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Abstract

Although the aristotelian text, particularly in VI NE, is not
supportive, a way of interpreting the aristotelian concept of
phronesis in philosophical hermeneutics, especially in Gadamer’s
philosophy, leads to describing a relationship between Phronesis
and aesthetics. While some parts of Aristotle’s corpus including his
theory of beauty are lost, some evidence in his ethical texts probably
explains the place of beauty in Aristotelian Ethics. Analyzing
Aristotelian original texts and their terminology refuses any
probable evidence for engaging the Aristotelian concept of
Phronesis with aesthetics. However, the silence of the Aristotelian
corpus about beauty and its connection to ethics allows us to
consider the hermeneutical interpretation of phronesis as an
authentic interpretation in the context of aristotle.
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Introduction

The 20th century saw a return to classical philosophy to address modern concerns, notably the revival
of Aristotle’s notion of phronesis—practical wisdom (Coltman, 1998, pp.11-24). Through Gadamer’s
hermeneutics, phronesis was repositioned as central to understanding not only ethics but also aesthetics.
This move proved philosophically productive yet textually problematic. Gadamer posits a deep
connection between practical wisdom and aesthetic judgment, but Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics offers
no textual basis for such a link. The tension invites inquiry: Is Gadamer’s reading a legitimate
continuation of Aristotle’s philosophy or a modern imposition?

To resolve this, the paper defines phronesis in Aristotle’s terms and explores where beauty (kalon)
appears in his moral theory, assessing whether Gadamer’s expansion aligns with or departs from the
Aristotelian frame. The argument ultimately defends Gadamer’s reimagining as a legitimate
philosophical evolution within Aristotle’s conceptual openness—proof of classical philosophy’s
capacity for renewal and reinterpretation.

1. Phronesis in the Nicomachean E'thics

Any valid interpretation of phronesis must begin with a clear view of Aristotle’s original meaning. In
Book VI of Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle distinguishes five ways of attaining truth: techne (art), episteme
(scientific knowledge), phronesis (practical wisdom), sophia (theoretical wisdom), and nous (intellect).
The difference rests on their objects: the immutable versus the contingent. Episteme concerns eternal

truths; phronesis and techne concern what can be otherwise—human acts and creations (Aristotle, NE,

p.1139b).

Aristotle differentiates phronesis from techne, sophia, and nous. Unlike techne, which governs
poiesis (making) and seeks results beyond the act itself, phronesis belongs to praxis (doing), where the
end lies in the action itself—the activity of living well. Unlike sophia, which contemplates universals,
phronesis works with particulars, discerning what is good for a person in given circumstances. Nous
apprehends first principles, while phronesis grasps ultimate particulars for right action.

Positively defined, phronesis is a “true and reasoned state of capacity to act regarding the good and
bad for man.” It is a hexis, a stable disposition forged through experience, inseparable from correct
deliberation about ends and means (Ibid, p. 1140b). Crucially, it has a commanding function—it issues
prescriptions for virtuous action, not merely judgments. Moral virtue and phronesis are mutually
dependent: no one can be truly good without practical wisdom, nor possess phronesis without virtue.
Phronesis unifies moral virtues by guiding their application to concrete life situations. Within this precise
ethical architecture, any aesthetic dimension is absent, preparing the ground for later questions of

interpretation.
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2. The Concept of Beauty in Aristotle’s Ethical Philosophy

Secking a role for beauty in Aristotle’s ethics confronts textual and conceptual difficulties. Some of his
works on art are lost; his surviving Poetics examines mimesis (imitation), not aesthetic experience. He
explicitly situates art-making within techne, distinctly separate from the ethical sphere of phronesis. This
systematic division leaves little room for an aesthetic component in virtuous action.

The concept of kalon (“beautiful,” “noble,” “fine”) offers the closest hint of connection.
Mentioned eatly in Nicomachean Ethics—where Aristotle lists “justice and the kalon” among political
concerns—it invites speculation about the intersection of the Good (agathon) and the Beautiful (kalon),
familiar from Plato (Ibid, p. 1194b). Yet the interpretation of kalon is contested.

Terence Irwin reads it ethically: in Aristotle’s usage, kalon means “fine” or “noble,” not “beautiful”
in an aesthetic sense—it reflects moral worth rather than sensory admiration. Virtuous agents act for
the sake of the kalon, but its meaning remains ethical, not artistic (Irwin, 2010).

Anton Ford, conversely, seeks to restore aesthetic significance: he argues that kalon renders virtue
publicly praiseworthy, linking such public appreciation to Kantian aesthetic judgment. However, his
view imposes modern categories onto Aristotle, whose moral and political framework differs radically
from Kant’s. Irwin’s interpretation, therefore, accords better with Aristotle’s textual pattern (Ford,
2010).

Even if kalon were consistently understood as “beautiful,” its rare, informal appearances fail to
establish a systematic aesthetic dimension in Aristotle’s moral philosophy. Beauty has no structural role
in virtue or happiness (eudaimonia). The absence is neither an oversight nor deficiency; Aristotle’s
project focuses on ethics as character formation within the polis, not aesthetics. The conceptual silence
on beauty thus becomes the very opening that later hermeneutics exploits.

3. The Gadamerian Interpretation of Phronesis within the Framework of Aristotelian Ethics
Twentieth-century hermeneutics did not claim to uncover hidden meanings but to read classical texts
through new philosophical horizons. Focusing on the existential nature of understanding rather than
the object known, Gadamer reframed phronesis as the model for interpretive and aesthetic experience
itself.

Drawing on Heidegger’s reading of Niomachean Ethics, Gadamer downplays Aristotle’s formal
criteria and emphasizes distinctions of mode rather than object: techne and phronesis represent
fundamentally different kinds of knowing. Techne is transferable and detached from the knower;
phronesis is inseparable from existence, a way of being applied to concrete situations. This existential
quality makes phronesis analogous to hermeneutic understanding: interpreting a person, text, or artwork
is not technical mastery but participatory event—a “fusion of horizons.” In Gadamer’s view, phronesis

becomes a paradigm for the aesthetic experience itself, where knowing is inseparable from living
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encounter (Gadamer, 1930).

The validity of Gadamer’s interpretation rests on Aristotle’s textual silence. While the ancient text
offers no explicit support for linking phronesis and aesthetics, it also contains no prohibition. Aristotle’s
ethics leaves the relation between practical reasoning and aesthetic sensibility open, permitting later
development. Within this silent space, Gadamer’s extension operates authentically: it follows the
structural logic of phronesis without contradicting Aristotle’s foundations. Thus, Gadamer’s
reinterpretation—using phronesis to describe the act of understanding a work of art—is not historically
literal yet philosophically faithful. “Authenticity”” here denotes a continuation consistent with the

Aristotelian spirit, not the author’s conscious intent. It expands classical reasoning toward domains Aristotle
did not explicitly address, forming a bridge between ethical praxis and aesthetic experience through
hermeneutic insight.

Conclusion

The inquiry began from the observed gap between Gadamer’s hermeneutic theory and Aristotle’s text.
Precise exegesis confirmed that Nicomachean Ethics lacks direct evidence of a connection between
phronesis and aesthetics. Aristotle defined intellectual virtues distinctly, assigning art-making to techne
and excluding it from the ethical domain. The concept of kalon, though suggestive, proved too ethically
bound to sustain an aesthetic interpretation.

Yet Gadamer’s hermeneutic transformation reactivated Aristotle’s insights through a
phenomenological lens. By viewing phronesis as an existential mode of understanding rather than
technical deliberation, it becomes applicable to aesthetic experience—the encounter with art as a form
of practical engagement. Gadamer’s reading stands as a creative philosophical continuation, legitimate
not by textual citation but by fidelity to Aristotle’s conceptual openness. The silence in Aristotle’s
framework is generative: it allows history to speak anew.

This case demonstrates the enduring vitality of classical philosophy. Aristotle’s ethical thought,
though silent on aesthetics, furnishes the tools by which modern thinkers can articulate profound
connections between wisdom and beauty. Gadamer’s interpretation exemplifies how philosophical
hermeneutics transforms this silence into meaning, bridging ancient moral reasoning and modern

aesthetic understanding within one coherent tradition.
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