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Chapter 3:  Reevaluating Music Education in Aristotle’s Politics 

Introduction 

 Aristotle’s philosophy of music education as presented in his Politics,1 as well as the psychology 

of music and emotion that it rests upon, is long overdue both for a reevaluation, especially in light of 

recent advances in neuroscience and psychology, and also for an epistemological revision based on 

modern concepts in the development of scientific knowledge.  The lack in musical studies of an in-depth 

analysis of Aristotle’s philosophy of music education,2 despite its ubiquitous appearance in the relevant 

histories and anthologies, appears to result from such issues as discussed in the first chapter and 

possibly to a kind of disbelief that Aristotle could really mean what he says and accord music such 

importance and respect.3  Even a classicist of the stature of John Burnet expresses bewilderment with 

the passage, especially in regard to the issue of the ethical modes.4  Despite the fact that Aristotle makes 

clear his reasoning for the consideration of education in a work on political philosophy, he also initially 

expresses some perplexity, perhaps rhetorical only, as to the inclusion of music in education. 

 A full analysis of Aristotle’s system with proper perspective given to each component reveals 

that his philosophy of music education is arguably the best and most complete ever articulated and one 

                                                             
1 All references to the works of Aristotle are to the Politics unless indicated otherwise. 
2 This is not to say that Aristotle’s philosophy in general has not received attention and exerted an influence on 
music education.  Excellent examples are Thomas. A. Regelski, “The Aristotelian Bases of Praxis for Music and 
Music Education as Praxis,” Philosophy of Music Education Review 6, no. 1 (1998): 22-59; and Philip Alperson, 
“What Should One Expect from a Philosophy of Music Education,” Journal of Aesthetic Education 25, no. 3 (1991), 
215-242. 
3 I have been able to find no extended treatments of his philosophy of music education in basic studies of the 
literature of either classics or music, including the monumental commentary by W. L. Newman and the more 
recent but less exhaustive one of Richard Kraut, Newman, Politics; Kraut, Politics.  Although I do not agree with 
Kraut on some points, it is an invaluable resource for those interested in Aristotle’s philosophy of music education. 
4 John Burnet, Aristotle on Education (Cambridge:  Cambridge University, 1967), 117-118, n.2.  “We come now to 
what sounds strangest of all to a modern reader.  The Greeks regarded music as the most imitative of all arts, not 
because it could imitate the sounds of nature . . . but because music could give a closer imitation of a state of soul. 
. . . To understand this (so far as it is possible for us to understand it at all) we must remember that Greek music 
differed from ours in several very important particulars.”  An even more revealing statement comes on page 128, 
n.1, in which Burnet, observing that the Politics like most of Aristotle’s surviving works is in an incomplete, “in-
progress” state, bemoans that “what is more unfortunate, we have nothing from Aristotle as to the training of the 
mind directly and not through the feelings.”  The emphasis on “discursive” education of the mind is apparent. 
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that still possesses significant potential in support of practice of and advocacy for music education and, 

by extension, all arts education.  Further, in the case of the affective power of music, modern research in 

neuroscience and psychology has tended to diminish considerably the objection even to that 

component, though in a more generalized form.  The purpose of this chapter is to provide a balanced 

analysis of his philosophy of music education as articulated in the Politics, bring relevant evidence to 

bear from recent neuroscience and psychology toward establishing his philosophy of music education in 

its proper position and influence, and through this process to invite the epistemological revision it 

deserves.  All of this is directed to the ultimate goal of providing for modern music education what 

promises to be the soundest foundation for its advocacy that it has ever possessed. 

Preliminary Observations 

 Some preliminary orientation and explanation is required for the study of Aristotle’s Politics.5  

First, as explained in the introductory chapter, the Politics is what is commonly described as “lecture 

notes” on the subject.6  Thus, Aristotle addresses the subject of music education as an inquiry; he raises 

questions and inquires into evidence at different levels of thoroughness, gradually formulating but 

perhaps never completing his thoughts.  This is an organizational model unworkable for the present 

purpose of a systematic exposition, for which reason this analysis reorganizes the components of his 

argument.  As expressed in the introduction, Aristotle’s thought process is polyphonic; continuing the 

metaphor, “subjects,” “countersubjects,” and individual “motives” are interwoven in such a way as 

sometimes to result in one subject being embedded within another subject.  For this reason the subject 

headings used below often overlap with each other.  The standard page and line citations for Aristotle 

are provided for each section, facilitating reference to the translation, and continual citations are given 

for specific points so that the reader may easily refer to the translation. 

                                                             
5 This study is based on my own translation of the text in Chapter 2, with reference to other translations and 
commentaries as cited. 
6 W. K. C. Guthrie, Aristotle:  An Encounter (Cambridge:  Cambridge University, 1981), 50. 
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 Aristotle initially raises the subject of music in education within the context of education in 

general (1337b23-28) and the four standard subjects of literacy (reading and writing or grammata), 

gymnastics (gymnastikē), drawing (graphikē), and music (mousikē).  Literacy and drawing he says are 

“useful for life,” or equally plausibly “useful for making a living.”  Gymnastics likewise he says is 

“directed toward manliness.”  As to music, he says that anyone might well be “perplexed” as to its 

purpose in education.  While it is true, as already explained, that the Politics is an incomplete work-in-

progress, this does not necessarily mean that Aristotle did not direct his attention where he thought 

best when he so privileged music in his discussion of the curriculum. 

 A critical issue concerns why Aristotle treated education in general and music in specific in a 

book on the origins, functions, and operations of the state and government and the citizen’s function in 

it.  Some preliminary allusions to the reason have already been stated, but the issue must be more fully 

addressed before moving on.  The first factor in support of its inclusion is that he addresses the subject 

in the context of human nature.  To the modern mind, perhaps especially the American democratic 

mind, the reason for his inclusion of education in general is obvious—a functional citizen must be an 

educated citizen, hence the public school system.  Contrarily, in modern life, at least in the view of 

modern American life, there is not equally clear justification for the inclusion of his inquiry into music 

education, especially not for the time and focus that he lavishes on it.7  This question he ultimately 

answers very plainly:  he sees music as conducive to the development of individual character, because 

character is itself important for its contribution to civic virtue, the translation of aretē politikē, by helping 

to form responsible citizens; indeed, political virtue effectively embraces all other virtues according to 

                                                             
7 American attitude toward music and arts education in general is as the harmless cultivation of a discretionary 
pastime.  A broader view is that described in a study by the Rand Corporation, Kevin F. McCarthy, Elizabeth H. 
Ondaatje, Laura Zakaras and Arthur Brooks, Gifts of the Muse: Reframing the Debate about the Benefits of the Arts 
(Santa Monica, CA:  Rand Corporation, 2004).  Alexis de Tocqueville’s classic analysis of American society identifies 
that Americans have a cultural predisposition against any but utilitarian education, with only specific reservations.  
Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America (1835-1840; repr., New York:  Everyman’s Library, 1994), 51-52. 
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the Nicomachean Ethics (EN).8  Again, this may not be intuitively obvious to the modern American mind.  

The intention here is ultimately to explain Aristotle’s conception of the purpose of and his contributions 

to music education and to do so as more than a purely “academic” inquiry into a cultural and intellectual 

fossil irrelevant to the present.   

 Aristotle clearly considers the respective purposes of literacy and drawing to be self-evident, 

gives little more attention to gymnastics9, and so quite understandably would direct his main attention 

to the one that, as he said, seems perplexing.  Further, for a philosopher so concerned with ethics, 

including its effects both individual and social, and with psychology and the related issue of habituation 

of ethical behavior, music also clearly seemed to Aristotle to be the obvious choice for primary and 

extended consideration.  Thus, it seems quite safe to conclude that whatever may have been Aristotle’s 

ultimate yet possibly uncompleted purpose, he did deliberately give priority to the discussion of music.  

He did not give it this priority out of mere personal curiosity but because it was the only one of the four 

subjects of study that he identified as conducive to virtue, aretē, and because of the potential that it 

thus offered as a component of civic virtue for the development of his proper citizen in the state.10  In 

order to understand better the importance of this, it is necessary to examine Aristotle’s conception of 

virtue. 

 The Nicomachean Ethics provides a vital piece of the puzzle as to Aristotle’s emphasis on music.  

Within the larger context of his discussion of phronēsis, prudence or judgment,11 in Book 6, Aristotle asks 

why it is that young people can be so intelligent in academic subjects such as mathematics and 

                                                             
8 The standard abbreviation for Nicomachean Ethics, is EN, which is used here. 
9 In Kraut’s translation the treatment of music covers eleven pages, whereas gymnastics receives only one and 
one-half. 
10 In 1338b9-1339a10 in his brief discussion of gymnastics in education, Aristotle discusses whether gymnastics 
might develop the virtue of courage.  After consideration,  however, Aristotle ultimately rejects this possibility 
(1338b14-19), leaving music in sole possession of the field. 
11 I have chosen to depart from tradition and translate phronēsis as “judgment” because the rather elderly, 
traditional translation of “prudence” in colloquial American usage is apt to communicate a kind of fussy timidity 
instead of the original Greek sense.  Reference to the glossary should prove helpful. 
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geometry yet do not exhibit sound judgment.  He states that this is because intellectual subjects such as 

mathematics and geometry are generally gained by abstract thought, whereas judgment requires 

habituation by long experience in the particulars determining appropriate actions (EN 1142a11-20).  

“Particulars” are the attendant circumstances surrounding any specific situation that distinguish it from 

others, the evaluation of which is necessary in order to determine the specific appropriate action for the 

need.  This is why Aristotle recommends that we pay close attention to the judgment of older people, 

even when their assertions are not supported by demonstration or seem to be only opinion, because 

their judgment is based on the large accumulation of experience that is the critical factor for developing 

it (EN 1143b11-14).  As will be seen below, judgment is a crucial factor in establishing the connection 

between music and virtue that constitutes why the former is conducive to the latter.  The absence of 

this type of experience, and so of judgment, from other subjects of the curriculum may partially account 

for Aristotle’s lesser concern with them in the Politics.  This subject leads naturally into the most 

important issue, the connection between virtue and music.  

Aristotle on Virtue and Music (1339a21-24, 1340a5-24) 

 It greatly facilitates the reader’s understanding of Aristotle’s philosophy of music education to 

provide in advance an explanation of that central connection between virtue, aretē, and music, mousikē, 

which appears in the Politics in the line: 

 “is it necessary to think that music, mousikē, is conducive to (teinō) virtue, aretē?”12 

(1339a21-22).13   

                                                             
12 Author’s translation.  The verb her is teinō, but when the idea reappears in 1340a6 the verb is synteinō.  A 
consultation with the glossary reveals that the potential meanings of the two verbs largely overlap, and I argue 
that Aristotle intends the same idea with both. 
13 Newman argues unpersuasively that virtue here refers to education, paideia, but none of his citations supports 
that identification.  Further, paideia itself stands more in a position analogous to music as an activity that 
habituates certain characteristics, hexis, of virtue, rather than being a virtue itself, which Newman’s own remark in 
the same passage supports, “education is commonly connected by Aristotle with the production of moral virtue,” 
Newman, Politics, 3:529.  
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Aristotle is, at best, apodictic in his ultimate conclusion, offering no explicit, detailed explanation of the 

process within the Politics itself.  Rather, it is necessary to refer to Aristotle’s major work on ethics and 

virtue, the Nicomachean Ethics, for an explanation of virtue and then to endeavor as best one can to 

infer from the discussion of music in the Politics how exactly Aristotle may have viewed their 

relationship.  The problem that the Nicomachean Ethics presents for this process is that it is, like 

Aristotle’s other works, not a systematic exposition but an ongoing investigation in the form of his own 

personal notes, so that his ideas on virtue evolve and are refined and reshaped over time, never 

completely articulated, and require the reader to refer to multiple locations in the text in order to obtain 

a unified understanding to the degree it is possible. 

 The main passages of the Nicomachean Ethics relevant to the present purpose are found in 

Books 1, 2, 3 and 6.  In the former three, Aristotle sets out that there are two types of virtue, intellectual 

and moral, ēthikē, and then pursues an inquiry into moral virtue.  Book 6 presents the inquiry into the 

intellectual virtues or “characteristics,” hexis, of which judgment, phronēsis, is most directly relevant to 

the present purpose.  In Book 2, chapter 6 (EN 1106b36-1107a2) Aristotle sets out a relatively brief 

definition of virtue, aretē, but it is one laden with other terms that themselves represent complex 

concepts that render the definition fairly opaque until the reader gradually compiles a greater 

understanding over the course of subsequent reading.  The following paragraph is based on Aristotle’s 

text as it appears in the Nicomachean Ethics (EN 1106b36-1107a2) and presents his definition with all 

relevant complex terms expanded within the original text.14   

                                                             
14 All references in the following paragraph are to EN.  Expansions are placed within brackets and are all based on 
other passages of EN as cited.  No expansion represents the present author’s independent interpretation.  The text 
is so encumbered with expansions that I have chosen to give references for those expansions in footnotes rather 
than internally in the text. 
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 “A virtue (aretē) is a characteristic (hexis)15 [a good and stable state of the soul 

with respect to passions/experiences (pathos), that is not present in the soul by nature 

but is habituated by actions similar to the virtue and that are voluntary16] characterized 

by choice (prohairesis) [a deliberated (bouleutos) longing (orexis) concerning actions 

(praxis) and passions (pathos) that are within our power, of which the reasoning (logos) 

is true and the longing (orexis) is correct, and both of these pursue the same thing, and 

which choice (prohairesis) is the origin (archē) of action (praxis)17] in regard to a mean 

(mesotēs) [between deficiency and excess18] with reference to the individual 

particulars defined by reason (logos) such as a prudent person (phronimos) [one who 

is able to deliberate (bouleutikos) nobly concerning what is good and advantageous in 

general in regard to things in his power that are good and bad and achievable by actions 

(praxis) as regards living well with reference to particular situations19] would determine.  

[Author’s translation] 

 The passage describes how a moral characteristic (hexis), a virtue, is developed through a 

psychological process involving phronēsis, the phronimos individual capable of exercising judgment, thus 

providing the necessary link for understanding that process involving music as it appears in the brief 

passage in the Politics on music and its connection to character and virtue, which contains all of the 

critical factors for understanding that connection in the light of his expanded definition of virtue in the 

Nicomachean Ethics. 

                                                             
15 The original passage is indicated in bold. 
16 EN 1105a32-3; 1103a18-19; 1114b32-1115a3; 1103b21-22. 
17 EN 1113a9-11; 1139a23-26, 31-32. 
18 EN 1107a2-8, 20-21; 1106b14-17. 
19 EN 1140a24-30; 1140b4-6; 1141a24-27; 1141b14-16, 21. 
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 (1340a5)20 but also [it is necessary] (6) to see whether in some way it [music]21 is 

conducive to (synteinō) the character (ēthos) and the soul.  (7) This would be clear if our 

characters (ēthos) become some certain things because of (8) it [music].  But, surely that 

we do become some such things is clear by means of (9) many different things, and not 

least by means of Olympus’ (10) songs (melos); for it is generally agreed that these make 

souls (11) inspired (enthousiastikos), and the inspiration (enthousiasmos) of a character 

(ēthos), concerning the soul (12) is an affect (pathos).  Further, those hearing the 

representations (mimēsis) all become (13) affected by like experience (sympathēs) 

<apart from the words by means of the rhythms and melodies (melos) (14) 

themselves.>22  Since music (mousikē) happens to be one of the pleasures, (15) and 

virtue concerns properly enjoying and both loving and hating (16), it is obvious that 

nothing is so necessary to learn and to habituate (synethizesthai) as (17) judging (krinō) 

correctly and enjoying appropriate characters (ēthos), and (18) noble actions.  There 

exist the closest similarities (19) in the rhythms and melodies (melos) to the true natures 

of passion (20) and mildness, and further of courage and temperance and all of (21) 

                                                             
20 Author’s translation. 
21 For the identification “music” here, see the detailed justification below. 
22This is a conjectured emendation by Susemihl in Aristotle Politica.  His emendation is not used by Newman, 
Politics; Ross, Politica; Rackham, Politics; Barker, Musical Writings;  Kraut, Politics; though known by at least all but 
the last.  Without Susemihl’s emendation the passage reads “even apart from the rhythms and the melodies 
themselves,” and so leaves itself open to considerable ambiguity.  Newman’s comment on the passage is 
perspicacious, suggesting that Aristotle is emphasizing that the power of music is due to its imitation of ethical 
states and not to a mere imitativeness of melody and rhythm, which latter Newman concludes was Plato’s idea in 
Republic 401d, “Aristotle appears to imply here that the musical imitation of ethical states is possible without the 
use of rhythm and melody” Newman, Politics, 3:537.  Kraut understands the passage much differently.  The 
dispute is, however, irrelevant, for Susemihl’s emendation, along with Newman’s and my own interpretation (see 
below), is consistent with Aristotle’s overall conception of the power of music.  Susemihl may have been 
influenced by Plato’s statement in the Timaeus, as cited above, that all elements of music individually possess to 
some degree the power of the whole, which also seems fairly consistent with Aristotle’s position here.  Barker’s 
observation that various combinations of melodic and rhythmic elements can result in different kinds of ēthos is 
also interesting in this context, Andrew Barker, The Science of Harmonics in Classical Greece (Cambridge:  
Cambridge University, 2007), 246. 
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those things opposite to them, and of the other characters (ēthos), (and this is clear 

from (22) the results, for we change in the soul when we are listening (23) to them).  

The habituation (ethismos) in similar things of feeling pain and (24) in enjoying is near to 

having the same manner as to the truth (25). 

 This much is adequate to explain the specific passage in Politics, but it is not sufficient to explain 

the entire psychological process by which this happens, which a few more statements from the 

Nicomachean Ethics can help toward resolving.  Even so, a full explanation is not forthcoming because 

Aristotle did not present us with a full explanation of his psychology but left some “holes,” elements 

explained only partially or not at all; indeed, scholars even today struggle and speculate in the effort to 

fill these gaps.  First, Aristotle said that three things are found in the soul (EN 1105b19-28):  experiences 

(pathos), capacities (dynamis), and characteristics (hexis).  Experiences are the emotions or what 

accompany pleasure or pain, etc.; a capacity is the potential to undergo, or an aptitude for experiences; 

a characteristic is a stable state in regard to experiences.  A virtue (aretē) is a characteristic (hexis), in a 

way, but there are further criteria for a virtue:  it must be knowingly done (consciously), it must be 

voluntary by choice, and it must done steadily and firmly (EN 1105a26-33).  Aristotle makes very clear 

that a virtue must also be involved in action (praxis), whether an intellectual or a moral virtue; it cannot 

be a mere passive state.  Honesty is not honesty without honest actions, as judgment is not judgment 

without the exercise of judgment (EN 1106b16-17, 1113b5-6, 1114b26-30, 1103a31-32); “they are 

productive of those things out of which they come into being” [author’s translation] (EN 1114b26-27).  

Finally, to restate in this fuller form:  music is mimetically productive of emotions so nearly real that the 

soul’s “capacity” accepts them as real and they can be habituated (EN 1103a18-19) to produce a stable 

characteristic of judgment that as a guide for actions in life is a virtue.  This is not yet a complete 

statement and is not likely ever to become one because, as stated, Aristotle has left holes in his 

psychology.  For instance other elements are involved in the production of actions, such as synesis, 
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comprehension, but the attempt to pin down the total process would convert this into a very different 

discussion, while also most probably proving ultimately futile. 

 Restated slightly with a more particular focus on judgment, this becomes:  judgment, phronēsis, 

is a deliberative ability dependent on experience as regards what is good and advantageous with 

reference to good and bad actions toward the end of living well, “toward properly enjoying and loving 

and hating” as Aristotle says in the Politics (1340a15).  Music provides the soul with a mimetic 

“repertoire” of experiences, pathos, good and bad, “passion and mildness, courage and temperance” 

and their opposites (1340a20-21) toward the development of emotional experience and so also of the 

proper functioning of judgment that is dependent on long such experience (EN 1142a11-20).  Music 

supplies a kind of accelerated surrogate experience both controlled and safe for young and 

impressionable boys.  Judgment is deliberative and directive toward possible actions as to what one 

must or must not do in regard to an ultimate goal, telos.  In sum, music is “conducive to” the intellectual 

virtue of judgment because it supports the habituation in an individual of experiences toward the 

accumulation of critical experience for deliberating, correctly judging, and so correctly enjoying 

appropriate moral experiences, which is in turn conducive to developing moral characteristics or virtues.  

Thus, as Aristotle suggested, music is “conducive to virtue” by means of participating in the important 

underlying foundational factors of intellectual and moral virtue.  Importantly, Aristotle’s conception of 

the power of music in human psychology possesses significant similarities to what recent advances in 

neuroscience and psychology are tending to discover and support.  It is now possible to return to 

analysis of his philosophy of music education with greater understanding. 

The Analysis 

Preliminary Remarks on Education (1337b23-1338a37) 

 Aristotle’s thinking on music education appears in two nearly contiguous portions at the end of 

his Politics.  As already stated, these do not amount to a settled and systematic exposition of the subject 
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but are in the nature of an ongoing inquiry.  The first section does little more than set the stage by 

stating that music23 is one of the four traditional subjects of instruction.  He concludes this opening 

section by stating that the ancients originally included music in education because of its value for leisure 

in the course of life of freemen, but suggests that further inquiry is necessary. 

 Aristotle’s opening section is more nearly allusive remarks than formal inquiry, but in it he does 

raise important points that the second section explores more fully.  It is important to know how to 

pursue both activity and leisure correctly (1337b31), which skill in qualitative judgment is consistent 

with his concept of the nature of a virtue that music helps develop.  Leisure is not play, paidia, 

(1337b35) but leads to happiness, eudaimonia, and necessary relaxation, anapausis (1338a2).  He 

suggests that this may be why music as a pleasure, hēdonē, is in education, for the teaching of how 

properly to take leisure (1338a21-23).  Aristotle then sums up with the conventional answer that music 

is in education, paideia, for the sake of teaching how to take proper leisure, which is appropriate to a 

child who will become a freeman, eleutherios, and noble, kalos (1338a32).  He closes the first section by 

saying that he must return to the subject later. 

First Stage of  Inquiry into the Purpose and Power of Music (1339a11-1339b10) 

 When he does return to the subject (1339a11), Aristotle opens the inquiry for a deeper level of 

consideration, stating that it is not easy either to describe the power, dynamis,24 of music or why it is 

necessary to participate in the activity of music for any of the three purposes to be named, (1339a15).  

At the same time the discussion is broader because he does not restrict the purpose to education.  

Aristotle means the actual acquisition of a skill through participation, which further corresponds to the 

habituation necessary for developing virtue (EN 1103a31-32).  In other words, it is necessary to cultivate 

                                                             
23 It is very important to understand, as explained in detail in Chapter 1, that Aristotle uses two words that are 
often both translated as music.  I distinguish the two terms completely scrupulously.  
24 The word dynamis, here translated as “power” has another very important significance in Aristotelian 
psychology, a capacity for undergoing an experience, pathos, or “aptitude” for an experience (EN 1105b19-31).  As 
already explained, this concept plays a role in virtue, the second purpose proposed in this passage. 
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the activity itself in order to fulfill the intended purpose, which he will later make explicit in regard to 

music (1340b20-21).  These prove to be the crucial issues at the heart of his philosophy of music 

education:  what does it do (its power) and why is it necessary to participate in it?  From these almost all 

else follows, though not without related issues necessarily pursued.   

 Of these two main issues, Aristotle defers his inquiry into the power, dynamis, of music (1340a5-

24), by which it later appears that he means the attributes of music that produce its affective power:  

melody, rhythm, mode.25   It is to the other issue of purpose that he devotes his attention, gradually 

formulating three possible ones:  paidia and anapausis (play and relaxation), aretē (virtue for character 

development), and diagōgē (worthwhile pastime) (1339a15-26).  It is significant for the later 

continuation of the inquiry into the purpose of music in education that the discussions of play and 

pastime occur before he follows up on the second suggestion that music may have an ethical power 

(1339a21-22). 

 In regard to the three purposes, the first, paidia,26 Aristotle seems to use mostly in the sense of 

idle play, sometimes childish, but also for adults as a source of more sophisticated amusement for 

relaxation, anapausis,27 as a pastime, diagōgē.  He asserts that this simple play, paidia, is not suitable for 

education both because that would make play the object of life, as he already stated (1337b35-36), and 

because education involves pain not amusement (1339a28).28  The third purpose, diagōgē, serves as 

worthwhile relaxation in the pastime of an adult freeman (1339a26).  In a later, long section he 

                                                             
25 The relevant points in the argument are not well integrated into one section but appear mostly in 1340a5-
1340b19 and 1341b19-1342b16. 
26 The reader—especially of the Greek!—should take great care to note the very small difference in spelling 
between paidia = play and paideia = education. 
27 This creates a degree of overlap because in the course of the text Aristotle relates relaxation anapausis to both 
play and pastime. 
28 I read this passage differently than Kraut Politics, 188, who understands 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 
because education 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). 
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discusses the distinction between the enjoyment of music at the level of the freeman and at the lower 

level of the common crowd (1341a1-1341b17).  This pastime seems to be a more sophisticated activity 

than mere amusement because Aristotle alludes to it, diagōgē, together with phronēsis, traditionally 

translated as “prudence” or “practical wisdom,” when in an ethical context.  The latter word is, 

however, strange in this non-ethical context and potentially misleading, for it strongly suggests the 

practical wisdom of judgment, phronēsis, already discussed, that is connected with exercising a virtue, 

aretē, to good ends.29  Here it apparently only refers to a kind of intellectual activity as a pastime.  Terms 

are, of course, not univocal in Greek philosophy. 

 Aristotle rejects this third purpose in regard to music education also, on the grounds that this 

type of pastime is a mature activity and inappropriate for boys, being beyond their developmental stage, 

but now he asks whether they should learn music for this same purpose in their future lives as adults.  

Kraut differs from the present interpretation of this passage in his comment on 1339a31-b10 and offers 

an alternative requiring examination.  He argues that Aristotle’s inquiry at this point regards whether 

music should be a course of public instruction or merely left to private discretion; stating, “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.”30  His argument is 

extensive, adducing citations from other works of Aristotle, which perhaps serve to belabor his point, 

and should be consulted in entirety.  There seems to be in it, however, a decisive flaw in that a simpler 

interpretation is far more supportable:  the passage considers how children should learn music, whether 

through the activity of performance, or through passive means, presumably aesthetic or intellectual 

appreciation.   This is consistent with Aristotle’s emphasis on participation in 1339a16 and on 

                                                             
29 Newman remarks on the odd introduction of the word here where it could so easily be misunderstood as 
referring to virtue and concludes that it means only “intellectual culture,” Newman, Politics, 3:529.  His argument 
seems justified and is followed by Kraut, Politics, 140, 178. 
30 Kraut, Politics, 189. 
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performance in 1339a37, and taking it otherwise would require a logical departure from the structure of 

his argument.  All the series of subsequent examples are more readily understandable as rhetorical 

preparation for his ultimate conclusion in favor of active participation in music education.   

 The interpretation adopted here is that the discussion concerns the method of instruction, 

whether it should be active or passive.  All of the examples that Aristotle adduces appear to support a 

passive, aesthetic approach because in one way or another all raise a question as to the need to learn 

the active skill:  the Medes and Persians appreciate by listening; it is not necessary to cultivate a craft to 

enjoy it; the Spartans claim (Aristotle is clearly skeptical) to appreciate music without practical 

experience of it.  Finally, Zeus does not perform music because it is low class—Aristotle conveniently 

forgets Apollo and his lyre!  The skeptical allusion to the Spartans could arguably be interpreted as a hint 

to Aristotle’s true position in favor of active participation.  It ultimately becomes clear, however, that 

Aristotle is only compiling the negative evidence in order to refute it, for he then drops the issue 

(1339b10) promising to return to it.  This does in fact happen (1340b20-35); indeed, at this point 

Aristotle specifically says that he is resuming the question as to whether boys must learn music by 

playing and singing, which he answers emphatically that they must learn actively on the grounds that it 

is necessary to take part in an activity in order to develop effective judgment concerning it.  The only 

plausible earlier passage that Aristotle could be alluding to is the one under present discussion 

(1339a31-b10).  Contrary to Kraut’s interpretation that this is a preliminary inquiry as to whether music 

education should be public or private, Aristotle never mentions that issue or returns to a discussion of it.  

This seems to be another occasion of literary scholars’ unconscious confirmation bias, whereas one 

trained in music immediately sees that the point in question is a historically significant one:  should 

music be learned by passive appreciation or as an active skill, on which latter Aristotle insists. 

 In concluding this first stage of the inquiry into the purposes, Aristotle does not immediately 

pursue his proposal as to the possible connection between music and virtue, alluding again to the 
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related issue of character at 1339a41-42, he only questions why it would be necessary to learn the 

practice of music in order to fulfill that purpose(1339a41-1339b4), comparing it to the situation with 

adult pastime. He will, of course, return to the issue of music’s relation to virtue in detail later (1340a5-

24), as discussed above, in order to justify its inclusion in education. 

Second Stage of the Inquiry into the Purposes of Music Specifically in Education (1339b10-1341a9) 

 Aristotle reformulates the discussion, saying that the inquiry now concerns whether music 

should be approved in education, paideia, and if so for which of three purposes can it be justified:  

paideia, education/upbringing, paidia, play, or diagōgē, worthwhile pastime.  He concludes that music is 

plausibly justified in all three (1339b10-15).  Two points, however, are startling, first he apparently, 

though not in fact as will become evident, drops virtue from consideration in the discussion of purposes, 

and second paideia appears to be used redundantly.  Both these difficulties seem resolvable by 

reference to the full cultural meaning of paideia as education, schooling, upbringing, which embraces 

the whole of Greek culture; even today in our culture “upbringing” to some degree  retains a vestige of 

the much more extensive Greek implication of character development, the process of developing 

character virtues.  The word paideia seems to be doing double duty, i.e., should music be included in 

education (paideia)?  If so, is it specifically for the purpose of paideia, character 

development/upbringing, and so of virtue, or is it for play/amusement, or to develop adult pastime, as 

the three plausibly legitimate justifications within education.  This serves to reintroduce the discussion 

of music as conducive to virtue, aretē (1340a5-24), which appeared to have been dropped, by means of 

its consideration within upbringing and in regard to its ethical implication.31  The critical passage 

(1340a5-24) has received detailed analysis in the special section above on virtue and music. 

                                                             
31 Kraut’s translation of this passage comes very close to revealing the idea that is otherwise rather awkwardly 
expressed, “the first question to be investigated is whether music should or should not be classified in education, 
and where, among the three possibilities mentioned, its power lies:  as education, as amusement, or as a way of 
spending leisure time?”  Kraut, Politics, 41.  His translation, however, depends upon supplying the noun “power,” 
apparently derived from the related verb dynamai, “to be able,” thus creating a perhaps confusingly greater 
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 It is within this section that the problematic interpretation alluded to above appears (1340a9-

12) as to whether the affective power belongs to music or song,32 which requires much more attention 

here because it is the classical position adopted by the scholarly tradition, as represented here most 

recently and thoroughly by Kraut’s translation and commentary, to interpret Aristotle as attributing the 

affective power of music solely to song and by extension to the text.  As alluded to in the first chapter, 

this traditional interpretation suffers from several problems, including the failure to place the statement 

in both its immediate and broader structural context and the failure to pay meticulous attention to 

terminology.  First as regards terminology, in 1339b40 Aristotle alludes to participation in music, 

mousikē, a feminine noun, whereas song or melody, melos, which first appears in 1340a10, is neuter.  

Aristotle is meticulously careful to use all pronouns in the feminine gender that refer back to music.  This 

becomes absolutely distinct in his phrase “to see whether in some way it [subject expressed only within 

the verb] is conducive to the character and the soul.  This would be clear if our characters become some 

certain things because of it [feminine!]” (1340a5-8); thus, it is indisputable that Aristotle refers to music 

in general, not exclusively to song because song will not be introduced till 1340a10.  When he does 

introduce song, specifically the songs of Olympus, it is clearly meant as only one example but a very 

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

things [emphasis added], and not least by means of Olympus’ songs [melos]” (1340a8-10).  Thus, the 

affective power is not attributed to song alone; rather, song is but one example of the affective power of 

music in general, which broader category of music does include instrumental music without words, as 

Aristotle makes clear in 1339b20-21, “and we all say music is among the most pleasant, both 

                                                             
similarity to the previous discussion, where power, dynamis, was specifically introduced.  My own translation of 
the passage retains the verbal force. 
32 See note 23 above.  I have dealt with this issue regarding the importance of observing the genders of nouns, 
pronouns, and adjectives preliminarily in the Introduction and again continually in the commentary to the 
translation.  Critically decisive passages in support of the present argument are 1339b20-21 and 1340a38-b10 on 
the affective power of melody and rhythm individually. 
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instrumental [bare (feminine)] and with singing.”  In 1340a38-b10 this point is hammered home by the 

consideration of the affective powers of melody and rhythm considered alone and individually.  These 

are vital points against the traditional understanding of the passage, for if the affective power is not 

limited to song but is possessed by music of all kinds, then the affective power cannot result from the 

text of song, which has in the past been the traditional understanding, possibly inappropriately carried 

over from Plato as explained in Chapter 1.  Here as so often, careful attention to the context and 

structure of the argument and the terms employed is essential for understanding.    

 Now occurs a second problematic passage that has been understood, or misunderstood, in 

support of the “solely song” position (1340a12-14). 33  As the passage stands, it translates as, “further, 

those listening to these representations [mimesis] all come to share these emotions even apart from 

their rhythms and melodies.”34  This passage appears immediately following the reference to the power 

of Olympus’ songs but in the larger context of a discussion of the influence of music, mousikē, on 

character.  Susemihl notes a lacuna, as indicated in the translation in Chapter 2, and proposes an 

emendation that translates “apart from the words by means of the rhythms and melodies 

themselves.”35  Kraut, who bases his translation on a different edition of the text, translates the passage 

as it stands, “even apart from the rhythms and melodies of those representations,” apparently 

influenced by the literary bias, as explained in the first chapter.36  In his commentary Kraut further 

explains that Aristotle refers to the words as the only part remaining after subtraction of melody and 

rhythm from a song, though this is not quite correct as will be seen below.  Only if it is accepted that the 

                                                             
33 See above, note s1. 
34 Author’s translation. 
35 Both Barker and Rackham allude to Susemihl’s emendation and Anderson discusses it at some length:  Anderson, 
Ethos and Education, 186.  Kraut does not mention the emendation.  Newman, who knew Susemihl personally and 
his work well, does not mention it, but proposes a different interpretation, see note 22.  Given Aristotle’s 
subsequent discussion on the affective quality of melody and rhythm individually (1340a38-b10) Susemihl’s 
emendation seems quite plausible, but it is ultimately unnecessary for the present argument, which is more than 
amply supported by the other evidence as already adduced. 
36 Kraut, Politics, 42. 



63 
 

context is ambiguous as to whether Aristotle refers to music or song as possessing affective power, 

which has already been disproven above, can Kraut’s translation represent a plausible interpretation.  

Further, its plausibility is possible only when the passage is taken in isolation apart from the structure of 

the argument, so that the affective part of song can be construed to allude to the text.  As demonstrated 

here, that interpretation is specifically inconsistent with much other evidence in the text itself and in 

both the smaller and larger context of the argument.  

 Even if the unemended text is accepted, there is, however, the possibility that Aristotle refers to 

yet another aspect of music remaining apart from the rhythm and melody, to both of which he 

attributes affective power, and that is the mode, harmonia, to which he later (1341b19-1342a5, esp. 

1242a1-5) makes amply clear that he attributes the production of affect as well as to melody and 

rhythm.  To so analytical a thinker as Aristotle the concept of musical sound as a physical phenomenon 

apart from its organization into melody and rhythm seems at least plausible.  Newman addresses the 

passage at length without allusion to Susemihl’s emendation and concludes that: 

 “Aristotle appears to imply here that the musical imitation of ethical states is possible without 

the use of rhythm and melody”; and “he now adds this remark in order to guard against the 

supposition that the effect produced by music . . . is due not to its power of imitating ethical 

states, but to its accompaniments of melody and rhythm.”37   

Newman appears to be clarifying Aristotle’s distance from Plato’s more narrowly imitative 

interpretation of music’s power as found in Laws 665d-656b,  Thus, Newman’s interpretation is 

somewhat similar to that suggested here, that musical sounds, especially in the form of mode and apart 

from any mystical Pythagorean mystical influence, which Aristotle disdained, can by their nature 

produce affects.38 

                                                             
37 Newman, Politics, 3:537. 
38 Aristotle specifically attributes affect to mode in 1340a38-b8 and 1341a14. 
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 Kraut’s position seems seriously undermined both by a careful reading of the text and by 

Newman’s interpretation and might now be dropped except for the fact that he draws from this brief 

passage what appears to be at best a very tenuous further conclusion.   

“Aristotle is assuming that those who benefit from listening to music are people who are 

already in a good position to learn from it, because their non-musical education is of the 

right sort.  His point is that when the non-musical aspects of education—the stories one 

is told, the examples one imitates, and so on—are as they should be, then music, too, 

can contribute to the development of character.”39   

This not only predicates the affective power of music on previous literary preparation, it also places a 

very great burden of “assumption” on an inherently ambiguous phrase that Susemihl’s emendation, 

Newman’s commentary, and the solution proposed here seem adequately to have explained otherwise.  

It is a speculation based on no textual evidence, for Kraut offers no further citation from the Politics or 

any other of Aristotle’s works in support of his statement of Aristotle’s “assumption.”  On the other 

hand, Aristotle argues that in the case of the common crowd and bad music, music’s lack of good ethical 

influence is owing specifically to the lack of music education (1340b40-1341a9).  Similarly, when 

Aristotle discusses the higher and lower sorts of listeners and the inclination of the lower to base 

virtuosity, he makes the distinction between the two types to be their level of education and the type of 

education in question is clearly musical, as is made clear through the context of the passage (1342a18-

29).  Finally, Aristotle’s recommendation of songs for music education, as already demonstrated, is not 

for the sake of their words but, as demonstrated below, because instrumental music introduces the risk 

of inappropriate virtuosity that is characteristic of the type.  Thus, Kraut’s attribution of music’s 

affective, ethical power to words of the song and prior non-musical education must remain at best an 

                                                             
39 Kraut, Politics, 195.  The burden of all the explicit, detailed evidence from Aristotle’s text as presented in this 
chapter is that in this case Kraut’s unsupported interpretation must be considered untenable. 
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unsubstantiated speculation in opposition to the clear and considerable contrary evidence in Aristotle’s 

text.  This interpretation of the text as the affective power has been the traditional one, at least from 

the Renaissance on, just as it appears still to be today among classicists.  In the latter case, it can be 

attributed to the persistence of an understandable disciplinary bias for literary explanations.  For 

Renaissance adherents to the Pythagorean and Platonic tradition, Zarlino the most conspicuous, it 

presented the awkward contradiction of asserting the affective power of music as mathematical but 

then saying that music’s power was owing to words!40  As demonstrated here, on close reading of the 

text there is no support for attributing the affective power of music to the text and so equating affective 

music exclusively with song. 

 Aristotle ultimately rejects the pursuit of music in education for play/amusement, paidia, and 

pastime, diagōgē, not because he believes that music cannot provide amusement for its own sake or 

worthwhile, relaxing pastime resulting from that amusement, but, rather, because he finds those 

purposes unworthy of consideration in the context of education (1339b43-1340a2), as might well be 

expected considering the full concept of paideia as character development.  The common but erroneous 

belief today concerning this is that Aristotle defines music as a wholesome entertainment and then 

drops further inquiry.  This appears to be an example of scholars unconsciously perpetuating 

“conventional wisdom.”  Their position is made all the more difficult by the fact that the subsequent 

discussion enters immediately  upon the very difficult but important passage on music as conducive to 

character and virtue (1340a5-24).   Aristotle’s rejection thereby eliminates both purposes, paidia, 

childish fun, and diagōgē, pleasant adult pastime, as justifications for music specifically as purposes of 

instruction in education.  He then follows a hint that he gave earlier among the three powers—music is 

conducive to virtue, aretē, because of its power, dynamis, to develop a quality of character, ēthos, in the 

                                                             
40 Zarlino was not exclusively in the Pythagorean-Platonic tradition but something of a synthesist with 
Aristotelianism.  Moyer gives a very enlightening discussion of this subject, Musica Scientia, 196-200. 
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soul, psychē (1339a21-25), and further, that it develops a virtue, judgment, concerning taking pleasure 

and loving and hating correctly (1340a15), all of which points have been adequately explained above in 

the preliminary discussion of music and virtue.  Both character development and judgment are referred 

to the individual and have been shown above to be of the greatest importance for Aristotle’s interest in 

music education.  Finally, he adds to this that music is studied as a civic virtue, which is also explained 

above and is the justification for including the discussion of music and all education in the Politics.  With 

the ethical connection now established, however, he finally can begin the remainder of his detailed 

philosophy of music education, which ultimately leads to a further set of three possible purposes. 

Second Distinct Inquiry into the Purposes of Music (1341b32-1342a15) 

 In this second,  later inquiry into purpose Aristotle proposes a different set of activities and says 

that music is to be used on account of not one benefit but three:  education or upbringing, paideia, 

catharsis and respite, also with relaxation for the sake of pastime.  He offers no explanation of this 

change, but appears to be establishing distinct categories of purpose for music that are coequal with 

education.  A later passage concerned with purgation or catharsis (1342a8-11) seems implicitly 

contrasted with the ethical function, with the apparent conclusion that passionately inspired, 

enthousiastikos, religious music that incites frenzy, and results in catharsis is not suitable for education.  

Kraut remarks on the peculiarity of the reappearance of pastime, diagōgē, especially as linked to 

relaxation,41 noting that the attributes here of pastime, respite and relaxation, were earlier attributed to 

amusement, paidia, which was considered as distinct from pastime diagōgē.  His suggestion is that the 

introduction of pastime here results from manuscript corruption, which conclusion provides a much 

better understanding of the passage than its current state offers.  At any rate, any further analysis is 

blocked in consideration of the latter three purposes by the fact that Aristotle defers discussion of 

                                                             
41 Newman’s comments on this passage reveal that scholars have historically found it confusing, all the more 
reason to find Kraut’s suggestion persuasive.  Newman, Politics, 3:561-562; Kraut, Politics, 208. 
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catharsis and does not again consider the use of music as a pastime, another indication that the passage 

may well be corrupt.  Thus, Aristotle has set aside catharsis as a distinct category and eliminated all 

purposes for music in education except for its function as an ethical power for developing personal and 

civic virtue.  

Ontology of Music & Ethical Potential for Individual Virtue (1340a5-b15) 

 Aristotle founds his philosophy of music education on what, without too much strain, might be 

called an ontology.  Music is a pleasurable activity that produces affects, pathos, in the soul, psychē, that 

can contribute through habituation to characteristics that are virtues, particularly to the virtue of 

judgment.  Fortunately, he is not satisfied with the mere bold assertion of the ethical power of music 

but commences an inquiry into the psychological process of the function (1340a5-1340b15).  It is this 

very ethical power of music that appears to be a contributing cause previously of the disregard for his 

thinking on music,42 but now in the light of recent neuroscience and psychology appears prescient and 

the most interesting element in his system. 

 Aristotle begins his inquiry by adducing the songs of the poet Olympus (1340a9), about which, 

he says, all are agreed that they make souls inspired, enthousiastikos.  This they achieve by producing an 

affect, or emotional state, pathos, in the soul.43  By listening to the  representations, mimesis, of these 

affects, the soul becomes similarly affected, sympathēs.  This is arguably true for both instrumental and 

vocal music (1339b20-21; 1340a38-b10), and for all elements of music—melody, rhythm, and mode.44  

Thus, because music is both a pleasure conducive to virtue concerning taking pleasure correctly and 

other emotions like loving and hating, it is necessary to learn it and so to habituate, synethizomai, this 

                                                             
42 See John Burnet’s opinion, above note 4. 
43 Aristotle’s discussion of the passions, capacities, and characteristics in the soul (EN 1106a13-1105b19) may 
further aid the reader, but has already been covered to some extent in the above special discussion on music and 
virtue (EN 1105b19-28). 
44 See the extensive discussion above of this passage.  Aristotle amply justifies Susemihl’s emendation in that he 
has already recognized the equal status and power of instrumental and vocal music in the former passage 
(1339b20-21). 
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ability to take pleasure in suitable qualities of character, ēthos, and noble actions (1340a14-18).45  Not 

yet satisfied with this explanation, Aristotle continues to penetrate further into the process. 

 The representations of ethical states in rhythm and melodies possess similarities to the true 

natures, alēthinē physis, (1340a19-28) of these qualities of character, ēthos.  Listening to this music can 

change the soul through habituation, ethismos, to these similar things (affective qualities) that are so 

nearly like true conditions of the soul, just as one who takes pleasure from an image of a thing also takes 

pleasure from the real object of which the image is a representation.  It is worth a brief digression in 

anticipation in order to say once again that this is very similar to what neuroscience by means of fMRI46 

technology has begun to prove.  Because this is true both for good and bad experiences of the soul, 

impressionable youths must be protected from the bad influences on character that can also be present 

in music, particularly virtuosic professional music and the instrumental music associated with it. 

Music as Conducive to Virtue in Society (1340b31-1341a9) 

 There is one last very important point concerning music and character development that 

Aristotle addresses before moving on to more detailed aspects of music education.  This is the 

connection between the power of music for individual character development and its broader impact on 

society.  This comes in his refutation that music makes people base and of low character.  He asserts 

that, while some music can qualify as a bad influence in some cases, proper education in music is 

conducive not only to individual but also to civic virtue, aretē politikē (1341a1), which is the justification 

for including music education in the Politics.  This leads to his discussion of instructional method and 

“curriculum,” the latter including his consideration of the modes for their power to develop certain 

                                                             
45 The mention of actions is important in Aristotle’s concept of virtue, for virtue is not intellectual knowledge alone 
but that knowledge put into action for the good because of a habituated desire to do good.  This passage stands as 
a fairly succinct summation of his concept of virtue.  This is covered above in the section on virtue and music. 
46 Functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging. 
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character attributes.  Though not made explicit, they are the “manly” and temperate characteristics of a 

proper citizen (1342b12-14).47 

Recommended Method & Materials of Music Education (1340b20-1341b32, 1342a15-b17) 

 Aristotle’s earlier inquiry into the purposes of music (1339b10-1341a9) gives rise to an issue of 

music education that is very much alive today:  what should be the method of music education, practical 

participation or passive appreciation (1340b20-39)?  His answer is relatively brief and unequivocal—

music must be learned by active participation in singing and playing instruments (1340b20-25).  First, 

boys must have something to keep them busy, so passive education is undesirable.  More importantly, it 

is only through the activity of music-making that the full ethical benefits can be achieved in the young,48 

though this performance ability once achieved may and should be discontinued as adults (1340b37-

39)49.  Since the discussion of professional and bad music immediately follows, this is presumably the 

reason for the freeman to eschew participation in performance, because public music performance is an 

activity of servile people and he might be drawn into the kind of bad music that professional music-

making inclines to.  There should also be no real need to develop the skill further at a later age, since the 

resulting effects of good judgment and virtue will have been habituated in youth.  Boys should 

participate so as to gain the full benefit of music’s ethical power and its benefit for critical judgment in 

developing virtues. 

 Aristotle argues that both instructional methods and “materials” can produce positive or 

negative effects depending on their inherent nature.  In regard to method, he states that not only is 

some music bad because of its nature (1341a4), but also that boys should not receive instruction in 

                                                             
47 Only aristocratic and upper class men were citizens. 
48 Again, this is consistent with Aristotle’s concept of virtue as relating to the practice of a learned skill with a 
habituated desire for good.  An individual possesses a capacity, dynamis, for developing a virtue, which is achieved 
only through the habituation of repeated actions (praxis) that develop and ultimately realize it.  See above in the 
section on virtue and music. 
49 Kraut points out that Aristotle does not preclude all active participation by adult freemen, only professional 
activity or performance for vulgar display.  Kraut, Politics, 201. 
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professional techniques but only enough skill to produce good judgment (1341a14), because at such a 

stage the boy will recognize and avoid bad music.  This is consistent with what might be called Aristotle’s 

incipient developmental psychology of education, by means of which he argues that certain education is 

appropriate for certain age levels and not for others (1340b33-40).   

 Aristotle’s rejection of professional skills arises from his disdain for professional musicians, their 

music contests and the shallow, virtuosic proficiencies required for them.  The standards for such 

contests are, he says, determined by the lower-classes, who do not possess the aesthetic sensibilities 

and judgment of freemen but are only interested in this superficial virtuosity.  The musicians then 

respond to this demand and reduce the music to low standards (1341b8-23) in order to please the 

uneducated crowd.  This same conclusion causes the rejection from music education of the aulos 

(1341a17-b7),50 the cithara and any other professional instruments.  The aulos in particular comes in for 

harsh judgment for several reasons including, significantly, that it is impossible to speak while playing, 

and so to sing, an important fact, since Aristotle prefers vocal music for boys’ early education because it 

is less likely to yield to the negative influences of shallow professional technique associated with 

instruments.  Interestingly, Aristotle does not specify the preferred instrument for music instruction, but 

he probably had in mind as acceptable the humble lyre,51 the instrument commonly pictured in the 

hands of students in the iconography.52 

 The curriculum materials of music education are songs, melos, in the modes (harmonia).  After 

deferring a thorough investigation of all the literature on the subject to interested individuals’ discretion 

                                                             
50 The aulos was a simple reed instrument, somewhat like a very primitive oboe, two of which were played 
simultaneously by the performer, thus producing a kind of heterophony.  It was not at all a flute, as the word is 
frequently mistranslated.  The instrument appears frequently in the iconography, good examples of which along 
with an extensive discussion appear in the book by the distinguished classicist M. L. West, Ancient Greek Music 
(Oxford:  Oxford University, 1992), 81-109, Plates 6, 7, 10. 
51 Among the plates in West, Greek Music appears a scene of schoolboys with lyres, Plate 11, and a particularly 
good illustration of the cithara in the hands of the teacher, Plate 20. 
52 Beck, Greek Education and Max. Wegner, Das Musikleben der Griechen (Berlin:  Walter de Gruyter, 1949) both 
present numerous images among their plates. 
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(1341b27), Aristotle addresses the modes.53  In the context of his entire discussion of music education, 

his treatment of the “ethical modes” appears as one example of music’s, mousike, ethical power, a 

power not limited to vocal music (1339b20-21; 1340a12-13), nor are the modes so limited.  Aristotle’s 

discussion of the modes, being in the nature of an example of proper materials for early education, 

rather than the substance and foundation of his philosophy of music education as is sometimes 

assumed, does not require extended treatment here, though it is moderately extensive in his text 

(1341b32-1342b33).   

 For his discussion Aristotle introduces music’s potential purposes, modified as already discussed 

above (1341b38-1342a15),54 and says that all the modes are useful but not all for all purposes.  Some 

are more suitable for relaxation and some for pastime.55  Some are suitable for education and some 

definitely unsuitable.  There are further remarks on the difficulty of the modes, but the general opinion 

is that these are a later intrusion in the text.56  Thus, for education the Phrygian is possible but not 

suitable because it is impassioned or ecstatic rather than ethical, an analogy being music for catharsis 

(1342a8-11).  Of those that are ethical and so both suitable and possible for education he recommends 

the Dorian, because it is steady and manly.  It is very important to note that Aristotle has placed the 

power of music, mousikē, in the non-verbal elements of music shared by both vocal and instrumental 

types—rhythm, melody and mode—and not in the verbal text as was the case in actual Athenian music 

education, which held that by songs the boy also received edifying moral sentiments in the text.  Within 

the context of the entire argument, vocal music is preferred for early instruction over instrumental 

                                                             
53 The modes were originally melodic formulas or interval patterns of distinctive characters and ranges that 
theorists later reduced to scales.  A good introduction is in West, Greek Music, chapter 6, 160-189. 
54 This is the passage that introduces catharsis and the probable later intrusion of pastime, as discussed in the 
section “Second Distinct Inquiry into the Purpose of Music.” 
55 Kraut provides a commendably detailed and extensive comment on this murky passage without being able fully 
to resolve its difficulties, Kraut, Politics, 206-208. 
56 Susemihl considers this passage to the end (1342b17-34) to be a later interpolation, in which he is followed by 
Newman, Politics, 3:571-572 and Kraut, Politics, 212-213.  The argument is persuasive and the passage contributes 
nothing to the present argument. 



72 
 

music because the latter is associated with professionals and presents a greater risk for introducing 

negative professional influences, not because it does not also possess a potentially positive ethical 

influence.  This attribution of ethical power to all music, mousikē, is a critical factor that contributes to 

the continued relevance of his philosophy of music education for today. 

Aristotle & Ancient Greek Music Education 

 Aristotle’s philosophy of music education is clearly a superbly thorough if somewhat 

disorganized one, moving step by step from ontology through to specifics of curriculum in order to 

achieve its purpose.  Unfortunately, it was entirely without influence in practice during his or any later 

time.  Indeed, in Aristotle’s lifetime music education in Greece was virtually defunct, eliminated by 

changing societal values as explained in the first chapter.  Unfortunately, classical Athens owns the 

dubious distinction in the history of music education of presenting the earliest known instance of a 

dysfunctional vicious cycle in music education.57  The stages in that cycle are:  society develops certain 

cultural (in the broad sense) values for its preservation and continuity, general education develops a 

“philosophy” (almost always unconsciously) in support of those values, music education develops its 

own philosophy (also unconsciously) in subordinate service to general education.  Society’s values then 

change, general education’s philosophy changes, music education is left cut off and abandoned, no 

longer able to relate to the new culture and its philosophy of general education.  This is exactly what 

happened in fifth- and early fourth-century Athens, as described in the first chapter, and there are clear 

similarities with music education today, as is the subject of the final chapter. 

  

                                                             
57 For the last several years I have been preparing a comprehensive history of music education in the west.  The 
cycle that appears in Athenian culture appears again and again over the centuries and millennia, arguably including 
the present day, see examples in Chapter 4. 


