


n.
A talk, a discussion, a dialogue; 
(spec. in early use) a conference 
between African tribes-people and 
traders or travellers.

v.
7R�SUDLVH�RYHU�KLJKO\�� ÁDWWHU�� WR�FD-
jole.

To persuade (a person) to do some-
thing; to talk (a person) out of or 
into something; to win (a person) 
over with palaver.

To hold a colloquy or conference; to 
parley or converse with.

palaver
/p  ‘læv  r/ e e
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A 
politician winds up in bed with his secretary or a prostitute. Another wraps his sports 

car around a light pole after a night of boozing. We learn of U.S. politicians engaging 

in bad behavior time and again, and the U.S. public invariably winds up excusing 

them. One vivid example would be former President Bill Clinton: his sexual adventures with 

a White House intern, and his return to popularity and prominence. Why do we give these 

people another chance? Look to Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics for some clues. 

Aristotle provides an extensive discussion of moral weakness, its origins and character-

istics, and spells out instances where moral weakness can be excused. For example, Aristotle 

VD\V�PRUDO�ZHDNQHVV��LQ�PRVW�FDVHV��LVQ·W�D�YLFH��$�FDVXDO�UHDGHU�PD\�FRQÁDWH�WKH�WZR�WHUPV��
:HEVWHU·V�GLFWLRQDU\�GHÀQHV�´YLFHµ�DV�´D�VHULRXV�IDXOW�RI�FKDUDFWHU«HYLO�RU�ZLFNHG�FRQGXFW��
FRUUXSWLRQ��GHSUDYLW\µ��´9LFHµ���7KH�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI�PRUDO�ZHDNQHVV��DV�ZH�ZLOO�VHH�EHORZ��LV�D�
ELW�PRUH�ÁXLG��,Q�$ULVWRWOH·V�YLHZ��PRUDO�ZHDNQHVV�LV�VRPHKRZ�OHVV�VHYHUH�WKDQ�D�YLFH��%XW�
what is it? Nicomachean Ethics shows us moral weakness from multiple perspectives, such as 

its relationship to our appetites, emotions, habits, self-indulgences, vices and wickedness (Ar-

istotle, Nicomachean Ethics, trans. Martin Ostwald.). Aristotle also spells out how we can un-

derstand and excuse the morally weak person. The resulting examination allows the reader to 

appreciate the deep sense of humanity in Aristotle’s masterpiece, one that can offer important 

insights in our contemporary culture. 

���'HÀQLWLRQV

$ULVWRWOH�RIIHUV� D� IHZ�DIÀUPDWLYH�GHÀQLWLRQV�RI�PRUDO�ZHDNQHVV��$�PRUDOO\�ZHDN�PDQ��
acting on emotion, performs a base action, he writes, usually caving to some bodily pleasures 

(Aristotle 1151a23). This sounds a lot like President Clinton, who is famous for all kinds of 

appetites, from blondes and brunettes to Big Macs. Aristotle argues that the morally weak 

person also tends to abandon a calculation or decision (Aristotle 1145b10). Moral weakness 

DOVR�WHQGV�WR�VXUIDFH�ZKHQ�VRPHRQH�LV�DQJU\�RU�LV�FKDVLQJ�KRQRU�RU�SURÀW��$ULVWRWOH�DOVR�QRWHV�
moral weakness is expressed through softness and effeminacy, or someone who indulges in 

ERGLO\�SOHDVXUHV��WKHVH�TXDOLWLHV�DUH�´EDVH�DQG�GHVHUYH�EODPHµ��$ULVWRWOH�����E����2Q�WKH�VFDOH�
RI�YLUWXHV��WKH�PRUDOO\�ZHDN�SHUVRQ�LV�QRW�EDG�´LQ�WKH�XQTXDOLÀHG�VHQVH�RI�WKH�ZRUGµ��$ULVWR-

tle 1151a25); he is better than a self-indulgent person because he retains a sense of right and 

wrong, or reason. Furthermore, nature doesn’t cause moral weakness. If we could blame na-

ture, a person wouldn’t be morally weak.

Let’s pause for a moment and examine the bigger picture. Moral weakness is not good, but 

one can imagine something much worse: wickedness, or those people who voluntarily engage 

LQ�EDG�EHKDYLRU��$ULVWRWOH�XVHV�WKH�H[DPSOH�RI�SHRSOH�ZKR�HDW�WKH�ÁHVK�RI�FKLOGUHQ��:LFNHG�
people don’t even like their own company, since they are haunted by their “many shocking 

FULPHVµ��$ULVWRWOH�����E����
Turning to vice, Aristotle writes of a key distinction between moral weakness and vice: 

emotion. Moral weakness arises out of emotion; one translation of Nicomachean Ethics says 

“passion” (Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, trans. W. D. Ross). Vice does not.

Humans are neither praised nor blamed for their emotions, he argues, but we are praised 

What Would Aristotle Say About Bill Clinton? Or Why We 

Excuse Moral Weakness  |  Rob Wells

RU�EODPHG� IRU�YLUWXHV�DQG�YLFHV� �$ULVWRWOH�����E����� ´1RZ� WKH�YLUWXHV�DQG�YLFHV� FDQQRW�EH�
emotions, because we are not called good or bad on the basis of our emotions, but on the basis 

RI�RXU�YLUWXHV�DQG�YLFHVµ� �$ULVWRWOH�����E�����7KLV�GHVFULEHV� WKH�GHOLEHUDWH��DIÀUPDWLYH�DQG�
rational activity behind virtues and vices. 

A morally weak man, acting out of emotion, will engage in base behavior (Aristotle 

1145b10). Aristotle blames appetites: “Moral strength and weakness operate in the sphere of 

ERGLO\�DSSHWLWHV�DQG�SOHDVXUHVµ��$ULVWRWOH�����E�����
This suggests personal responsibility for the behavior; we blame someone for engaging in 

vice because he intended to do it, but excuse moral weakness as a concession to emotion.

The distinction Aristotle makes between vice and moral weakness provides a deeper ap-

preciation for the subtly and humanity of Aristotle’s work. His argument is that humans are 

fallible and should be allowed a “get out of jail” card for some poor choices involving, for 

example, emotional outbursts. 

2. Habit

As we continue, the question arises: is moral weakness inherent? Aristotle suggests the 

answer is no. Moral virtues are formed by habit. 

“None of the moral virtues is implanted in us by nature, for nothing which exists by nature 

FDQ�EH�FKDQJHG�E\�KDELWµ��$ULVWRWOH�����D�����$ULVWRWOH�H[SODLQV�WKH�GLUHFWLRQ�RI�D�QDWXUH�JLYHQ�
WHQGHQF\�FDQ·W�EH�FKDQJHG�E\�KDELW��ÀUH�FDQQRW�EH�WUDLQHG�WR�PRYH�GRZQZDUG�QRU�FDQ�D�URFN�
be trained to move upward, no matter how many times someone throws it up in the air (Ar-

istotle 1103a23). 

Pleasure and pain play a pivotal role in moral excellence. Aristotle says, “It is pleasure 

that makes us do base actions and pain that prevents us from doing noble actions” (1104b10). 

Turning this to education, Aristotle cites Plato’s view of correct schooling, which involves 

bringing up people “from childhood to feel pleasure and pain at proper things” (Aristotle 

1104b11). 

The pleasures are powerful things in Aristotle’s book and can supersede reason and knowl-

edge. He offers the viewpoint of Plato’s followers: "A morally weak person does not have 

knowledge but opinion when he is overpowered by pleasures"(Aristotle 1145b35). He offers 

another viewpoint: “The common run of people are misled by pleasure” (Aristotle 1113a34). 

Aristotle makes the following argument: if a person acts on opinions instead of knowledge, 

and his basic convictions are weak, “we can sympathize with a man for not sticking to his 

RSLQLRQV�LQ�WKH�IDFH�RI�VWURQJ�DSSHWLWHVµ��$ULVWRWOH�����D����

3. Reason

5HDVRQ�SOD\V�D�FHQWUDO�UROH�LQ�$ULVWRWOH·V�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI�WKH�PRUDOO\�ZHDN�SHUVRQ��7KH�PRU-
ally weak person possesses reason but does the dirty deed anyway. Afterwards, he feels bad 

about it. 

´$�PRUDOO\�ZHDN�PDQ�DFWV�XQGHU�WKH�LQÁXHQFH�RI�VRPH�NLQG�RI�UHDVRQLQJ�DQG�RSLQLRQ��DQ�
opinion which is not intrinsically but only incidentally opposed to right reason; for it is not 

opinion but appetite that is opposed to right reason,” he argues (Aristotle 1147a37). 

This distinction becomes more clear when we compare the morally weak to the self-in-

dulgent person. “Both pursue things pleasant to the body,” Aristotle writes, “But they are 

different in that a self-indulgent man thinks he ought to pursue them, while the morally weak 

thinks he should not” (Aristotle 1152a5). “A morally weak man, on the other hand, does not 

WKLQN�KH� VKRXOG�� EXW�SXUVXHV� LW� QRQHWKHOHVVµ� �$ULVWRWOH� ����E�����/DWHU�KH�REVHUYHV� WKDW� �D�
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self-indulgent man “is one who feels no regret” whereas a morally weak man feels regret (Ar-

LVWRWOH�����E�����,Q�RWKHU�ZRUGV��D�PRUDOO\�ZHDN�SHUVRQ�NQRZV�WKH�GLUW\�GHHG�LV�ZURQJ�DQG�
FDQ�EH�SHUVXDGHG�WR�FKDQJH�KLV�PLQG��7KH�VHOI�LQGXOJHQW�SHUVRQ�FKDUJHV�DKHDG�DQG�VDWLVÀHV�
his appetite, without a guilty thought, because he is that kind of guy.

A morally strong man knows he has base appetites, refuses to follow them “and accepts 

WKH�JXLGDQFH�RI�UHDVRQµ��$ULVWRWOH�����E�����$QG�WKLV�LV�ZK\�DQLPDOV�FDQQRW�EH�PRUDOO\�ZHDN�
because they lack reason.

4. Cutting them some slack

Why do we excuse the morally weak person? One answer is the person suffers from faulty 

reasoning: his appetites or emotions overwhelm him. Aristotle writes, “It is clear that we must 

attribute to the morally weak a condition similar to that of men who are asleep, mad or drunk” 

(1147a17).

We also excuse them when they give in to desires we all face, such as for sex. “It is more 

excusable to follow one’s natural desires, inasmuch as we are also more inclined to pardon 

such appetites as are common to all men and to the extent that they are common to all” (Aris-

WRWOH�����E���
The morally weak person’s state of knowledge can help us decide whether or not we 

excuse their behavior. Was the morally weak person acting on knowledge or opinion? To 

address this, Aristotle cites Socrates, who argues that moral weakness doesn’t exist. Socrates 

believes someone wouldn’t act contrary to what is best, and therefore argues they act out of 

ignorance (Aristotle 1145b25).

Extending this thought, Aristotle said Plato’s followers believe people wouldn’t act con-

trary to the better course of action. And so, a morally weak person is acting on opinion when 

he is overpowered by pleasures. 

If the morally weak person is acting on opinion, “we can forgive a man for not sticking to 

KLV�RSLQLRQV�LQ�WKH�IDFH�RI�VWURQJ�DSSHWLWHVµ�$ULVWRWOH�����D����7KH�ZRUG�´IRUJLYH�µ�XVHG�LQ�WKH�
Ostwald translation of Nicomachean Ethics, means a person giving up resentment or a desire 

WR�SXQLVK�IRU�DQRWKHU·V�ÁDZ��DFFRUGLQJ�WR�:HEVWHU·V�GLFWLRQDU\��´)RUJLYHµ���,Q�FRQWHPSRUDU\�
usage, it carries Christian moral overtones, as in a priest forgiving someone’s sins or dismissal 

of a debt obligation, such as between a creditor and debtor. Forgiveness and its implications 

of an obligation may not be what Aristotle intended. Another translation of Nicomachean Eth-
ics offers another shading: “sympathize.” “We sympathize with their failure to stand by such 

convictions against strong appetites.” I choose to use “excuse”—to try to free a person from 

blame—as a more neutral term better suited for moral weakness because it doesn’t suggest 

punishment or obligation. In using this term, I considered Aristotle’s emphasis on a person’s 

emotions and appetites as causes of morally weak behavior.  

Again, the contrast of the morally weak person to the wicked person is useful. We don’t ex-

cuse wickedness. Why? There is nothing redeeming about bad or wicked people—they don’t 

even like themselves. “A bad man’s disposition is not friendly even toward himself, because 

WKHUH�LV�QRWKLQJ�ORYDEOH�DERXW�KLPµ��$ULVWRWOH�����E�����
And there’s a surprising turn in Aristotle’s argument: in some instances, moral weakness 

can be good. This arises when moral weakness results in a person abandoning his prior opin-

ions and making a just decision. He cites the example of Sophocles Philoctetes, where Neoptol-

HPXV�UHIXVHV�WR�WHOO�D�OLH��$ULVWRWOH�����D����
/HW·V�UHWXUQ�EULHÁ\�WR�WKH�H[DPSOH�RI�3UHVLGHQW�&OLQWRQ�DQG�KLV�VH[XDO�UHODWLRQVKLS�ZLWK�

D�\RXQJ�:KLWH�+RXVH�LQWHUQ��7KH�SXEOLF�FRQGHPQHG�&OLQWRQ�IRU�KLV�LQÀGHOLW\�DQG�WKH�+RXVH�
of Representatives impeached him for lying to investigators. In the end, however, many vot-

ers forgave him, public opinion polls show.
1
 The U.S. voters at the time cut Bill Clinton some 

slack. Of course, it’s worth noting the morality, or lack thereof, of the people who chose to 

KLJKOLJKW�&OLQWRQ·V�LQÀGHOLW\��DQG�WKH�JHQHUDO�SXEOLF��$ULVWRWOH�PDNHV�WKH�GLVWLQFWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�
people of high moral character making such the moral judgments and the “common run of 

people…misled by pleasure” (1113a34). In this light, the polls suggest the general public saw 

SDVW�&OLQWRQ·V�SHUVRQDO�SUREOHP�DQG�JDYH�KLP�FUHGLW�IRU�KLV�DFKLHYHPHQWV�LQ�RIÀFH��VXFK�DV�KLV�
successful economic stewardship. 

Political analysts
2
 described Clinton as morally weak, but is that the case? Aristotle urges 

us to take a holistic approach: “Human good turns out to be activity of the soul in accordance 

with virtue. For one swallow does not make a summer, not does one day” (McKeon, Aristotle 

����D����
:H�FDQ�H[DPLQH�KRZ�&OLQWRQ·V�FRQGXFW�PD\�ÀW�$ULVWRWOH·V�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI�PRUDO�ZHDNQHVV��

Clinton described his conduct as a moral failure, expressed repentance and asked for forgive-

ness. “I don't think there is a fancy way to say that I have sinned,” Clinton said at a White 

House prayer breakfast. “It is important to me that everybody who has been hurt know that 

the sorrow I feel is genuine” (Clinton).

Clinton pursued the satisfaction of his sexual appetite and said he knew it was wrong, 

ZKLFK�ÀWV�$ULVWRWOH·V�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI�PRUDO�ZHDNQHVV��&OLQWRQ�ZRXOG�DUJXH�KLV�DSSHWLWHV�RYHU-
whelmed his reason; we would assume Clinton knows the difference between right or wrong 

based on the prayer breakfast comments. 

Was Clinton self-indulgent instead? Was he that kind of guy, someone who inherently ful-

ÀOOV�KLV�SOHDVXUHV�ZLWKRXW�UHJUHW"�:H�FDQ·W�UHDG�KLV�PLQG��RI�FRXUVH��2QH�FRQVLGHUDWLRQ�LQ-

YROYHV�ZKHWKHU�&OLQWRQ·V�FRQWULWLRQ�ZDV�JHQXLQH��,Q�$ULVWRWOH·V�GHÀQLWLRQ��WKH�VHOI�LQGXOJHQW�
person pursues his appetite deliberately and feels no regret. Those who viewed Clinton as a 

liar perhaps would not accept his prayer breakfast remorse. Whether Clinton actually curbed 

his sexual appetite is one thing, but he famously embarked on another mission for self-im-

provement after this incident: he went on a diet and lost weight. No more blondes and bru-

QHWWHV"�0D\EH��'HÀQLWHO\�QR�PRUH�%LJ�0DFV�
1 $FFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH�*DOOXS�3ROO��3UHVLGHQW�%LOO�&OLQWRQ�OHIW�RIÀFH�LQ������ZLWK�D�����DSSURYDO�UDWLQJ��XS�IURP�WKH�PLG���V�UDWLQJV�GXULQJ�WKH�
/HZLQVN\�DIIDLU��ZLWK�MXVW�����GLVDSSURYLQJ��´3UHVLGHQWLDO�$SSURYDO�5DWLQJV��³%LOO�&OLQWRQ�µ�
2 

Two examples of press reports describing Clinton’s conduct as a moral weakness include “Social Conservatives Fall from Moral High 

*URXQG�µ�7KH�:DVKLQJWRQ�7LPHV�DQG��´)RU�'HPRFUDWV��$�'HÀQLQJ�0RPHQW�µ�:DVKLQJWRQ�3RVW��

Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics��WUDQV��0DUWLQ�2VWZDOG��1HZ�-HUVH\��7KH�/LEUDU\�RI�/LEHUDO�$UWV��������3ULQW

—, Nicomachean Ethics, trans. W. D. Ross. The Internet Classics Archive. Massachusetts Institute of Technology Program in Writing and Hu-

PDQLVWLF�6WXGLHV��������:HE����0D\������

—, Nicomachean Ethics, in Introduction to Aristotle��WUDQV��5LFKDUG�0F.HRQ��1HZ�<RUN��7KH�0RGHUQ�/LEUDU\��������3ULQW�

“Forgive.” Webster’s New Universal Unabridged Dictionary����QG�HG��&LW\�RI�3XE��3XEOLVKHU��������3ULQW��

“Vice.” Webster’s New Universal Unabridged Dictionary����QG�HG��������3ULQW��

“Presidential Approval Ratings—Bill Clinton.” Gallup.com. Gallup, Inc. 2013. Web. 11 Jul. 2013.

Miller, S.A., “Social Conservatives Fall from Moral High Ground,” Washingtontimes.com.�7KH�:DVKLQJWRQ�7LPHV��������:HE��-XO�����������

3RZHOO��0LFKDHO��´)RU�'HPRFUDWV��$�'HÀQLQJ�0RPHQW�µ�The Washingtonpost.com.�:DVKLQJWRQ�3RVW����)HE��������:HE�����-XO�������

William J. Clinton. "Remarks at a Breakfast With Religious Leaders," The American Presidency Project. Univ. of California, Santa Barbara. 11 

6HSW��������:HE�����-XO�������
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