
A Virtue Ethics Argument for Music Education
“Music can change the World because it can 

change People” -Bono

• Playing an instrument leads to a greater connection between the 
left and right side of the brain and more brain plasticity. (Brain 
plasticity is the brain’s ability to adapt and change its structure 
and function.) This occurs after only 15 months of training.

• Recognize patterns build a sense of rhythm. 
• This increase in brain function can lead to an increase in practical 

wisdom—which builds a baseline necessary for achieving moral 
character. 

Music and Reason
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• The Goal: Achieving 
Eudaimonia which is 
lasting happiness, general 
satisfaction, and overall 
flourishing.

• How it’s Accomplished: 
Excellence in character 
through action and 
intellect as well as 
achieving the Mean

Don’t Worry Bowie:

A Crash Course in Virtue Ethics

A Star Wars Example
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• The Mean: Having the right amount of 
emotion and passion depending on the 
situation. It’s possible to both overshoot 
and undershoot the mark. 

• Mildness: The virtue of righteous and well-
ordered emotions-particularly rage. 

Mildness

“In rhythm and melodies there is 
the greatest likeness to the true 

nature of anger and gentleness…” 
Experiencing these things leads to 

character change. 

Does listening to 
Rap make me a 

bad person?

• Reason: Practical 
Wisdom is reached 
through study. It is 
a guiding force for 
moral excellence 
and involves 
understanding the 
right action to 
take.

• Habit: Moderating passions comes from 
habit as you need to practice in order to 
understand and enjoy. Furthermore, habit 
comes from repetition an important factor 
in properly learning virtue.

Music and Habit

Music cannot have moral significance unless it is overtly so. Nazis were known listeners of 
classical, harmonious music without being morally upstanding. The intentionality would 
have to involve the lyrics, the context, and the cultural significance. 

But Wait…
What about for the musician? 

Learning an 
instrument 

leads to greater 
communication

Greater 
communication 
leads to better 

judgements

Greater 
judgement leads 
to better reason-
practical wisdom

• Repetition required to learn an instrument can be related to 
the repetition needed to build mildness. 

• Mildness is achieved by a musician because to be effective 
they must be able to express emotion properly. In practicing 
expressing emotions through music, one is practicing the 
virtue of mildness as an understanding of emotions leads to 
not being controlled by them. 

• To not be controlled by emotions one must understand them. Practicing repetition 
requires the musician to understand how to convey an emotion through reason as 
an emotion.

• When you understand something, you are less likely to be controlled by it. For 
example, watching a horror film. When you know what is going to happen the jump 
scares are less effective. 

• While some emotion may arise from the notes themselves the musician must 
understand the emotion and to some extent feel the emotion. 

• Music is inherently emotional, but it is also highly technical.
• Technicality is a way to order emotions. Music is highly technical with scales, 

arpeggios, triplets, glissandos, rhythm, and chord progression. One must master the 
technical aspect of the song while also expression the emotion of the piece.

• Close your eyes and 
think about the 
opening crawl from 
Star Wars: A New 
Hope….

• What do you experience? Think about the 
upbeat pace drawing the listener forward. The 
feelings of hope and excitement. 

• Where does this emotion come from?
• Think again of this piece of music but imagine 

the brass section playing lackluster. Would the 
music have the same effect? 

• Search your feelings you know its not true.

Acknowledgments

Aristotle. A New Aristotle Reader. Edited by J.L. Lackrill. Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press,

19870691020434.

“Bono Quotes (Author of On the Move).” Accessed November 7, 2021.

https://www.goodreads.com/author/quotes/56627.Bono.

Brüllmann, Philipp. “Music Builds Character Aristotle, Politics VIII 5, 1340a14–B5.” Apeiron 46, no. 4 (October 2013): 345–

73. https://doi.org/10.1515/apeiron-2013-0020.

Carr, David. “The Significance of Music for the Moral and Spiritual Cultivation of Virtue.” Philosophy of Music Education

Review 14, no. 2 (Fall 2006): 103–17.

Drefcinski, Shane. “What Kind of Cause Is Music’s Influence on Moral Character?” American Catholic Philosophical

Quarterly 85, no. 2 (May 1, 2011): 287–96. https://doi.org/10.5840/acpq201185216.

Nussbaum, Martha C. “Virtue Ethics: A Misleading Category?,” June 9, 1999.

Sadler, Gregory. “Forgiveness, Anger, and Virtue in an Aristotelean Perspective: Proceedings of the American Catholic

Philosophical Association.” Proceedings of the American Catholic Philosophical Association 82 (January 1, 2008): 229–

47.

Sherman, Nancy, ed. Aristotle’s Ethics: Critical Essays. Critical Essays on the Classics. Lanham, Maryland: Rowman and

Littlefield Publishers, Inc, 1999.

Zilles, Karl. “Neuronal Plasticity as an Adaptive Property of the Central Nervous System.” Annals of Anatomy - Anatomischer

Anzeiger 174, no. 5 (October 1992): 383–91. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0940-9602(11)80255-4.

Zuk, Jennifer, and Nadine Gaab. “Evaluating Predisposition and Training in Shaping the Musician’s Brain: The Need for a

Developmental Perspective.” Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences 1423, no. 1 (July 2018): 40–50.

https://doi.org/10.1111/nyas.13737.

I would like to thank Dr. Glowienka, my advisor in this 
project, Julianna Breit and Javier Rodriguez for endless 
hours of peer review, and Caleb Wallis for helping me 
improve my writing. 


