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Aristotle's concept of prohairesis, generally translated as "choice" or 
"moral purpose," is central to his teaching on ethics. We find it in his 
definition of moral virtue as a "hexis prohairetike," that is, a state which 
is "prohairetic."l Prohairesis is further characterized as being the "deci- 
sive factor in virtue and character (ethos)."2 According to a passage in 
the Rhetoric, "acting in accordance with prohairesis is the distinguishing 
mark of the morally virtuous man."3 In the discussion of friendship, pro- 
hairesis plays an important role: the best type of friendship, the ethike 
philia, or friendship based on ethos, is said to be based on prohairesis.4 
In fact, "prohairesis is characteristic of a friend and of virtue."5 
Aristotle's treatment of akrasia, or weakness of the will, often introduces 
prohairesis at crucial junctures.6 In particular, the akrates or weak- 
willed person is distinguished as acting "contrary to his prohairesis," 
giving way to strong desire, in contrast to the engkrates, the strong- 
willed person, who abides by his prohairesis in resisting desire.7 We even 
find Aristotle coming back to the subject of prohairesis at the beginning 
of his discussion of the intellectual virtues, thus indicating that it plays a 
part in both intellectual and moral development.8 Thus in nearly every 
major area of Aristotle's ethical thought the concept of prohairesis plays 
a central role. Furthermore, each ethical treatise contains one chapter 

1 NE 2.6.1106B36-A2. So also EE 2.10.1227B5-11. 
2 NE 8.13.1163A22-23: rijs aper7is yap KaL rov rj'ovs ev rT7 7rpoaLpeo-rE TO KpwOv. 
3 1.9.1367B22-23: 'iov be roTv earov8alov rO Kara 7rpoaLpeo-v. 
4 EE 7.10.1243B9-10: OrT 6' Eo'Trr 77 7?80K7 (sc. nA)xa) Kara 7rpoatpeo-Lv, bjXov. Cf. also 

EE 7.10.1243B2-3; NE 8.5.1157B30-31. 
5 NE 9.1.1164B2: avT7r (sc. ) 7rpoalpe(rtL) yap rov 4L'iov Kal riT aperijs. Cf. Politics 

3.9.1280B38-39: 17 yap TOV a-vCiv 7rpoalpeorUs LAtLa. 
6 For instance, NE 7.4.1148A4-17; 7.7.1150A9-27; 7.8.1150B29-51A28; 7.9.1151A29-B1; 

7.10.1152A8-19. 
7 NE 7.1.1145B8-17. 
8 NE 6.2 passim. 
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devoted specifically to the subject of prohairesis.9 Finally, the term is 
scattered throughout Aristotle's other works, especially the Politics and 
Rhetoric.10 Purely in terms of its frequency, then, prohairesis would 
seem to be a vital part of Aristotelian ethics. 

In spite of the obvious importance of this concept, great uncertainty 
exists among scholars about how to translate it. Sir David Ross, for 
instance, in his translation of the Nicomachean Ethics, confesses: 
"Prohairesis is a very difficult word to translate. Sometimes 'intention,' 
'will,' or 'purpose' would bring out the meaning better; but I have for 
the most part used 'choice."'ll Similarly G. E. M. Anscombe: "The notion 
of 'choice' as conceived by Aristotle, his prohairesis, is a very peculiar 
one."12 In a recent book, A. J. P. Kenny explains his translation of pro- 
hairesis as follows: "'Purposive choice' seems to me the least misleading 
translation of prohairesis. Its clumsiness reflects the fact that no natural 

English concept corresponds to Aristotle's."13 Most striking of all is this 
assertion by W. F. R. Hardie: "But it is not clear to what it [prohairesis] 
refers. And we cannot make it clear since to do so would involve asking 
questions which Aristotle did not ask and trying out distinctions which 
he did not make."14 Clearly whatever Aristotle intended by prohairesis is 
a puzzle: it is a "difficult word to translate," a "peculiar notion" to which 
"no natural English concept corresponds," one which cannot perhaps 
even be known, if Hardie is right. However this latter view seems 
extreme; in studying antiquity we must often be satisfied with answers 
which do not meet Hardie's requirements for "definiteness." I propose in 
what follows to go over the evidence of the ethics, and attempt to give a 
more conclusive description of prohairesis than is to be found in the 

scholarly literature. At the same time I hope to explain why translators 
have had such problems with the word, since, as Aristotle says, to show 
the source of the error contributes to the persuasiveness of one's case.15 

Before proceeding, let me say that the goal of this study is not 

simply to find a single word or phrase which will serve as a suitable 
translation of prohairesis. Kenny's "purposive choice" will no doubt 

9 NE 3.2; EE 2.10; MM 1.19. 
10 Only twice in the Poetics (6.50B9; 15.54A18), but both times intimately linked to ethos. 
11 Nicomachean Ethics (Oxford 1926) 53, note 1. Cf. also his Aristotle (London 1956) 

200 with references. 
12 "Thought and Action in Aristotle: What is Practical Truth?" in New Essays on Plato 

and Aristotle, ed. Renford Bambrough (New York 1965) 143-58. 
13 Aristotle's Theory of the Will (New Haven 1979) 69, note 1. 
14 Aristotle's Ethical Theory (Oxford 1968) 161-62. See also 164: "A definite answer 

would only be possible if Aristotle had himself made and accepted the distinction which, 
in asking what he meant, we have ourselves assumed." See also W. W. Fortenbaugh, 
"Aristotle and the Questionable Mean-Dispositions," TAPA 99 (1968) 221, note 29: "This is 
not to imply that Aristotle's conception of prohairesis is altogether clear." 
15 NE 7.15.1154A22-25. 
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satisfy many. It is understanding we are after, not a verbal place-holder 
for translations of Aristotle. The scholarly aporiai over the proper trans- 
lation of prohairesis point to a serious problem, namely a fundamental 
lack of clarity about the concept signified by the word.16 Given its 
central position in Aristotle's thought, this state of affairs is unfortunate. I 
suggest that if we are satisfied to translate this crucial term now by 
"choice," now by "will," now "intention," now "purpose," we do Aristotle 
a disservice. At the very least we ought to inquire how these diverse 
concepts are related in his mind under one heading-prohairesis. 

Let us first begin with the general outlines of Aristotelian ethical 
theory. He divides the soul into two parts-that which "has reason" and 
that which does not.17 The rational part of the soul is able to view the 
archai of things, attain to calculation and practical and theoretical 
wisdom, use induction and deduction. Its aretai are the so-called 
intellectual virtues treated in book 6 of the Nicomachean Ethics. The 
irrational soul is the seat of the emotions (pathe)-anger, fear, hate-or 
in more general terms, of desire (orexis).18 This will include not only the 
emotions, but also bodily drives like hunger, thirst, and sexual desire.19 
Books 2 through 5 of the Nicomachean Ethics are devoted to the ethical 
virtues and related matters. 

In general, this bipartite scheme of rational and irrational forms the 
basis of Aristotle's ethical writings.20 There are however many traces of 
the Platonic scheme of tripartition, according to which the soul is 
divided into a logical, a spirited, and an appetitive part.21 Although it 

16 As Anscombe well says (150; see above, note 12): "If it [prohairesis] had been a 
winner, like some other Aristotleian concepts, would not 'proheretic' be a word as familiar 
to us as 'practical' is?" 
17 Where Aristotle speaks of rb Xoyov k'Xov and rTb iAoyov, I shall for convenience use 

the traditional terms "rational" and "irrational soul" without intending anything more 
than to reproduce his distinction in English. 
18 "Ope0fs is more inclusive than eirOv,ula; see NE 1.13.1102B30; EE 2.7.1223A26-27; 

2.10.1225B24-26. 'E7ru0vjla often refers to bodily drives like hunger, thirst, and sexual 
appetite; see W. W. Fortenbaugh, "Aristotle's Rhetoric on Emotions," Archiv fur 
Geschichte der Philosophie 52 (1970) 66-70. 
19 See W. W. Fortenbaugh, "On the Antecedents of Aristotle's Bipartite Psychology," 

GRBS 11 (1970) 248-50. 
20 This conception recurs throughout Aristotle's works. See for example, Protrepticus, 

frag. 6, p. 35, lines 6-8 (Ross); MM 1.1.1182A17-26; NE 1.7.1097B33-1098A5; 
1.13.1102A27ff.; 6.1.1139A3-6; EE 2.1.1220A8-11; Politics 1.5.1254B8-9; 7.14.1333A16-18; 
7.15.1334B18-19; de Anima 3.9.432A30-31. Dispute has arisen over the meaning and 
consistency of Aristotle's division; see Fortenbaugh, "Antecedents" (above, note 19) 
241-50, for a summary of the problem. Though Aristotle may work with other types of 
theoretical division of the soul (as in the passage cited above from de Anima), his system 
of ethics is firmly grounded upon the bipartite division. 
21 See Republic 4.435Bff.; Phaedrus 246Aff.; Timaeus 69c-71A. According to Terence 

Irwin, "Reason and Responsibility in Aristotle," in Amelie O. Rorty (ed.), Essays on 
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may seem that Aristotle has simply fused the Platonic spirited and 
appetitive into his irrational soul, W. W. Fortenbaugh has argued 
persuasively that this is not the case, that Aristotle's bipartite soul is a 
special division of its own.22 The issue of bipartition versus tripartition 
needs to be raised because it may explain certain inconsistencies in 
Aristotle's account of prohairesis. In particular, he sometimes assigns 
"wish" (boulesis) to the irrational, sometimes to the rational soul.23 When 
he then describes prohairesis in terms of boulesis, it is unclear whether 
he is thinking of "rational" or "irrational" wish.24 In the case of boulesis, 
however, it is likely that Aristotle is simply inconsistent in his use of the 
word.25 Though such inconsistencies may be caused by Aristotle's habit 
of thinking in Platonic terms when presenting his own ideas, they seem 
to have little bearing on the theory of prohairesis proposed here. In 
general, this model of prohairesis will be presented in terms of a bi- 
partite soul. 

It is a fundamental proposition of Aristotelian ethics that each part 
of the soul needs the assistance of the other in order to achieve its own 
maximum potential, that is, its arete. Unless there is a mean or goal at 
which to aim, orexis, desire, cannot be properly disciplined in every 
case.26 It is the function of the rational soul to supply this mean; as 
Aristotle says, "the mean is as the correct account prescribes," and the 
correct account comes from the use of the rational soul.27 What the 
correct account prescribes is the "when," the "where," the "how long" 
and so forth, which Aristotle often mentions in his discussion of the 
individual virtues in books 2 through 5 of the Nicomachean Ethics.28 

Aristotle's Ethics (Berkeley 1980) 143, the tripartite scheme is accepted throughout 
Aristotle's ethical writings. 
22 "On the Antecedents of Aristotle's Bipartite Psychology," (above, note 19). See also 

D. A. Rees, "Theories of the Soul in the Early Academy," in I. During and G. E. L. Owen 
(edd.), Aristotle and Plato in Mid-Fourth Century (Goteborg 1960) 191-200, who argues 
for bipartition as the foundation of Aristotelian ethics. 
23 In Topics 4.5.126A13 and de Anima 3.9.432B5, fovA7/o-~F is located in the AOYLoTLKOv. 

More often, j3ovAX7rcL is named as a species of 0ope4s, which by implication would put it 
in the irrational soul; see Politics 7.15.1334B22-25; de Anima 2.3.414B2; EE 
2.7.1223A26-27. 
24 EE 2.10.1226B2-5. 
25 W. L. Newman, The Politics of Aristotle (Oxford 1902; rprt. New York 1973) vol. 3, 

p. 456, claims that Aristotle is inconsistent in his use of /3ovtAhrls. 
26 Aristotle speaks of a target (skopos) on which, in his metaphor, the rational soul fixes 

its gaze, then strains or relaxes tension as required (like a bow) in order to discipline 
desire. Cf. NE 6.1.1138B22-23: erof TL (TKOTOS 7rpOb oV a7rop(3h7rwv O TObV Ayov Xowv 
f7rTwEr~Le Kal awYiart. 
27 NE 3.5.1114B30: c0o av o6 OpOb hAyoS 7rpo'rTaFD. 
28 NE 2.3.1104B22-23, 25-26; 2.6.1106B21-22; 1107A16; 2.9.1109A28, B14-16; 

3.11.1118B23-27; 1119A13-15, B17. We also find the abbreviation gsO 6 AoyoS for wg 6 

pO so hAyos at NE 3.8.1117A8. Cf. also 3.11.1119A20. 
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For instance, it is easy to get angry, but not easy to define in every case 
in what way and at whom and on what grounds and how long to get 
angry.29 Not only does the irrational soul need the help of the rational 
soul, but in turn, as the irrational soul becomes more disciplined, it 
enables the other side to arrive at a more correct account of the mean.30 
The path to total human excellence will thus be for Aristotle a crabwise 
movement of the whole soul, which uses now the rational, now the irra- 
tional to progress. We need not examine all the implications of this con- 
ception. It is enough to conclude that for Aristotle, total virtue requires 
the proper working of both rational and irrational souls-the correct 
account provides the description of the proper mean for desire to achieve. 

What we need now is a name for the process by which the orders of 
reason are brought upon desire so as to change it. My contention is that 
this is what Aristotle means by prohairesis, and that failure to recognize 
the fact that prohairesis is a process has given rise to the various transla- 
tions mentioned earlier. In order to find support for this hypothesis we 
must first look to the second chapter of NE 6, since it is here that 
Aristotle has left vital clues about prohairesis.31 After examining this 
text, we will inspect NE 3.2 and EE 2.10, which are devoted specifically 
to prohairesis, to check our findings. 

In book 6 of the NE, Aristotle moves from the ethical virtues, those 
of the irrational soul, to those of the rational soul, the intellectual virtues. 
Although there is much that is puzzling in chapter 2, let us focus on one 
sentence which contains an important statement about prohairesis: 

Since ethical virtue is a state involving prohairesis, and since pro- 
hairesis is desire involving deliberation, therefore it is necessary that 
the reasoning be true and the desire correct, if in fact the prohairesis 
is to be spoudaia; that is, the logos affirms and desire pursues the 
same things.32 

The first two clauses have already been established earlier in the NE: 
ethical virtue was defined in 2.6 as a hexis prohairetike, while in 3.3 pro- 
hairesis was found to be orexis bouletike.33 What is new to discover is 
that in a spoudaia prohairesis, both parts of the soul-the rational part 
containing logos and the irrational part containing orexis-are in accord. 

29 NE 2.9.1109A28 with B14-16. 
30 This reciprocity, hinted at throughout books 1 through 5 of the NE, is elaborated in 

book 6, chapters 12 and 13, especially 1144B32ff. Cf. also 6.12.1144A7-9: 7 ,Iev yap aper?7 
(that is, ethical aper?)) rbv OrKObTO (that is, the opOos Aoyos) 7roLet opOov. 
31 Cf. Anscombe (above, note 12) 147: "Aristotle devotes most discussion to this defini- 

tion of 'choice.'" 
32 1139A22-26: (tTr' iE7re7 1. 7lOIK7f aperT7 EiLS 7poalperTLKc, ] fE wpoalpeoL opefis 

,fovXvrTLKi7, beL bla ravra .V Ev rTOV TE oyov aA,7ji EyvaL KaL T rV opetv opOIjv, dE'7rp ? 

7rpoal'pEo's o7rovbiaa, KaL Ta avra TOV p.v f)aval rTl 8i 8ioKELV. 
33 1106B36; 1113A10-11. 
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Aristotle says this in two ways: first, that the logos is true and the desire 
correct; second, that the logos affirms and the desire pursues the same 
things.34 Here is explicit evidence that prohairesis, at least one that is 
spoudaia-good or complete-is Aristotle's term for the concord of 
reason and desire, as proposed above. 

Continuing through chapter 2, we find the same point made again in 
different words. At 1139A31-33: "prohairesis is the cause of action-the 
efficient but not the final cause-while the cause of prohairesis is desire 
and reasoning about an end."35 Here again the source (arche) of pro- 
hairesis comes from both the irrational soul, the seat of desire, and the 
rational soul, the seat of logos, which will include reasoning about an 
end. The text continues: "Hence prohairesis exists neither apart from 
nous and dianoia nor apart from an ethical state."36 Once more the 

linking of the two parts of the soul: nous and dianoia from the rational, 
ethike hexis from the irrational.37 Finally a few lines further: "Therefore 

prohairesis is either nous combined with desire or desire combined with 
dianoia."38 Here the jingle orektikos nous e orexis dianoetike emphasizes 
the dual nature of prohairesis. When both parts of Aristotle's bipartite 
soul-dianoia and orexis-function in harmony, the result is prohairesis. 

Let me give an example of what I have described. The first step in a 

prohairesis is the exercise of one's dianoia, an intellectual act of 

affirming a proposition as true.39 In other words, to use an example, after 

smoking for twenty years and enjoying it, I finally accept the medical 
evidence, the urgings of my friends, the physical symptoms I have, and 
decide to stop smoking.40 Perhaps I find a new cure, or have a religious 
experience, or a brush with death, or start jogging, or my wife beats me 
in tennis. For whatever reason, I undertake to end my habit of smoking; 
in Aristotle's terms, I am undertaking to change my desires, or form a 
new one. For several months, it is difficult-perhaps I taper off, perhaps 
I go "cold turkey." I may have a cigarette at a party, and regret it the 
next day. In spite of the pain and the backsliding, by the end of one year 

34 1139A24: TOV Tf hXyov ahrX780 ervat Ka' TrnV opefrv opO0iv; A25-26: KaL Ta avTa TOv /Pev 
4favaL rTiv be &OWKE(V. 

35 rIpdcawS .EV ov apX7i 7rpoaLpecr-to6ev 7r KLv7)faL aAA' ovX OV EvEKa-poatpeorews 
be op0fis KaL Aoyos 6' 'VKa TLVOs. 
36 1139A33-34: &b oV'T' avev voV Kal bLavotas oV'T' avEv rO8KjXs E'arTv E'fEW ) poalpeo'-s. 

37 The relation between vovs and &advota needs to be elaborated more clearly than has 

presently been done. I hope to show later that they are two distinct entities, although in 
the adjective forms bLavo7)TKOs and vor)TLKOs Aristotle may use them interchangeably. 
38 1139B4-5: 8LOb 7 OpeKTLKOb vovs r1 7rpoaIpeo(TS 7 6'pei btLavon7TLKtK. 
39 Cf. NE 6.2.1139A21-22: ie(TL 

' " 
O7rp Ev 8LavolaL KaTa'aco-L KaL aTro ~aa-sL, TOVT' Ev 

OpeeL 8lWo$sp Kat fvy'j. 
40 It may be that I have had my doubts for some time, and have continued to smoke in 

an incontinent way. What matters is that I do reach a point, consciously or not, when I 

say: Yes, smoking is unhealthy and I don't want to do it. 
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or five years, I have totally given up smoking. We may say that I have 
changed desire, or formed a new one. I no longer desire to smoke and I 
even find the smell of cigarette smoke nauseating. 

Now I claim that what I have just described is what Aristotle intends 
by prohairesis. Basically it is the process of consciously deciding to form 
and of forming a new desire, and the implications of this formulation 
will clear up the difficulties mentioned earlier in translating the word in 
Aristotle's works. First of all, a prohairesis begins with the dianoia, that 
faculty of the rational soul by which we affirm or deny fundamental 
propositions about reality. Hence Aristotle's repeated assertions that pro- 
hairesis is accompanied by dianoia.41 After affirming the proposition, we 
deliberate about how to achieve the goal or put it into action, and select 
from our deliberation a means. In the case of smoking, people may suck 
on pencils, eat fruit, join various therapy programs, or rely on their 
friends and family. This is the stage Aristotle calls selecting from 
deliberation.42 Merely selecting from deliberation, however, constitutes 
only the beginning of a prohairesis. So far only dianoia and boule have 
been involved, both of which Aristotle locates in the rational soul. 
Prohairesis is dianoia combined with orexis; both sides of the soul must 
be involved. Now that deliberation about means is over, the orexis must 
be changed accordingly; we must "desire on account of deliberation."43 
As Aristotle says elsewhere, we must make our desire accord with 
reason.44 Though he does not discuss the point, this step takes time. It 
may happen along the way that we backslide, that is, act "contrary to 
our prohairesis" or that we do not "abide by our prohairesis."45 In doing 
so, we are akrateis, and it may be that we never advance beyond this 
stage.46 Or it may be a temporary phenomenon which we overcome, and 
in time form a new desire which is in accordance with our decision. In 
the final stage, the prohairesis can be described as complete (spou- 
daia)-"reason affirms and desire pursues the same thing."47 

Aristotle seems to use the term prohairesis to refer to all parts of this 
process, from the selecting from deliberation to the point at which desire 

41 NE 6.2.1139A31ff.; 3.2.1112A15-16; Metaphysics 11.8.1065A32; Physics 2.5.197A7; 
MM 1.17.1189A16ff. 
42 NE 3.3.1113A2-5: 8ovAXvTOvv be KaL 7rpoatperov vr aVpr, rXAv opc.vov i jbr1 b 

7rpoauperov rT yap EK TI7 ovXjT KptLOv T7poaLpefTv cartv. However, it does not follow 
that all deliberation is in the service of a prohairesis. 
43 EE 2.10.1226B20-21: opeyerat bLa rb tovXhvraaOaL. The same point is made at NE 

3.2.1113A10-12: 7rpoa'peo-t is 0ovXEVTrLK opee6s (that is, desire shaped by deliberation): 
"for after selecting from the results of deliberation we desire according to deliberation" 
((K TOr 3ovXoEV'OaOat yap Kpivavres opEyo/lQa KarT rT'V tovAXevatv). 
44 NE 1.3.1095A10: roLT oe KaTa Xoyov ras ope' ' 7TroLovievo&L. 
45 NE 7.4.1148A9; 7.8.1151A7; 7.9.1151A31, 34. 
46 I believe it was Mark Twain who said, "It's easy to quit smoking; I do it every month." 
47 NE 6.2.1139A25-26 (quoted above, note 32). 
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and reason concur. For instance, the akrates, having made his selection of 
the goal but having not yet changed his desire, can still be said to have 
made a prohairesis. In his case, however, he acts contrary to it (para ten 
prohairesin) or does not abide by it (ouk emmenei tei prohairesei).48 The 
engkrates, on the other hand, acts prohairoumenos or kata ten pro- 
hairesin, even though for him reason and desire are not yet in harmony. At 
the other end of the scale, in the spoudaia prohairesis, when reason and 
desire function in harmony, we can still say that the person acts from pro- 
hairesis (ek prohaireseos). Thus Aristotle can say that the morally excellent 
man, the spoudaios, is characterized by acting according to prohairesis.49 
Even though the prohairesis has become, as it were, second nature to the 
spoudaios, he may still be said to act prohairoumenos. 

If the preceding account is accurate, it may explain why scholars 
have had such difficulties in translating prohairesis. There is good reason 
for Ross' statement that sometimes "intention," "will," or "purpose" 
brings out the meaning better than "choice."50 I believe that by trying to 
make prohairesis fit into the mold of "choice," or some version of it, 
translators have overlooked the full implications of what Aristotle says 
repeatedly about prohairesis. As Miss Anscombe says: "'Choice' cannot 
do all the work Aristotle wants it to do."5l What seems to happen is that 
scholars allow the notion of "choice" or "will" or "purpose" to interfere 
with what Aristotle says about prohairesis. It should be obvious that to 
try to investigate the latter in terms of the former is a petitio principii. 
It is better to admit that Aristotle's meaning is unclear, examine the 
copious data in the ethics, then choose a proper translation. 

There is perhaps another explanation why prohairesis is so difficult 
to translate. Basically it is that of the words generally used-"choice," 
"intention," "will," and "purpose"-each refers to a different stage of the 
whole process described above. In the beginning of a prohairesis, when 
dianoia is involved, we may call it a "choice" or "intention." We may 
say, "I have chosen to quite smoking," or "I intend to quit smoking." 
Once we have settled on the means and have undertaken to change 
desire, we enter the stage where akrasia, backsliding, can strike. Now we 
may speak of our "purpose," or "resolve" to quite smoking, or say that to 
quit smoking requires "will-power." Such words imply the effort which 
is necessary to bring a prohairesis, that is, the process of changing desire, 
to completion.52 The translation depends on which part of the process is 

48 See the references in note 45. 
49 Rhetoric 1.9.1367B22-23. 
50 See above, note 11. 
51 "Thought and Action" (above, note 12). She continues: "The notion of 'choice' as con- 

ceived by Aristotle, his prohairesis, is a very peculiar one. I used to think it spurious" (150). 
52 Unfortunately, Aristotle has not said much about the effort involved, except perhaps 

by implication in his discussion of fyKpareta, NE 7.1-3. 
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under discussion. So, for instance, when Aristotle deals with akrasia, it is 
usually the case that "will," "purpose," or "resolve," terms which imply 
effort, are appropriate. On the other hand, "choice" or "intention" may 
fit the earlier stage of prohairesis. 

It would be desirable for purposes of translation to find one term which 
might cover all the stages involved in prohairesis. Kenny has devised 
"purposive choice," an artificial creation, but in keeping with his position 
that no natural English concept corresponds to Aristotle's.53 T. H. Irwin, in 
several of his writings, consistently uses the word "decision" to translate 
prohairesis.54 Certainly this term captures the early stages of the process, 
where one decides on a course of action. However, "decision" seems to be a 
mental act which happens quickly, whereas prohairesis refers to a process, 
one which necessarily extends over time and requires effort. 

I would like to propose another term, one which I have not seen used in 
the scholarly literature. This is "commitment," which in some ways shares 
the strengths of Irwin's "decision," while opening up possibilities of its own. 
Commitment covers much of the same ground as Aristotle's prohairesis as 
described above. For instance, in the example of smoking, I might say I am 
"committing" myself to giving up cigarettes, or, while I am in the process, I 
am "committed" to giving up cigarettes. In many cases, we "commit" our- 
selves to actions which we do not "feel like" (that is, desire) doing, and for a 
time then, reason and desire will be in conflict until a new desire has been 
formed. When we make a commitment, we must honor it, whether we 
want to or not; here desire has not yet been changed. At the same time, we 
may not abide by a commitment, as in the case of the akrates. We may, for 
instance, commit ourselves to spending two hours a day with our children, 
then default on the commitment when we feel too busy. When a commit- 
ment finally becomes engrained, and a new desire has been formed, we can 
still use the term. Thus I can say that I am a committed vegetarian, 
meaning that I have no desire to eat meat. Because commitment covers 
nearly the same ground as does Aristotle's use of prohairesis, it will func- 
tion as a more consistent translation. 

By translating prohairesis as "commitment," we smooth over many 
harsh passages in the ethics, in particular in the chapter of NE 3 devoted 
to prohairesis.55 It will be a useful and convenient check on the 
argument thus far to apply the findings to that chapter. Aristotle says, 
for instance, that children and animals have no share in prohairesis.56 

53 See above, note 13. 
54 "First Principles in Aristotle's Ethics," Midwest Studies in Philosophy 3 (1978) 

252-72; "Reason and Responsibility in Aristotle," in Am6lie O. Rorty (ed.), Essays on 
Aristotle's Ethics (Berkeley 1980) 117-55. 
55 NE 3.2; see also EE 2.10-11 for many of the same points with fuller treatment. 
56 NE 3.2.1111B8-9: TOV y.v yap EKovcroov KaL 7ralibf KaL raAAa a wa KOLvwvEL, 7rpoaLpeo'ews 

5' ovi; 12-13: ov yap KOLVOV 1 7rpoaipecr's KaL Trv aAoywv, e7rtnOv,ua be KaL Oqvuos. 
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Taking prohairesis as "choice" distorts the meaning; this is indeed a 
peculiar notion of choice if it would be denied to children. But we can 
agree that children and animals do not in fact share in commitment, and 
for the same reason that Aristotle would give. In children the rational part 
of the soul is undeveloped; therefore the function of dianoia is lacking, and 
a prohairesis cannot technically begin.57 Animals, irrational creatures by 
definition (zoa aloga), lack a rational soul entirely.58 Children have hairesis 
(choice) but not prohairesis (commitment). According to Aristotle, we may 
say, a child is capable of saying whether he or she wants peas or beans 
(choice), but not of deciding to become a vegetarian (commitment). 

Aristotle's next statement, that "acts according to prohairesis cannot 
be performed suddenly," makes more sense with commitment than with 
choice.59 We can and often do make sudden choices, for instance, when 
we are in danger or under pressure, but we commit ourselves only after 
deliberation, that is, deliberately.60 To continue, Aristotle says:61 

The weak-willed man (akrates) acts in accordance with desire, not 
with commitment (prohairoumenos), while the continent man 
(engkrates) on the other hand acts in accordance with commitment 
not with desire. 

The akrates has made the resolve, which is the first step in commitment, 
but is succumbing to desire; he is not acting as his commitment requires. 
The engkrates, who has also undertaken a commitment, feels the pull of 
desire, but perseveres (karterei). By doing so, he allows new desire to form. 

Moving on a few lines, we read that the difference between pro- 
hairesis and boulesis (wanting) is as follows:62 

57 Politics 7.15.1334B17-28. 
58 See Fortenbaugh, "Aristotle, Animals, Emotion, and Moral Virtue," Arethusa 4 (1971) 

137-65. 
59 NE 3.2.1111B9-10: KaL rTa '6ai4Lv-rs EKovLa ILEV XAyo/Lev, Kara 7rpoaLpeo-Lv 8' ovl. 
60 For instance, in the example given at NE 3.1.1110A8-14 to illustrate the difference 

between EKOVa'tov and &KovatLov, a sensible person will choose (aLpeZao-aL) to throw cargo 
overboard to increase the chances of safety. This is a choice, a'lpeo'-L, but it is not a 
commitment, 7rpoaLpeo'-r. Commitment presupposes choice, but not vice-versa. 
61 1111B13-15: KaL o aKpar?s E'7rLOVUi.v ~Ev 7rpaTrreL, 7rpoaLpovEvos 

' 
oV. 0 EyKpaT71r 8 

ava7raXAv 7rpoavpoM,evoS zfev, rf7rL0vp.Cv o' oiv. Here the translation of the participle as "in 
accordance with" is indicated by an important piece of information. Both the aKparTjs and 
the EyKparTis are assailed by desire (e'rLOvPtLa), but the latter resists though he feels the pull. 
Hence rpaTTErt f7rt6v.v of the aKpaTrjs means "he acts in accordance with desire." Only in 
the complete commitment, say in complete o0-wopoarvv,r or avbpdea, is contrary desire absent. 
62 1111B20-23: 7rpoaLpeCo'L iEV yap OVK ECOTL TrV abvvaTrwv, KaL' rE TLS farL TrpoatpeT'^Oat, 

8oKOLr7 av riAL6Los ELVaL. /3o ALo-s ' E o'Tt <KaL> ToV abvvarTwv, oov aOavacriaa . See also 
EE 2.10.1225B34-37. I have avoided translating 0ovAX7r0a- as "will," since it is doubtful 
that Aristotle had a theory of will. See Kenny, Aristotle's Theory of Will (above, note 13), 
introduction. Here no doubt Aristotle is thinking of the irrational type of 3SoiA1o'ri, one 
that could be directed toward impossible goals. 
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Commitment does not apply to impossibilities, and if someone should 
say that he was committed to an impossibility, he would be thought a 
fool. But wanting can apply to impossibilities, as in wanting 
immortality. 

In English usage this distinction may not be obvious; nowadays someone 
may say he is committed to discovering a way to live forever without 
being thought a fool. Given the modern faith in science and technology, 
such a goal may not seem impossible. In general, however, Aristotle's 
stipulation seems to correspond to commitment as well as to prohairesis, 
namely that when we commit ourselves to something, it must be in the 
realm of the possible. Aristotle's next statement is related:63 

And wanting can also apply to things which could not be done 
through one's own agency; for instance, wanting a certain actor or 
athlete to win. But no one commits oneself to this sort of thing, but 
only to that which he thinks can come about through his own 
agency. 

This distinction seems to be present in the idea of commitment, that we 
commit ourselves only to things whose outcome we can somehow affect. 
When I say I am committed to electing a certain political candidate, I 
imply that I can play some part in the process. It would be unusual to 
hear that someone had committed herself to a goal over which she had 
no influence at all. So it appears that commitment also shares this 
dimension of the Aristotelian prohairesis. 

To recapitulate the argument of this paper: the problems which 
scholars encounter in translating prohairesis in Aristotle's ethics arise 
because they have overlooked several crucial pieces of information in the 
ethics. An examination of NE 6.2 shows prohairesis to be the process of 
forming a new desire or desires. The customary translations of the word, 
such as "choice," "will," "purpose," "resolve" (and combinations such as 
Kenny's "purposive choice") are inadequate because they refer to differ- 
ent parts of the whole process. By translating prohairesis as "commit- 
ment" many of the difficulties are eliminated, since the English term 
covers much of the same ground as Aristotle's technical term, namely 
the whole process of forming new desires. 

63 B23-26: KaLt 
1 

.Lev /ovAra7L' eor' KaL a7ept ra a/ta?xsL 8' avrov 7rpaXevra av, oTov 
VTrKpLT7vV rTva vtLKaV a 7TV 7rpoatpelra&L 8e roatg , &a Ta roaa ovi, aX a ot"ra 
yeveYOaL av b'y avrov. 
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