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Educating desire in Aristotle 

Giles Pearson, Senior Lecturer in Philosophy, Bristol University. 

 

Abstract 

In this chapter I employ Aristotle to investigate the various ways in which a 

person’s desires may be educated over time. I do so by considering how people 

may gradually shift from being vicious to virtuous.  In particular, I sketch the shifts 

from (i) a contented vicious agent to (ii) a discontented vicious agent to (iii) an 

akratic or weak-willed agent to (iv) an enkratic or strong-willed agent, and finally 

to (v) a fully virtuous agent.  To make the transitions clear and the discussion 

accessible, I shall use some running examples, esp. a smoker who eventually gives 

up.  We shall see that crucial to charting the developmental process are the 

agent’s reason-based evaluations and desires, on the one hand, and her 

perception-based responses and desires, on the other. 
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Introduction 

In this chapter, I employ Aristotle to investigate the various ways in which a 

person’s desires may be educated over time. I do so by considering how people 

may gradually shift from being vicious to virtuous. To make the transitions clear 

and the discussion accessible, I shall use some running examples, especially a 

smoker who eventually gives up.  We start with a contented vicious agent, e.g. a 

happy smoker, and imagine her becoming a discontented vicious agent, someone 

who regrets smoking. We then envisage the unhappy smoker shifting into an 

akratic smoker, that is, someone who actively forms the choice to give up 

smoking but fails to do so. We next imagine the akratic agent becoming enkratic, 

that is, while still possessing desires to smoke, nonetheless successfully resisting 
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them. Finally, we see the enkratic agent become virtuous and lose any 

(significant) desire to smoke. 

In sketching these transitions, I follow Aristotle in investigating how the agent’s 

reason-based desires and evaluations interact with her perception-based desires 

and evaluations.  As we shall see, changing one’s judgments and belief-based 

desires is only half the battle - one must also learn to see the world differently 

and have different perception-based desires. 

 

1. Different kinds of cognitions and desires 

Before charting the transition from vice to virtue, it will be helpful to introduce 

the psychological states and capacities we will employ in our explanations. 

Aristotle distinguishes between what he calls kritika, that is, discriminatory or 

cognitive capacities, on the one hand, and orexeis, desiderative or conative 

capacities, on the other (De motu animalium 6, cf. also the opening lines of De 

anima [henceforth De an.] III.3 and III.9).  He recognises several different 

cognitive capacities, but I shall operate with a distinction between thought 

(dianoia)/reason (logos)/belief (doxa)-based responses, on the one hand, and 

perception-based responses, on the other.  By the latter, I mean to pick out not 

merely perception proper (aisthésis), but also the capacity Aristotle calls 

phantasia (perceptual imagination or construal).  In De anima he explicitly 

distinguishes phantasia from belief (doxa) and claims that the contents of 

phantasia (one’s phantasmata) can even directly contradict one’s beliefs (De an. 

III.3 428a18-b9).  His famous example is of the sun appearing to be about a foot 

across, even though we believe it to be bigger than the known world (De an. III.3 

428b2-4; cf. De Insomniis 2 460b18-22).  The basic idea is that since we can 

experience both contents (the sun as a foot across, the sun as bigger than the 

known world) at the very same time, and yet at no point doubt the belief, we 

should deny that the content of the perceptual construal is provided by belief.1 

 
1 Why not two different beliefs?  See my 2011a: 106-107.  As I noted, it is not the mere fact that 
the two contents contradict each other that establishes two different states (doubtless most of 
us have contradictory beliefs buried somewhere).  Rather, it is that (i) we experience both 
contents about the same object at the very same time; (ii) at no point do we abandon our belief 
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Instead, phantasiai are ‘appearances’ or ‘construals’ deriving from perception in 

some way (a ‘movement which comes about as a result of the activity of 

perception’ (De an. III.3 428b25-26, 429a1-2), whether from immediate 

perceptual encounters or from previously stored perceptual content that may be 

modified or reinterpreted, as in dreams (see e.g. De Insomniis 1 459a14-22, De an. 

III.3 429a1-2). 

In this chapter we are primarily concerned with evaluative cognitions, cognitions 

of something as valuable in some respect.  And just as we can have reason 

(belief/thought)-based and perception-based cognitions, so too we can have 

reason-based and perception-based evaluative cognitions.  We can, e.g., believe it 

would good to give up smoking on grounds of health (a reason-based evaluative 

cognition) and we can have a perceptual construal of smoking as e.g. unpleasant 

(a perception-based evaluative construal).2 Furthermore, as with the phantasia 

example above, we can assume that reason-based and perception-based 

evaluative cognitions can be independent of each other and not necessarily align. 

With desires, a key distinction Aristotle draws is between rational and non-

rational desires.  Rational desires (bouléseis) are grounded is something the agent 

takes to be good.3  But what is of particular interest for us here is one type of 

rational motivation, viz. that stemming from a preferential choice (prohairesis) or 

what I shall often call a ‘resolution’ (the latter is helpful in the context of 

considering an agent who wants to change).  Preferential choices or resolutions 

are motivations formed in consequence of deliberation or active consideration 

(see esp. Nicomachean Ethics [henceforth NE] II.2-3, Eudemian Ethics [henceforth 

EE] II.10).4 

With non-rational desires, it is important to note, paradoxical as it may sound, 

that they can in fact be grounded in reason.  In NE VII.6, for instance, Aristotle 

explicitly notes that perception, phantasia and reason can ground an epithumia or 

 

or accept that circumstances have changed; and (iii) at no point do we think our belief is both 
true and false.  For (ii) and (iii), see De an. III.3 428b4-9. 
2 Evaluative perception-based cognitions may have to involve phantasia, rather than simply 
aisthésis, but this is not crucial here since my notion of ‘perception-based’ includes phantasia. 
3 For more discussion, see my 2012: Chs. 6 and 7. 
4 For the relation between boulésis and the desire that comes out of a phrohairesis, see my 
2012: 178-189. 
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thumos, and they are his two non-rational desires.5  Instead, what makes a desire 

non-rational, for Aristotle, is that it is grounded in a value we share with non-

rational creatures, such as, but not limited to, pleasure.6  Nonetheless, the fact 

that he explicitly recognises perception-based desires, in addition to reason-based 

ones, will prove significant in what follows.  In De an. III.10 he claims that the 

object of desire motivates by being ‘thought of or grasped through phantasia (tô 

noêthênai ê phantasthênai)’ (De an. III.10 433b11-12).  Phantasia, no less than 

belief/thought, can grasp objects of desire.7 We can, then, have reason-based 

non-rational desires and perception-based non-rational desires.  In what follows, 

when referring to non-rational desires, I won’t always include the ‘non-rational’, 

but it should be clear in context when I have them in mind.  I will also sometimes 

refer to these desires as ‘pleasure-based’, but it should be remembered that not 

all non-rational desires need be such. 

In sum, then, we have reason-based and perception-based evaluative cognitions; 

rational motivations stemming from the agent’s preferential choice or resolution; 

and reason-based or perception-based non-rational motivations.  Let’s now turn 

to Aristotle’s vicious agent. 

 

2. The contented vicious agent 

In NE VII.8 Aristotle claims: ‘vice is unnoticed by its possessor’ (1150b36).  It 

seems natural to read this as asserting that the vicious agent thinks she is acting 

well.  That reading seems confirmed by NE III.1, where Aristotle insists that ‘every 

wicked man (mochthēros) is ignorant of what he ought to do (ha dei prattein) and 

 
5 ‘For reason (logos) or phantasia informs us that we have been insulted or slighted, and 
thumos, reasoning as it were (hôsper sullogisamenos) that anything like this must be fought 
against, boils up straightway; while epithumia, if reason or perception merely says that an 
object is pleasant, springs to the enjoyment of it’ (1149a32–1149b1).  I discuss this text in detail 
in my 2011b. 
6 Or so I argue in my 2012, Ch. 7.  Space prevents discussion of rival interpretations here.  ‘Not 
limited to pleasure’ because the object of thumos isn’t pleasure.  See my 2012, Ch. 4, for 
discussion of its object. 
7 This is important for Aristotle in De an. III.10 not merely to make room for our non-reason-
based responses, but because he is trying to give an account of motivation that applies to all 
animals, not just humans, and yet, on his view, animals don’t have reason-based responses (see 
e.g. NE VII.3 1147b3-5). 
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what he ought to abstain from (hōn aphekteon)’ (1110b28-29).  It also seems to fit 

well with his suggestion in NE II.8 that ‘the courageous person is called rash by the 

coward, cowardly by the rash person’ (1108b 19-26).  Presumably this occurs 

because the courageous agent appears rash (take unnecessary risks etc.) to the 

coward and cowardly (unwilling to expose herself to enough risk, e.g. not willing 

to risk her life for bet made when drunk) to the rash agent. 

If the vicious agent thinks she is acting well, this suggests she would have reason-

based evaluative cognitions that count in favour of acting the way she does.  With 

our smoking example, she of course need not be completely oblivious to the 

generally accepted view that smoking is extremely damaging to one’s health, but 

she will find a way to rationalise her behaviour.  She might e.g. insist that the 

long-term health issues don’t bother her because she doesn’t want to be old 

anyway.  Or she might point to the fact that some people live a long life even 

though they’ve smoked continually, and maintain, irrationally, that she knows she 

will be one of the lucky ones.  Or she may simply maintain that the pleasure of 

smoking outweighs the detriment to her health.8 Similarly, with a drinker.  Many 

will deny they have a drink problem even though it is clear to others they do.  

Indeed, in line with the point about courage above, the vicious agent may even 

argue vigorously and elegantly that it is the virtuous who are vicious, not her 

(Aristotle explicitly allows that she may possess the capacity of cleverness (NE 

VI.12.1144a23-28)).  A person with an unhealthy diet may argue that those with 

good diets are ‘health freaks’; a stingy person may try to persuade us that the 

generous are spendthrifts, and so on. 

It also seems likely that the vicious agent’s perception-based evaluative cognitions 

would tend to align with her reason-based ones (at least in the most important 

respects9).  She will, that is, not only believe she is acting correctly, it will also 

appear that way to her perceptually.  She’ll experience perceptual satisfaction in 

smoking.  And just as she will downplay or ignore any contrary reason-based 

evidence, such as magazine articles on the badness of smoking, she will also do so 

 
8 As Aristotle notes, ‘pleasure appears a good when it is not’, hence we ‘choose the pleasant as 
a good, and avoid pain as an evil’ (NE III.4 1113a33-1113b2). 
9 Some minor disharmony can perhaps be tolerated (see below), so long as it doesn’t jar too 
greatly.  Similarly, we’ll see in §7 below that the virtuous agent can be slightly conflicted. 
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with the perceptual counterpart, e.g. a sore throat, yellow fingernails, 

palpitations, and so on. 

With the vicious agent’s desires, one might naturally assume that just as the 

vicious agent has harmonious evaluative cognitions (reason-based, perception-

based) of her predicament, so too she has harmonious desires/motivations.  In 

fact, this has been disputed.  Some commentators have argued that Aristotle’s 

vicious agent is essentially conflicted.10  I don’t agree with this, but am unable to 

argue the point in detail here.  Instead, I shall simply assume that the natural 

understanding of many of his comments suggest an unconflicted conception, 

even though in one passage he does characterise a conflicted vicious agent.11 An 

unconflicted vicious agent would, after all, be a natural concomitant of the vicious 

agent’s evaluations being harmonious.  If she has conflicting desires and desires 

require seeing something as valuable about the act in question, then she must 

have conflicting evaluative construals.  But the passages I’ve quoted seem 

naturally understood as ascribing to her a consistent set of cognitions about her 

situation.  This understanding is further suggested by Aristotle’s insistence that 

such an agent has no regrets:  ‘the self-indulgent man has no regrets; for he 

stands by his choice’ (NE VII.8 1150b29-30); ‘[the self-indulgent person] is of 

necessity without regrets, and therefore incurable, since a man without regrets 

cannot be cured’ (NE VII.7 1150a21-22).  If the vicious agent (so characterised) 

had conflicting motivations, why wouldn’t she be subject to regrets?  (All this is 

compatible with the idea that Aristotle could also have a conception of a 

conflicted vicious agent – but see §4 below for how this might be understood.) 

On this conception of the vicious agent – call her ‘a contented vicious agent’ – her 

motivations, no less than her evaluations, will align.  She’ll not only judge it would 

be attractive to smoke, she’ll have a concomitant perceptual construal.  And she’ll 

 
10 Grönroos (2015a).  Broadie (1991: 177n.41) notes that Aristotle never explicitly claims the 
vicious agent isn’t conflicted.  But the passages I’ve cited do suggest a conception along these 
lines. 
11 NE IX.4 1166b10-29.  This passage seems inconsistent with NE VII insofar as that maintains 

that the vicious agent is not subject to regrets (see below), whereas NE IX.4 explicitly asserts 

she is (1166b24-25).  See Broadie (2009: 164n18) for an attempt to mollify this tension.  (The 

NE IX conception in fact looks closer to one we find in Plato (see e.g. Republic I 351b-352c).) 
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not only find herself with rational motivations to smoke, she’ll have pleasure-

based desires to do so as well. 

 

3. Becoming discontented with vice 

Even if Aristotle’s basic understanding of vice is as unconficted, there would still 

be space in his account between a contented vicious agent, on the one hand, and 

an akratic one, who possesses full-fledged conflicting motivations, on the other.  

For we could have a vicious agent with some negative evaluations about her 

predicament, but who nonetheless doesn’t yet possess conflicting 

desires/motivations.12  Let us call such a person ‘a discontented vicious agent’. 

The first question to address is why a contented vicious agent might become 

discontented.  Let me illustrate this by sketching two different mechanisms.  

There are doubtless others. 

3.1. First, the agent might undergo some kind of conversion.  The more general 

notion of conversion is nicely illustrated by the following example from Stephen 

Darwall: 

Roberta grows up comfortably in a small town. The newspapers she reads, 

what she sees on television, what she learns in school, and what she hears 

in conversation with family and friends present her with a congenial view of 

the world and her place in it. She is aware in a vague way that there is 

poverty and suffering somewhere, but sees no relation between it and her 

own life. On going to a university she sees a film that vividly presents the 

plight of textile workers in the southern United States: the high incidence of 

brown lung, low wages, and long history of employers undermining 

attempts of workers to organize a union, both violently and through other 

 
12 If Aristotle held an anti-Humean theory of motivation, he would think that certain cognitive 
evaluations entail desires/motivations and would account for a shift in motivation via a shift in 
cognition.  But it wouldn’t follow that every change in evaluation would necessarily bring about 
a change in motivation – motivation would supervene on cognitive evaluation, not vice versa.  
So there might still be space for a contented vicious agent to become discontented without a 
corresponding change in motivation.  (What would be impossible would be two agents having 
precisely the same view of the situation, but different motivations.)  I discuss whether we 
should attribute a Humean or anti-Humean theory of motivation to Aristotle in my forthcoming. 
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extralegal means. Roberta is shocked and dismayed by the suffering she 

sees. After the film there is a discussion of what the students might do to 

help alleviate the situation. It is suggested that they might actively work in 

promoting a boycott of the goods of one company that has been 

particularly flagrant in its illegal attempts to destroy the union. She decides 

to donate a few hours a week to distributing leaflets.  (1983: 39-40) 

There are some aspects of this example that aren’t crucial for us now.  First, 

Darwall proposes it as a case in which a person can ‘be moved by awareness of 

some consideration, without that being explained by a prior desire’ (1983: 39).  It 

is highly questionable whether it does this, but that is not crucial for us here.13 

Our interest in the example concerns the way it illustrates how an agent’s 

evaluations can be altered by a sudden encounter (the visual images in the film 

and the accompanying explanation).  Second, whether or not we’d want to call 

Roberta’s pre-conversion condition ‘vice’ will depend on our normative 

judgments about whether or not she ought to be aware of the matter in question 

and attempt to do something about it.14 Finally, Roberta does shift from her pre-

conversion condition to being motivated in a contra direction. 

Nonetheless, the example neatly illustrates one kind of mechanism through which 

contented vicious agents may become discontented.  The basic idea is that a 

vicious agent may encounter some novel situation that jolts her out of her 

contentedness.  It is the psychological equivalent of being given a sudden push.  

With our smoking example, perhaps our agent has gradually persuaded herself 

that smoking isn’t really harming her (even if it is harming others) and then sees a 

film revealing the true extent of the damage smoking does to the body.  As with 

Roberta, her evaluations may receive a violent jolt which alter her perspective.  

And even if she continues to smoke, the jolt may have brought about discontent 

with her vicious state by altering her evaluative impressions. 

 
13 Sinhababu (2009: 483-489; 2017: 52-55) argues that Roberta’s reaction is only explicable 
against the background of other desires and aversions (which may not be readily accessible to 
the agent in her pre-conversion state).  
14 It’s worth noting that on Aristotle’s view there can be culpable forms of ignorance (see e.g. 
NE III.5 1113b30-33, 1114b27-28). 
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3.2. A second mechanism for producing discontent stems from the world itself, or 

the agent’s body, resisting (pushing back) in certain ways.  Resistive feedback may 

prompt the agent to acknowledge her vicious state and question her evaluations. 

We can get more of a take on this if we consider an idea in Peter Railton’s classic 

paper, ‘Moral Realism’ (1986).  Railton draws a distinction between an agent, on 

the one hand, and an idealised version of that agent - ‘the agent plus’ – on the 

other. The latter is idealised insofar as she is hypothesised to have ‘unqualified 

cognitive and imaginative powers, and full factual and nomological information 

about [her] physical and psychological constitution, capacities, circumstances, 

history, and so on … and [her] environment’ (1986: 173-4). Railton then goes on 

to characterise what he calls the ‘objectified subjective interests’ of the original 

agent by reference to the desires of her idealised compatriot.  To do so, he 

appeals to what the idealised agent would want her non-idealised version to 

want.  If, for example, the idealised agent has full factual knowledge, she clearly 

wouldn’t ever need a map, and so would never want a map.  But if she became 

aware that her non-idealised version, who lacks full knowledge, had got lost, she 

– the idealised version - would surely want her non-idealised manifestation to 

want to procure a map.  She might say: it is in the best interests of my non-

idealised version to want a map, even if she doesn’t possess such a desire.  In this 

way, the requisite gap is generated between what an agent thinks is in her best 

interests and what is actually in her best interests.  And since the latter is 

objective but still grounded in nothing more than the agent’s desires, Railton calls 

it the agent’s ‘objectified subjective interests’. 

From this beginning, Railton tried, more contentiously, to extend his account to 

support a realist (and consequentialist) picture of morality that takes all agents 

together as one group and attempts to establish what would be good for all.  But 

without pursuing this further, we are now in a position to illustrate our second 

mechanism. 

Note that the virtue of temperance, for Aristotle, concerns tactile bodily pleasure 

and (in part) what is healthy for the human body.15 With the vices corresponding 

 
15 Only ‘in part’ because it also concerns what is noble or fine (kalon) to do.  I provide an 
overview of Aristotle’s account of temperance in my 2014.  See also e.g. Young (1988) and 
Curzer (1997). 
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to this virtue, it seems possible for aspects of the agent’s situation to feedback to 

her over time.  Here is a specific example for illustrative purposes.  A friend of 

mine, Jones, reports what he calls ‘a five-six-beer cut-off’.  If he has five beers, 

and not a drop more, he can function perfectly well the following day, whereas if 

he has a sixth or even another half over the five, a hangover will reliably ensue 

and his work pattern the following day will be in jeopardy.  Now Jones didn’t 

always know that drinking six beers would generate a hangover.  At that point, if 

he had something important to do the following day, he might inadvertently fail 

to stop at five.  In such a scenario, we can say that Jones plus would want Jones 

original to want to stop at five beers.  And, note, we can say this whether or not 

Jones original is himself aware of the five-six beer cut-off. 

But suppose now that before he’d realised his physical quirk, Jones just happened 

to end up only having five beers one time and no more.  Perhaps, by a stroke of 

luck, he was called away after five by some emergency.  In such a scenario, a 

hangover wouldn’t ensue, and Jones would find himself able to function perfectly 

well.  We would then be able to say that Jones had acted in accordance with his 

objectified subjective interests, even though he hadn’t acted in light of those 

interests.  However, if this happened a few more times, Jones might begin to 

realise what is going on.  At such a point, we might say that the facts of the 

matter have fed back to Jones and revealed to him one aspect of his objectified 

subjective interests. 

Finally, suppose that, even given this awareness, Jones nonetheless feels no 

inclination to stop at five beers.  His awareness of his five-six beer cut-off may still 

generate certain kinds of discontent.  He may be unhappy at the fact that he 

repeatedly engages in behavior that prevents him from functioning well. 

This, then, is a second mechanism through which a contented vicious agent may 

become discontent: she may encounter various forms of feedback which 

effectively force an awareness of her vice on her.16 A smoker may find her health 

 
16 We noted in §2 that Aristotle refers to vice as ‘unnoticed’ by its possessor and ‘incurable’.  
Such an agent – our contented vicious agent - would have to be resistant to acknowledging any 
feedback she receives.  She would, that is, be prone to self-deception and to adopting 
strategies that prevent her having to recognise the truth about herself. 
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deteriorating in a way that correlates with smoking; someone who drinks too 

much may find she sleeps much better when having a night off, and so on.17 

It is also worth emphasising that with both the mechanisms highlighted in 3.1 and 

3.2 (conversion, feedback), we see an interplay between reason-based and 

perception-based evaluations.  In the first, a novel perception-based encounter 

(seeing the suffering in the film) prompted and interplayed with certain reason-

based evaluations and re-evaluations (being provided with certain plausible 

explanations for the suffering).  In the second, perceptual feedback (repeated 

hangovers) prompted a shift in the reason-based evaluation (‘perhaps drinking 

more than five beers isn’t such a good thing after all’). 

 

4. The prospect of change for the discontented vicious agent 

Suppose our agent experiences discontent at her vice.  What does this entail?  On 

its own, very little.  In Darwall’s example a shift of behavior was already specified 

– Roberta decided to donate a few hours a week to distributing leaflets.  But, 

even with that example, we can easily envisage an agent whose discontent fails to 

materialise into an active desire to do something, let alone choice or action.  Susie 

may experience the same inversion of her evaluations as Roberta, but while 

Roberta is prompted to distribute leaflets, Susie may just sit and stew on her 

discontent.  Similarly, a smoker may not be able to shake from her mind images of 

a film about the damage smoking does to the body, but nonetheless fail to be 

motivated to attempt to give up. 

In fact, we can distinguish at least the following stages of development: 

First, discontent may be only embryonic and partial and not yet materialised into 

a full-blown reason-based judgment that something is wrong.  For example, with 

Jones above, there may be some perceptual feedback and coordinate discontent 

on several occasions (hangovers), and these may generate a general sense of 

uneasiness about having more than five beers.  But that may fall short of Jones 

 
17 This mechanism may also be extendable beyond vices that have a bodily basis, e.g. the vice of 
stinginess may feedback to one via negative reactions of others, the vice of wastefulness by 
one’s abject poverty (see NE IV.1 for these vices), on so on.  To say that all virtues/vices have 
some such basis would seem to commit us to some kind of naturalism (cf. NE I.7). 
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forming a judgement about the exact correlation between a certain number of 

drinks and a hangover. 

Second, even if awareness of the discontent does lead to a full-fledged judgment 

that something is wrong, there is no guarantee it will lead to a desire to act 

otherwise.  Jones may become aware of the five-six beer cut-off, but simply not 

desire to stop drinking.  This is the stage of Susie above. 

Third, even if the awareness leads to a full-fledged judgment that something is 

wrong and this prompts a desire to change, there is no guarantee that that will 

lead to a preferential choice or resolution to change.  It could just be a fleeting or 

idle desire.18 Jones may become aware of the five-six beer cut off and - perhaps 

when suffering from a particularly bad hangover - form a desire to stop at five 

next time.  But when that time comes around, the desire to stop at five may have 

evaporated and the pull of the sixth hold sway.  Similarly, many smokers find 

themselves desiring to give up at various points.  Not all get beyond that. 

Fourth, even if the awareness leads to a full-fledged judgment that something is 

wrong and prompts a desire to change and that desire does lead to a full-blown 

resolution to change, there is no guarantee the resolution will succeed.  The agent 

may succumb to akrasia or weakness of will.  Jones may be resolved to stop at 

five beers but, against his better judgment, succumb to a desire for the sixth.  A 

smoker may be resolved on giving up, but nonetheless fail to do so.  I shall 

examine this last stage in more detail in the next section. 

Now, as mentioned earlier (§2), some commentators think Aristotle holds that 

vicious agents are essentially conflicted.  As I have said, I reject this, even though I 

can’t argue the case here.  What we can see from this section, though, is that 

even on my account Aristotle can allow a conflicted vicious agent who 

nonetheless still falls short of akrasia.  We see this at stage three above.  That 

agent has conflicting desires, even though she doesn’t form a preferential choice 

to e.g. stop smoking.19 

 
18 Cf. NE III.5 1114a13-14, Broadie (1991: 161), and Anscombe’s notion of ‘idle’ wishes (1957: 
67). 
19 Grönroos (2015a) wants something stronger: a vicious agent who acts against her preferential 

choice.  This, however, is problematic.  In order to distinguish vice from akrasia, Grönroos has 

to maintain the bad person has an erroneous conception of the good, whereas the akratic has a 
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Finally, it is also worth noting that there is no guarantee of progression through 

these stages.  Indeed, it seems possible that an agent may slip back to a previous 

stage.  Jones may lose his resolution to stop at six beers and return to wallowing 

in his discontent.  And perhaps someone could even revert to a contented vicious 

state.  A smoker may just try to block out all thoughts of the harm of smoking and 

self-deceive. 

 

5. Akratic agents 

Akratics have one major success over discontented vicious agents (and, indeed, 

those at the third stage in §4): they manage to form a resolution to change.  This 

is our smoker who is now fully committed to giving up. 

How does this preferential choice or resolution materialise?  Again, there won’t 

be one single answer to this question.  Here are a few possibilities (which aren’t 

intended to be either mutually exclusive or exhaustive).  Perhaps the discontent 

with being vicious becomes so strong that it not only leads to a desire to change 

but becomes something more significant?  Or perhaps she finds herself having a 

desire to change so frequently that she feels she must try to act on it?  Or perhaps 

she slowly begins to identify with the desire to change and starts to view it as 

representing who she really is?  Or perhaps she finds herself wanting to commit 

to the desire to change because she finds herself beginning to like the person the 

change would make her? 

 

correct conception (161).  But to generate the conflict in the vicious agent, Grönroos has to 

insist that even though she has this erroneous conception, she nonetheless desires to achieve 

the right conception.  To accommodate that, Grönroos in turn has to insist that even the bad 

person has some unarticulated conception of the latter (162).  This is controversial enough, but 

it also entails that to distinguish the vicious from the akratic/enkratic/virtuous, Grönroos has to 

furnish the latter with an articulated conception of their good.  This is also highly controversial 

(see my 2012: Ch.6).  Furthermore, Grönroos maintains that bouléseis are all for one’s own 

overall good (see Grönroos 2015b), in spite of evidence that some of them are for lower level 

goods (again, see my 2012: Ch.6).  (I should also note that there is an issue concerning whether 

all types of akratic agent Aristotle recognises act against their preferential choice, even though 

it seems they must; see NE VII.7’s contrast between weak and impetuous akratics; and e.g. 

Taylor (2006: 189-190).) 
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Once the resolution to change is formed, it is nonetheless distinctive of the 

akratic agent that she fails to act on it.  But why?  Part of the explanation is that 

she also possesses a conflicting desire to act against the resolution or choice, and 

she succumbs to that.  The akratic agent’s resolution or preferential choice 

(prohairesis) manifests a reason-based motivation, whereas the non-rational 

desire/motivation that conflicts with it can be either reason/belief-based or 

perception-based (see §1 above).  If she has resolved not to smoke on grounds of 

health and has a reason-based motivation (stemming from her resolution/choice) 

in accordance with that, she may nonetheless also possess a reason-based or 

perception-based desire to smoke grounded in pleasure.  She may still find herself 

believing that it would be pleasurable to smoke, or she may, for example, see 

others smoking and this trigger a perception-based desire to smoke, or have a 

perceptual construal (phantasia) of herself as experiencing the pleasure of 

smoking that forms the basis of a desire to smoke. 

Why does the akratic agent act in line with her pleasure-based desire instead of 

her resolution/choice?  How we explain this will in part hinge on what sorts of 

cases of akrasia we allow in.  Commentators are divided on whether Aristotle 

accepts the possibility of ‘hard’ (also called ‘clear-sighted’) cases of akrasia or not.  

We can adapt Price’s (2006: 235) characterisations of ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ akrasia as 

follows: 

‘Soft’ akrasia: The agent’s judgement is temporally perverted or obscured 

by sentiment or temptation, so that she acts in a manner of which she 

would normally disapprove; she shows weakness in judgment. 

‘Hard’ (or ‘clear-sighted’) akrasia: The agent’s judgement is neither 

dimmed nor distorted, and yet she shows weakness in execution by acting 

otherwise.20 

On one view, Aristotle only allows soft cases of akrasia; on an alternative, he also 

allows hard cases.  There is also obviously logical space for the view that he only 

 
20 I have changed Price’s characterisations to make them specify one sort of case only (Price has 
‘may be’ instead of ‘is’).  This allows us to articulate the dispute in terms of whether Aristotle 
accepts there can be hard cases or only permits soft cases. 
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allows hard cases.21 It is also worth emphasising that even on the view which 

maintains he only allows soft cases of akrasia, it is still the case that akratic agents 

are aware they are akratic.  It is just that they aren’t aware of the akratic nature 

of their action at the time of action. 

This dispute about Aristotle maps onto a parallel dispute in the contemporary 

literature about weakness of will.  It is debated whether we should adopt an 

internalist account – according to which evaluative judgements are in some way 

essentially connected to motivation – or an externalist account – according to 

which the existence of such a connection is rejected.  Internalists have to deny at 

least some cases of hard or clear-sighted weakness of will.22 Externalists don’t 

have this problem, but instead need to explain the privileged role we think certain 

kinds of evaluative judgments we make play in guiding action and ensure they 

don’t make weakness of will lose its oddness and irrationality.23 

Now, on the view that holds that Aristotle only allows soft cases of akrasia, the 

explanation for why the agent succumbs to a non-rational desire contrary to her 

resolution will be that it temporarily blocks her access to the reason-based 

evaluation embodied in the resolution.  In the belief-based variant of the non-

rational desire, the agent’s belief that e.g. smoking will be pleasant will 

temporarily consume her to such an extent that she briefly loses sight of her view 

that smoking would be bad for her health.  In the perception-based variation, the 

agent’s perception-based desire for the pleasure of smoking will perform this 

role.  But in both cases, the agent temporarily loses sight of her view about the 

badness of smoking at the point of action. 

On the reading that allows in hard cases, what happens – in those cases, at least - 

is that the agent follows the pleasure-based desire against her resolution without 

losing sight of the resolution.  She may continue to see the reasons she holds 

count against smoking.  How would such a view explain why she acts against that 

 
21 The view that Aristotle only allows soft cases is a traditional one (dating back at least to 
Aquinas).  See also e.g. Bostock (2000: Ch. 6) and Price (2006).  The view that he allows hard 
cases is maintained by e.g. Charles (1984: Chs. 3-4; 2009) and Broadie (1991: Ch. 5; 2002: 385-
99).  Charles (2009) in fact thinks Aristotle makes explicit reference to both types. 
22 The specific kinds of hard cases that are rejected will vary with the view; see e.g. Hare (1952: 
124-6) and then Smith (1994: Ch. 5), Davidson (1970) and then Bratman (1979: §4). 
23 See Stroud and Svirsky (2019) for discussion. 
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resolution?  It would have to appeal, I think, to the idea that the agent is so set 

up, in terms of her character and basic desiderative dispositions, that despite 

identifying with her resolution, her recognition of the availability of the pleasure 

engages her inclinations and overrides her resolution.  In other words, she is 

desideratively predisposed to act irrationally against her better judgment given 

the prospect of the pleasure.  At the point of action, her pleasure-based desire 

overrides the desire manifest in her resolution, even though she identifies with 

the latter.24 

If the agent is clear-sighted, one might wonder how a reason-based version of the 

conflicting non-rational desire could get purchase.  Ex hypothesi the agent fully 

grasps the resolution at the time of action and yet is led astray by a belief about 

the act she ultimately rejects. 

One might suggest that the two beliefs (the belief underlying the resolution, and 

the belief underlying the non-rational reason-based desire) needn’t be 

contradictory: an agent can, without any contradiction, both believe that she 

shouldn’t smoke on grounds of health and also believe that smoking would be 

pleasant. 

But this won’t quite do, since a contradictory set of beliefs can easily be derived.  

Afterall, given her resolution, the agent in question presumably also accepts that 

the pleasure of smoking is not a reason to smoke.  If one in turn suggested that 

perhaps the agent could fail to bring the two contradictory beliefs together at the 

point of action, this again won’t quite do.  For in that scenario we don’t have fully 

clear-sighted cases of akrasia - there will still be ignorance at some level. 

A better suggestion is to note is that on this picture the desiderative force of a 

desire need not directly correlate with the evaluative cognition that underlies it.  

The agent may believe the pleasantness of the act is entirely outweighed by other 

considerations, but nonetheless desire the pleasure more than the alternative.  

Despite believing the pleasure of smoking is no reason to smoke, the desire for 

that pleasure may override the desire to act in accordance with a resolution not 

to smoke on grounds of health. 

 
24 This more naturally aligns the hard reading with the Humean theory of motivation and the 
soft reading with an anti-Humean theory of motivation. 
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6. Enkratic agents 

Enkratic agents are similar to akratics in (i) having formed a resolution for a 

course of action and (ii) finding themselves with errant non-rational motivations 

conflicting with that resolution.  The difference is that enkratic agents, unlike 

akratics, (iii) manage to resist their errant motivations and follow their resolution. 

How does an agent move from akrasia to enkrateia?  The answer will again vary 

depending on the range of cases of akrasia the account allows in, and also on 

whether the susceptibility stems from reason-based or perception-based 

weakness. 

In cases where the akratic action is explained by the agent temporarily losing sight 

of her resolution, she will have to seek ways to prevent her losing this awareness.  

This will naturally vary depending on whether the loss is owing to reason-based or 

perception-based interference.  If, for example, the agent lost sight of the 

resolution not to smoke owing to a perceptual trigger brought about by seeing 

people smoke in a pub garden, she might avoid that setting for a while.  Or if it 

was brought about by her reading some novel in which the hero smoked, she 

might try to avoid such literature, at least for a period.  These are avoidance 

tactics.  But similarly, she might try, more positively, to keep her mind on her 

resolution.  She might try to rehearse the reasons she wants to give up smoking 

each day, so that they become ingrained and second nature.  Or she might take a 

course of cognitive behavioral therapy.  And so on. 

If there can be hard or clear-sighted cases of akrasia then sticking to a resolution 

won’t just be a matter of keeping sight of it, since the agent can have a clear grasp 

of the resolution at the very point she acts against it.  With such cases, it would 

seem that in order to make progress towards enkrateia, some underlying change 

in her basic desiderative dispositions would be required.  She would have to find a 

way to make it so that her desire for the pleasure of smoking is weakened, and so 

doesn’t override her resolution.  In fact, though, some of the above-mentioned 

strategies could still help.  Avoiding (perceptual) triggers of desires, for example, 

might be a way of enervating the underlying desiderative disposition (which was 

allowing pleasure-based desires to override the resolution); spending time 
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focusing on the benefits of smoking may help strengthen the desiderative force of 

the resolution so it overrides the pleasure-based desires.  And so on. 

The agent will count as enkratic so long as, even given her contrary desire, she 

sticks to her resolution/choice.  In fact, we may even allow her to have an 

occasional lapse without disqualifying her as enkratic.  We might say, in such a 

scenario, that she acts akratically, without becoming akratic (as indeed Aristotle 

allows one can act unjustly without becoming unjust (NE V.6 1134a17-23)25). Of 

course, if the lapses become frequent, the agent will be sliding back to akrasia.  

But so long as the transgressions are infrequent (or of diminishing frequency), we 

may still be happy to think of her as a (lapsing) enkratic agent. 

Finally, we should note that even if our agent does slip back to akrasia, she may 

of course regain enkrateia later on, or, indeed, slide further back to vice.  Many 

manage to give up smoking for a time and then slip back into akrasia or 

discontented vice.  Some may even slide back to a contended vicious state. 

 

7. Virtuous agents 

If the akratic agent was distinguished from those who came before by gaining 

control of her resolutions/choices, and the enkratic agent in turn distinguished 

from the akratic by gaining control of her actions, the virtuous agent goes one 

stage further still.  She completes our picture of the education of desire by also 

gaining control of her non-rational desires, thereby eliminating (or making 

minimal) the conflict still present in enkratic agents. 

As before, we should first ask: how might an enkratic agent make this transition?  

Again, this will depend on whether the conflicting non-rational desire is reason-

based or perception-based.  In general, desires, on Aristotle’s account, involve 

cognising that there is something good or otherwise valuable (e.g. pleasant) about 

the action in question (De an. III.10 433b11-12).  Hence if we can take away such a 

cognition, we will take away the desire (the cognition of the object of the desire 

is, as it were, a necessary condition for the desire).  Now, reason-based desires, 

on Aristotle’s view, involve believing there is something valuable or pleasurable 

 
25 I discuss the latter idea in detail in my 2006. 
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about the action in question.  So our question becomes: how might an enkratic 

agent stop believing e.g. that it would be pleasant to smoke? 

One way would be to grasp clearly that the short-term pleasure could lead to 

other short or long-term pains.  The short-term pleasure of smoking, for example, 

could lead to other discomforts and pains (short-term: sore throat, yellow 

fingernails, palpitations, etc.; long-term: respiratory problems, emphysema, chest 

pains, heart problems, throat and lung cancer, etc.).  If the agent doesn’t merely 

think that smoking is bad because it contravenes her health, but recognises it 

leads to other pains, this could undermine the pleasure-based desires.  Similarly, 

repeatedly eating cream-cakes will lead to the displeasure of being over-weight 

and other painful heath complications.  Focusing on such points may enable the 

agent to cease believing the cigarette or cream cake pleasurable, or at least not 

overall.  And if she achieves this, the corresponding desires should disappear.26 

Unfortunately, all too often, even if the agent can achieve this, the desire to 

smoke won’t necessarily disappear.  And Aristotle has a ready explanation for 

why.  In addition to belief-based desires, we also have perception-based desires.  

Thus, even if the agent can effect a change of belief, this alone won’t necessarily 

stop her seeing the act in question as pleasurable.  Smoking may still appear to 

her to provide a pleasurable sensation.  The cream cake may still light up as a 

pleasurable, sweet, tasty, creamy delight, begging to be placed on the tongue. 

A strategy we saw in the shift from akrasia to enkrateia may help at this stage.  If 

there are certain situations or circumstances which the agent finds trigger 

perception-based desires, she may try to avoid those situations.  If, for example, 

seeing someone smoking in a context in which she would previously have greatly 

enjoyed smoking (on a hot sunny day, dining al fresco, after a few drinks) is what 

generated the perception-based desire to smoke, she could try to avoid such 

situations until the perception-based desire weakens or disappears.  If a desire for 

a cream cake is triggered by a perception-based encounter in her favourite coffee 

shop, she might avoid that shop for a while.  And so on. 

Nature may also provide a helping hand here.  If our enkratic agent sticks to her 

resolution, gradually, over time, she will often find the errant non-rational desires 
 

26 Hence Aristotle thinks that for virtuous agents what is unqualifiedly good is also unqualifiedly 
pleasant, and vice versa (EE VII.2 1235b21-1236a7). 
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diminish.  A smoker who sticks to her resolution to give up will typically find, over 

time, that her perception-based desires to smoke diminish.  Either seeing others 

smoke will no longer trigger a desire at all, or else it will trigger a very faint one, 

one that is not seriously tempting.  There may of course be certain flare-ups.  On 

a hot sunny day after a nice lunch washed down with a couple of bottles, the 

agent may find herself with a desire to smoke, but even these, one might 

naturally expect, will diminish over time. 

Must the conflicting desire entirely disappear if the agent is to qualify as virtuous?  

Must the virtuous agent, that is, be entirely unconflicted?  Some passages in 

Aristotle suggest this.  In NE I.13, he refers to the non-rational motivations of 

enkratic agents as obeying reason (i.e. not defeating the latter), while in 

courageous and temperate agents the are ‘still more ready to listen’; for in them 

they ‘speak, on all matters, with the same voice as reason’ (1102b14-28; see also 

NE III.12 1119b15-18; NE VII.9.1151b34-1152a3).  However, in other passages he 

seems to allow that virtuous agents can be slightly conflicted.  In EE. III.1, he 

claims courageous agents are afraid ‘slightly or not at all’ in the motivational 

sense (1228b17-19).27 ‘Slightly’, here, suggests that a small degree of conflict 

wouldn’t disqualify one from virtue.  This concession would allow our ex-smoker a 

slight desire for a cigarette, without ceasing to be virtuous.  Enkrateia, by 

contrast, would be reserved for conflicts that are more than merely slight. 

In fact, it is also worth noting that the virtuous agent need not eradicate each and 

every evaluative impression that is in some way in tension with her 

choice/resolution.  In fact, to do so in some circumstances might well be a sign of 

vice.  In his discussion of courage, Aristotle makes it clear that the courageous 

agent, though fearless in facing up to fearful things, will nonetheless feel the 

emotion of fear (NE III.7 1115b7-15).  The reason for this is that her life is valuable 

– she is virtuous, after all – and in the sorts of cases Aristotle has in mind – e.g. in 

battle or other extreme emergencies – she is knowingly risking her life.  Hence the 

courageous agent will have a distressful evaluative impression consonant with 

fear (in his Rhetoric, Aristotle defines fear as a pain or disturbance caused by 

envisaging some destructive or painful evil in the future (II.5 1382a21-22)).  In 

 
27 For further discussion of the conflict/harmony point, and the passages mentioned, see my 
2012: 241-245. 
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fact, failure to experience this would qualify her as excessively fearless, which is a 

vice (NE III.7 1115b24-28, cf. II.7. 1107a33-1107b4).  Courageous agents, then, will 

in some sense be distressed by the course of action they are resolved on. 

Similarly, there’s reason to think virtuous agents may also sometimes be aware 

that acts they shouldn’t indulge in would nonetheless be pleasurable.  Granted, 

they shouldn’t find the prospect of some things pleasurable in any way (illegal or 

highly immoral activities, for instance – see NE II.7 1107b8-15), but given that 

Aristotle’s temperate agent isn’t an ascetic, but takes pleasure in the things she 

ought as she ought (NE III.12 1119b15-19), it would seem hard for her not to view 

certain activities as potentially pleasurable, even when knowing she shouldn’t do 

them.  It would, for example, seem strangely demanding to insist she shouldn’t 

find the prospect of lying on a couch even slightly more pleasurable than going for 

a grueling six mile run in the rain (which is judged required on grounds of health).  

And why shouldn’t she be aware it would be just a tiny bit more pleasurable to 

watch her favourite TV show than spend the evening working through her tax 

returns?28 Granted, she should generally take pleasure in virtuous activity (see 

e.g. NE II.3 1104a3-13) - when she goes on the grueling run, she’ll probably enjoy 

it to some extent.  But in certain cases, it seems likely that the chief satisfaction of 

acting virtuously will be in achieving the virtuous end.  As Aristotle explicitly notes 

with respect to courage, ‘it is not the case, with all the virtues, that the exercise of 

virtue is pleasant, except insofar as it reaches its end’ (NE III.9 1117b15-16). 

So perhaps he could allow our now-virtuous ex-smoker both to realise that 

smoking would be pleasurable in some respect (the evaluative impression) and to 

have a very slight desire to smoke.  Enkrateia would, by contrast, be reserved for 

agents who have evaluative impressions that aren’t consonant with virtue, and 

who possess desires that generate conflict that is more than merely slight. 

 

*** 

This completes our sketch of the education of desire in Aristotle.  As noted, the 

goal was to employ him to help us consider how we might educate our desires.  

What sort of education is required will of course depend on which stage we are 

 
28 For more on both the courageous and temperate cases, see my 2011b, 2012: 238-240. 
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at.  But in charting the spectrum of shifts from a contented vicious agent to a 

virtuous agent, most of us should be able to place ourselves somewhere.  Those 

who are already fully virtuous are clearly very lucky and won’t have any 

homework.  The rest of us will have more or less to do.  On Aristotle’s view, a 

central point to bear in mind is that we have different kinds of evaluation and 

desire: belief/reason-based, on the one hand, and perception-based, on the 

other.  These can interplay in interesting ways, and may come apart or one lag 

behind the other.  The account developed will also have a bearing on education of 

desires in children.  In order to be brought up well, children will need to be 

encouraged not merely to form the correct judgments, but also the correct 

perception-based appearances and responses.  And while the former is itself a 

challenge, the latter is just as important, and yet considerably more difficult, 

given the variety of evaluative appearances a child may encounter and from such 

diverse sources.  And since the habits we form in childhood can be very difficult to 

change, it will make no small difference which ones we form (NE II.1 1103b23-25). 
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