from Aristotle’s sketchy style. 
77 This is an interesting anticipation of the modern argument that music study improves performance in other 
subject areas of education. 
78 Aristotle’s apparent intention is to distinguish that the aulos produces extreme passion rather than the kind of 
affects that enhance ethical character traits.  Later he introduces catharsis as a purpose of music, if the passage is 
not a later intrusion, but does not pursue it, clearly, as judging from the present passage, because he finds it 
inconsistent with learning. 
79 Again mathēsis rather than paideia, so the aulos apparently does not even rise to the level of a suitable 
instructional tool, much less being proper for upbringing. 
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using speech.80  For this reason, those earlier ones did well who rejected its use by boys and respectable 

(eleutheros) men, even if they made use of it earlier.  Having81 achieved greater leisure for learning 

because of abundance and being more indiscriminate82 in regard to virtue, both before and [30] after 

the Persians, having become presumptuous because of their achievements, they grasped, making no 

distinction, but strove after all learning.  For this reason, they introduced aulos playing into learning.  To 

be sure, among the Spartans the choregos83 himself plays the aulos for the chorus, and in Athens it was 

so the fashion that almost [35] the majority of free citizens (eleutheros) played it, which is clear from the 

monument that Thrasippus set up when he provided the chorus for Ekphantides, but later came under 

censure because of the experience with it [the aulos], being better able to distinguish what tended to be 

consistent with virtue and what was not; likewise also many of the older instruments [40] such as the 

pektis84 and barbitos85 and those tending toward the pleasure for those hearing them being played, the 

heptagonon86 and trigonon and [1341b1] sambyke and all those requiring a knowledge of using the 

hands.87  Reasonable is the legend told by the ancients concerning the aulos.  For it says, indeed, that 

Athene having discovered the aulos threw it away.  Nor was it wrong in saying that, because of the 

disfiguring of the face, did the disgusted [5] goddess do it.  It is surely more likely because education in 

aulos playing is nothing in regard to intelligence, but we attribute knowledge and skill to Athene.  But, 

                                                             
80 It is a reed wind instrument something like a double oboe and so the necessity of blowing precludes singing, 
which Aristotle seems to indicate as the preferable form of music education because it avoids the dangers of 
virtuosic instrumental music. 
81 This is the first of a succession of dangling participles dependent on the following “they grasped.” 
82 The word megalopsychos can have positive or negative implications—high-souled or generous versus arrogant.  I 
have chosen an ambiguous term, but I conclude from context that Aristotle is criticizing the attitude, for it is clear 
that he feels those earlier ones went too far and were presumptuous.  What he describes seems analogous to 
criticism sometimes leveled today at fields such as science, medicine, and law—they do something because they 
can do it without considering whether they should do it. 
83 The leader of the chorus in Greek drama. 
84 A type of harp. 
85 A lyre-like instrument. 
86 All three are unidentified. 
87 Newman explains that this is because such instruments developed manual dexterity characteristic of servile 
occupations rather than virtue (Newman, Politics, 3:555-556).  This seems supported by the following statement 
that the aulos does not develop the intellect. 
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since we censure technical education of both instruments and performance [10] (and88 we state 

technical skills as regards competitions, for in it the one performing does not pursue the excellence 

(aretē)89 for itself, but for the pleasure of the listeners, and that a lowly one.  For which reason we 

determine that performance is not proper to free citizens (eleutheros), but happens to be servile, so 

they turn out to be base, [15] for bad is the goal toward which they make their purpose.  Surely when 

the auditor is lowly he is wont to alter the music (mousikē),90 so that the performers, who are attending 

to him [the auditor] does he [the auditor] also make such [bad], and their [the performers’] bodies by 

means of the movements).91  There must be further inquiry concerning the modes (harmonia) and 

rhythms and {in regard to education}92 whether all the modes must be used [20] and all the rhythms or 

must they be distinguished.  Then next, for those involved with education, whether do we set the same 

distinction [i.e., must there be a distinction between appropriate and inappropriate], or is some other 

third [area of relevance] necessary [for inquiry].93  Surely since we perceive music (mousikē) by means of 

the composition of melodies94 and rhythms, ought not each of these [25] be addressed as to what 

power it has for education, and whether music (mousikē) with good-melody or good-rhythm is to be 

                                                             
88 This very long parenthetical statement ends at 1341b18. 
89 In this context aretē is probably best translated as “excellence.” 
90 The same is still true of all aspects of society today.  Indiscriminate or immature judgment lowers standards of 
behavior.  What Aristotle means is that the performers pander to the audience’s low standards. 
91 This implies that performers danced while playing, which is consistent with iconography.  Newman cites several 
ancient authorities and concludes that this bad quality is physical, unsightly contortions, rather than ethical, 
Newman, Politics, 3:558.  Here ends the long parenthesis that began at 1341b10. 
92 Kraut Politics, 203-206 gives a lengthy discussion of the textual problems of this passage.  The effect of Kraut’s 
thorough discussion effectively leads to two conclusions for the present purpose.  First, any decision on the 
passage is going to depend much upon the individual translator’s interpretation.  Second, the issue is not really 
central to the present purpose, which is concerned solely with education, the coverage of which is satisfied 
sufficiently by the subsequent text.  Aristotle ultimately dismisses other issues to the private study of those who 
wish to pursue them in other authors. 
93 Kraut gives a good and very helpful explanation of this passage.  The “third area,” he says, is that no modes and 
rhythms should be excluded in society but children must be trained only on the appropriate ones, Kraut, Politics, 
203. 
94 This is a striking change of expression in using the word melopoiia, literally melody-making.  There is a further, 
subtle effect in this shift, that the subject of the subsequent passage seems to emphasize the composition of music 
in regard to its constituent components of music—melody, rhythm, mode—and so is not considering song.  Text as 
a component is conspicuously absent in the discussion and could easily have been introduced, if Aristotle had truly 
intended to impute the affective power of music to the words, as those in the literary tradition have often argued. 
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preferred?  Considering, then, all the good things to discuss concerning these, both from some present 

musicians and those from philosophy, as many as happen to have experience in the education of music 

(mousikē), we will defer the full statement [30] according to each for examination by those wishing [it] 

from those [authors themselves], but now let us determine in a regular way, stating only their general 

ideas.95 

 Since we accept the distinction of melodies (melos)96 as some of those in philosophy accept, 

positing that some are ethical (ēthikos), some appropriate for activity (praktikos), and some inspiriting 

(enthousiastikos),97 [35] and the nature of the mode (harmonia) with respect to each of them is proper 

to it, they attribute one melody (melos) to one mode and another to another, and we say it is necessary 

to use music (mousikē) not for one benefit but on account of many (both on account of education and 

catharsis, and what we say catharsis is, for now unexplained, but later we will say more precisely in the 

subject concerning [40] poetry,98 and third, both for respite in the way-of-life (diagōgē) and relaxation 

from stress).99 [1342a1] It is clear that it is necessary to make use of all the modes, but the same manner 

must not be used with all, but [to use] the ethical (ēthikos) ones for education, and those appropriate 

                                                             
95 Aristotle in the preceding passage refers to several subjects of study that he considers worthwhile but does not 
intend to pursue himself.  Among the works by other authors to which he alludes may have been the lost work on 
music education by his student, Aristoxenus, a loss all the more bitter because Aristoxenus was the son of a 
professional musician and had been trained in music by his father. 
96 Of course, melos is ambiguous and could be translated as “songs,” but the context so far deals with the primary 
components of music, melody-making and rhythm; thus, the translation here of “melody” seems arguably 
preferable. 
97 This is a rather problematic passage on the three types of melodies, which Kraut discusses at length without 
coming to full conclusions as to the meaning, Kraut, Politics, 206-208. 
98 This appears to be a reference to his Poetics, but no discussion of catharsis appears or at least survives in that 
incomplete work. 
99 As alluded to above at 1339b12, Aristotle makes a new distinction here.  The previous discussion dealt with 
three purposes of music—education (proper), play, pastime—but dismissed the latter two as unworthy of 
consideration.  Now he distinguishes three different purposes of music—education, catharsis and pastime (cf. 
1341a21-24 and note).  Nonetheless, the present text deals only with the purpose of education because he defers 
discussion of catharsis (probably because he found it unsuitable for education) and does not consider pastime.  
Newman comments on the problem of this passage surrounding “pastime,” and Kraut considers it to be a later and 
inappropriate intrusion.  His argument is persuasive, and the term adds nothing to the text, apart from further 
confusion.  Newman, Politics, 3:561-562.  Kraut, Politics, 208. 
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for activities and those inspiriting for listening to others performing.  [5] For the affect (pathos) that 

happens strongly for some souls, this takes place in all, but it differs [so as to be] less in one and more in 

another,100 such as pity and fear, and further inspiration (enthousiasmos), for some are capable of being 

affected by this same movement [i.e., affect of inspiration], and we see them [so moved] by holy song 

(melos), whenever they use melodies (melos)101 that [10] empassion the soul, just like undergoing 

medical treatment and taking a purge.  This same thing indeed must those experience when feeling pity 

and fear and wholly feeling an emotion, and others according to the degree that it befalls each of them, 

and a catharsis comes for all and a relief [15] together with pleasure.  Similarly, melodies (melos) that 

are appropriate to activity102 provide a harmless delight for people, because of which those engaging as 

competitors in spectator music (mousikē) must be allowed to use both such modes and such melodies 

(melos).  Since the spectator is of two kinds, the one is a freeman and educated, but the other is [20] 

common and composed of the low-class and servants and others such; they must be allowed contests 

and spectacles and such things for relaxation.  But, just as their souls are distorted from a natural state, 

so also are there violations of the modes and [25] and of the melodies (melos) those that are raised and 

distorted, and it makes the pleasure a thing idiosyncratic in nature for each, on which account to 

professional contestants must be given the right, in regard to such a listener, to make use of some such 

type of music (mousikē).  But, in respect to education, as has been said, the ethical (ēthikos) [type] of 

melodies (melos) must be used and the same kind of modes.  Such is the [30] Dorian, as we said earlier, 

and it is necessary to accept any other that our colleagues in philosophical pursuits and in education of 

music (mousikē) might think good.  Socrates in Republic103 does not rightly allow only the Phrygian to 

remain with the Dorian, especially considering that he rejected [1342b1] the aulos from among the 

                                                             
100 In other words, the effect is greater or lesser varying according to the specific individual. 
101 Since Aristotle clearly means some logical contrast and the second use of melos must clearly be “melody,” it 
seems best to take the first melos as “song,” which makes for better consistency within his analysis. 
102 Rackham has a different reading of the text here.  OCT seems preferable in sense. 
103 Plato, Resp. 399a3-4. 
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instruments.104  The Phrygian surely has the same power among the modes, which power the aulos has 

among the instruments, for both produce strong passion and provoke emotions {as composition 

indicates}.105  Everything Bacchic and every such movement is in the aulos [5] particularly among the 

instruments, of the modes it is fitting that these things [instruments] take Phrygian melodies (melos) <as 

composition indicates>.  Such as the dithyramb seems generally agreed to be Phrygian.  Those who have 

knowledge say there are many examples of this, on the other hand, [they say] that Phyloxenus, 

undertook to make [one] [10] in the Dorian, “The Mysians,” but was not able, but by its nature it fell out 

and returned again into the Phrygian mode.106  Concerning the Dorian all agree that it is the most steady 

and especially possesses a manly character (ēthos).  Since we still approve the mean rather than the 

extreme107 [15] and say it ought to be pursued, and that the Dorian has this nature with respect to the 

other modes (harmonia), it is obvious that Dorian melodies [melos] are more suitable for educating 

young boys.   

 {Further,108 there are two objectives, both the possible and the suitable, and surely each of us 

must preferably pursue those things that are both possible as well as suitable.  [20]  These things are 

defined for those of certain ages, such as those who become weak over time do not easily sing the high 

(tense) modes, but nature submits the relaxed (low) [modes] to those of that age.  On this account some 

of those concerned with music (mousikē) do well by blaming Socrates for this, namely that he rejected 

                                                             
104 The argument is that if Socrates rejected the aulos he should also have rejected the Phrygian mode, being of the 
same passionate nature as the aulos. 
105 Ross in OCT deletes the phrase and replaces it farther down at the end of line 6.  Kraut’s translation leaves it in 
place.  I indicate the original position {original} and the later replacement at 1342b6 as <replacement>. 
106 It is worth noting, as another of the simpler and more casual instances of interpretation introduced by a 
translation, that Rackham fairly consistently translates the Greek harmonia (mode) as harmony, which would 
entirely mislead most English readers of anything but a fairly sophisticated musical background.  Though there is 
some evidence of simultaneous lines in Greek music, technically “heterophony,” there was nothing like modern 
western harmony. 
107 A basic tenet of Aristotelian philosophy. 
108 1342b17-34.  Here to the end is generally and quite convincingly considered a later interpolation that is 
inconsistent with the rest of Aristotle’s text.  Newman, Politics, 3:571-572; Kraut, Politics, 212-213.  The passage 
does definitely seem like an extraneous comment. 
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the relaxed modes [25] for education (paideia) not on account of the power of inebriation, as accepting 

that they are intoxicating, (for inebriation rather produces Bacchic frenzy) but [because they are] 

enervated [relaxed].  So one who is reaching the age of an older person must cling to such modes and 

such melodies (melos).  But further still, if there is any such of the modes that is suitable for the age of 

boys for the sake of being able to possess attractiveness and education at the same time, such seems 

especially of the modes to be the case of the Lydian.  It seems clear, then, that these three rules are to 

be made for education: the mean, the possible, the suitable.}

 

  


