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INTRODUCTION 

 

In the third section of the lecture of the Entered Apprentice Degree it is stated: 

“A Lodge is metaphorically said to be supported by three great pillars, 

denominated Wisdom, Strength, and Beauty: it being necessary that 

there should be Wisdom to contrive, Strength to support, and Beauty to 

adorn all great and important undertakings.”  

There remains a question: what exactly do the words Wisdom, Strength, and Beauty 

really mean?  These words are more difficult than many people realize.  These words 

have been debated and discussed for over 2,400 years because they deal with 

important concepts of life and morality.  

Because of this importance and difficulty, I have summarized the views of the leading 

philosophers concerning these words.   As you read the summaries provided in this 

pamphlet you will see the correlation of Freemasonry with the thoughts of these 

philosophers.  You will see why I said the words Wisdom, Strength, and Beauty are 

difficult. It is hoped that having a better understanding of these words will assist your 

progress in life and in Masonry. 

 

  



Wisdom 

Socrates 

Socrates had a profound and paradoxical view of wisdom that continues to influence 

philosophy today. Here's a breakdown of his key thoughts: 

Socratic Wisdom: Key Ideas 

• Awareness of Ignorance Socrates believed that recognizing your own 

ignorance is the first step toward wisdom. He didn’t claim to be wise because he 

had knowledge, but because he understood the limits of his knowledge. 

• The Examined Life He argued that “the unexamined life is not worth living.” 

Wisdom, for Socrates, meant constantly questioning your beliefs, values, and 

assumptions to live a more thoughtful and virtuous life. 

• Humility and Curiosity Socratic wisdom involved being open to learning from 

others, engaging in dialogue, and never assuming you’ve reached the final truth. 

• Moral Insight He tied wisdom closely to virtue. To be wise was to live ethically, 

guided by reason and a commitment to truth and justice. 

• Divine Perspective In Plato’s Apology, Socrates suggests that true wisdom 

might belong only to the gods. Humans, at best, can strive toward it by 

acknowledging their limitations. 

In essence, Socrates flipped the idea of wisdom on its head: it’s not about being full 

of knowledge—it’s about being full of questions. 

The Socratic Method 

• Questioning as a path to truth: Socrates believed that through persistent 

questioning (the Socratic Method), individuals could uncover contradictions in 

their beliefs and move closer to genuine understanding. 

• Self-examination: He famously said, “An unexamined life is not worth living,” 

emphasizing that wisdom comes from introspection and philosophical inquiry. 

The Oracle of Delphi 

• Declared the wisest: When the Oracle of Delphi proclaimed Socrates the wisest 

man, he sought to disprove it by questioning others. He found that while others 

claimed knowledge they didn’t truly possess, he was wise because he didn’t 

pretend to know what he didn’t. 



 Quotes That Reflect His Wisdom 

Quote Meaning 

“I do not think that I know what I do not know.” Humility in knowledge 

“True wisdom comes to each of us when we realize how 

little we understand.” 

Wisdom through self-

awareness 

“Awareness of ignorance is the beginning of wisdom.” 
The foundation of 

philosophical inquiry 

Socrates didn’t offer a system of thought or write down his teachings, but his legacy lies 

in the way he taught others to think critically and humbly. 

 

Plato 

Plato had a deep and nuanced view of wisdom, rooted in his philosophy of knowledge, 

the soul, and the pursuit of truth. Here’s a breakdown of what he believed: 

Wisdom as Knowing What You Don’t Know 

• Plato often emphasized intellectual humility. 

• Through the character of Socrates (his philosophical mouthpiece), he argued that 

true wisdom begins with recognizing one's own ignorance. 

• In the Apology, Socrates says: “I am wise because I know that I know nothing.” 

Wisdom and the Realm of Forms 

• Plato believed in a metaphysical world of perfect Forms or Ideas—eternal and 
unchanging truths. 

• Wisdom, in this sense, means grasping these higher realities, beyond the 
physical and sensory world. 

• Philosophers are seen as those who seek truth by understanding these Forms, 
especially the Form of the Good, which illuminates all other knowledge. 

Wisdom in the Soul 

• In The Republic, Plato describes the soul as having three parts: reason, spirit, 
and appetite. 



• Wisdom resides in the rational part of the soul, guiding the other elements to 
create harmony. 

• The just person, according to Plato, is wise because their soul is well-ordered 
and led by reason. 

Wisdom in Leadership 

• Plato famously argued that philosopher-kings should rule, because they 
possess wisdom. 

• Unlike typical rulers, they prioritize truth and the common good, not power or 
wealth. 

 

Aristotle 

Aristotle had a rich and layered view of wisdom, which he divided into two main types: 

sophia (theoretical wisdom) and phronesis (practical wisdom). Each played a distinct 

role in his philosophy of living well. 

Sophia: Theoretical Wisdom 

• Definition: “Scientific knowledge, combined with intellect, of what is by nature 

most honorable”. 

• Focus: Contemplation of eternal truths—like metaphysics, first principles, and 

the nature of reality. 

• Virtue Type: Intellectual virtue, aimed at understanding for its own sake. 

• Goal: To grasp the highest and most universal truths, which Aristotle saw as the 

pinnacle of human intellect. 

Phronesis: Practical Wisdom 

• Definition: The ability to deliberate well about what is good and beneficial for 

human beings. 

• Focus: Ethical decision-making and navigating complex real-world situations. 

• Virtue Type: Moral and intellectual virtue, tied to character and experience. 

• Goal: To live well and help others do the same—especially important in politics 

and personal conduct. 

 



 How They Work Together 

• Wisdom 

Type 
• Focus • Goal • Virtue Type 

• Sophia 
• Eternal truths, 

metaphysics 

• Understanding for 

its own sake 
• Intellectual 

• Phronesis 
• Human affairs, 

ethics 

• Living virtuously 

and wisely 

• Moral + 

Intellectual 

• Aristotle believed that a truly wise person integrates both: they understand the 

deepest truths of existence and apply sound judgment in everyday life. This 

balance is key to achieving eudaimonia—a life of fulfillment and excellence. 

• Sophia helps us understand the universe. 

• Phronesis helps us act wisely within it. Aristotle believed that a flourishing life 

(eudaimonia) requires both: deep understanding and sound judgment. 

 

Thomas Aquinas 

Thomas Aquinas saw wisdom as both a natural intellectual virtue and a supernatural 

gift from God, deeply rooted in his synthesis of Aristotelian philosophy and Christian 

theology. 

Philosophical Wisdom (Natural) 

• Aquinas adopted Aristotle’s idea that wisdom is the highest intellectual virtue. 

• He defined it as the right reasoning about things to be done, not just in 

general but in particular situations. 

• Wisdom helps us choose the correct means to achieve good ends, guiding both 

intellect and will. 

• It’s a habit of choosing well, grounded in reason and experience. 

Spiritual Wisdom (Supernatural) 

• Aquinas believed wisdom is also a gift of the Holy Spirit, allowing the soul to be 
united more closely with God. 

• This divine wisdom transcends human reasoning and enables one to judge 
rightly in spiritual matters. 



• He prayed daily for wisdom, viewing it as essential for living a virtuous and God-
centered life. 

 

Wisdom’s Role in Aquinas’s Ethics 

Type of Wisdom Source Function Goal 

Philosophical 
Wisdom 

Human 
reason 

Guides moral and 
practical choices 

Living virtuously 

Spiritual Wisdom Holy Spirit 
Illuminates divine 
truths 

Union with God 
and salvation 

Aquinas’s view blends the contemplative pursuit of truth with the moral imperative to 
act rightly. For him, wisdom isn’t just knowing—it’s living well in light of the highest 
truths. 

 

Immanuel Kant 

Immanuel Kant saw wisdom not as a passive accumulation of facts, but as the active 

organization of life through reason and moral insight. He famously distinguished 

between science and wisdom by saying: 

“Science is organized knowledge. Wisdom is organized life.” 

Kant’s Core Ideas on Wisdom 

• Moral Foundation For Kant, wisdom meant living in accordance with universal 

moral principles. He believed that true wisdom comes from using reason to 

determine what is right—not based on personal desires or cultural norms, but on 

principles that could apply to everyone. 

• Autonomy and Enlightenment Kant’s idea of wisdom was closely tied to 

autonomy—the ability to think and act freely through reason. He saw 

enlightenment as “man’s emergence from his self-imposed immaturity,” and 

wisdom as the courage to use one’s own understanding. 

•  Practical Reason In his Critique of Practical Reason, Kant explored how 

wisdom involves applying moral law to real-life situations. It’s not just knowing 

what’s good—it’s acting on it, consistently and rationally. 

• Respect for Limits Kant also believed that wisdom includes recognizing the 

limits of human knowledge. He argued that while reason is powerful, it must be 

used humbly and critically to avoid metaphysical speculation beyond experience. 



• Wisdom as a Lifelong Task Kant didn’t see wisdom as something you simply 

acquire—it’s something you cultivate. It involves constant reflection, moral 

discipline, and the pursuit of understanding. 

In short, Kant’s wisdom is about living a principled life, guided by reason and moral duty. 

It’s less about cleverness and more about character 

 

Mortimer Adler 

Mortimer J. Adler saw wisdom as the highest good of the human mind, deeply tied to 

philosophy, education, and the pursuit of truth. His perspective was shaped by classical 

thinkers like Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas, and he believed wisdom was essential for 

living a fully human life. Here's how he framed it     

Wisdom as Practical and Moral Insight 

• Adler echoed Aristotle’s idea that practical wisdom involves knowing what is good 

and how to deliberate well about life’s choices. 

• He believed that being wise required being good, and that moral and civic 

formation were inseparable from intellectual development 

Wisdom Through Dialogue and Understanding 

• Adler emphasized the importance of speaking, listening, and understanding 
as core liberal arts. 

• He famously said: “Do not say you agree, disagree, or suspend judgment, until 
you can say ‘I understand.’”—highlighting that wisdom begins with deep 
comprehension 

Wisdom for Everyone 

• He championed liberal education for all, not just the elite, through initiatives like 
the Paideia Proposal. 

• Adler believed that engaging with great books and ideas could cultivate wisdom 
in every student, regardless of background. 

Wisdom and the Life of the Mind 

• For Adler, humans are intellectual beings, and that imposes a moral obligation 
to lead thoughtful lives. 



• He saw philosophy as “everybody’s business,” arguing that everyone has the 
capacity—and responsibility—to think deeply and seek truth. 

Adler’s Core Ideas on Wisdom 

• Wisdom as the Goal of Education Adler believed that the ultimate aim of 

education was not just knowledge, but wisdom. In A Guidebook to Learning, he 

emphasized that understanding and wisdom go beyond mere information—they 

require reflection, integration of ideas, and moral insight. 

• Building on Ancient Truths He criticized modern philosophers for ignoring 

classical foundations, saying they tried to invent “new kinds of wisdom without 

building on the ancient truths”. His hero was Aristotle, whose Ethics he read over 

25 times. 

• Wisdom as a Moral Obligation Adler believed that because humans are 

uniquely rational beings, they have a moral duty to pursue wisdom through 

intellectual effort and philosophical inquiry. 

In Adler’s view, wisdom isn’t just knowing what’s right, it’s understanding why it’s right, 

and living accordingly.  

Note: To support the idea that Wisdom is of a divine nature check out the first 

sentence of the Gospel of John.  For many people, “word” is a synonym for 

wisdom. 

 

 

  



Strength 

 

Socrates 

Socrates had a surprisingly robust view on strength—both physical and moral. While he’s 
best known for his philosophical depth, he also emphasized the importance of cultivating 
the body alongside the mind. 

Physical Strength and Fitness 

• Responsibility to Train Socrates believed that every citizen had a duty to maintain 
physical fitness—not just for personal benefit, but for the good of the state. He once 
said: 

• Fitness for Civic Duty In Xenophon’s Memorabilia, Socrates scolds a young man for 
neglecting his body, arguing that physical strength is essential for defending the city 
and fulfilling one’s role as a citizen. 

• Mind-Body Connection Socrates saw physical health as intertwined with mental 
clarity. Poor health, he argued, could lead to depression, forgetfulness, and poor 
judgment. 

 Inner Strength and Virtue 

• Moral Fortitude For Socrates, true strength came from living a virtuous life. He 
believed that enduring hardship with integrity and standing up for justice—even 
when unpopular—was the highest form of strength. 

• Self-Mastery Strength wasn’t just about muscles—it was about mastering desires, 
fears, and impulses. Socrates taught that a strong person is one who governs 
themselves wisely. 

So, while he didn’t flex in the gym (at least not that we know of), Socrates definitely flexed 
his philosophy on strength—urging people to be strong in body, mind, and character. 

Socrates’ view on strength—both physical and moral—laid the groundwork for later 
philosophies like Stoicism and even echoes in modern fitness culture. Let’s trace how his 
ideas evolved and adapted over time:  

 



From Socrates to Stoicism 

• Mind-Body Unity Socrates emphasized that physical strength supports mental 
clarity and moral virtue. Stoics like Epictetus and Marcus Aurelius expanded this by 
treating the body as a “preferred indifferent”—not inherently good or bad, but 
valuable when used in harmony with reason. 

• Self-Discipline and Endurance Socrates admired self-mastery, and Stoics turned 
this into a central virtue. They believed enduring hardship—whether physical or 
emotional—was essential to developing inner strength and wisdom. 

• Training Without Vanity While Socrates encouraged physical training for civic duty, 
Stoics warned against pride or excess in fitness. They advocated exercise as a way 
to cultivate resilience, not ego. 

In Modern Fitness Philosophy 

• Functional Strength Socrates believed strength should serve practical and ethical 
purposes—like defending one’s city or living honorably. Today’s fitness thinkers 
echo this in the idea of “functional fitness,” which prioritizes strength for real-life 
tasks over aesthetics. 

• Mental Health and Physical Fitness Socrates warned that poor health could cloud 
judgment and memory. Modern science backs this up, linking exercise to improved 
cognition, mood, and emotional resilience. 

• Discipline and Character Building Fitness today is often framed as a path to self-
improvement—mirroring Socratic and Stoic ideals. The gym becomes a place not 
just for gains, but for cultivating grit, patience, and self-respect. 

Socrates planted the seed: strength isn’t just about muscle—it’s about mastery of self. 
Stoics nurtured that seed into a philosophy of endurance and virtue. And today, fitness 
culture continues to wrestle with those same questions: What is strength for? Who are we 
becoming through it? 

Plato 

Plato’s view on strength wasn’t just about physical power—it was deeply tied to virtue, 
character, and the soul’s harmony. While he often emphasized reason and wisdom, 
he also saw strength as a valuable trait when properly guided. Here’s how he 
approached it: 

Physical Strength and Virtue 

• Plato admired physical excellence, especially when it served moral and civic 
purposes. 

• He recommended wrestling and martial arts for youth, not just for fitness but to 
build perseverance, courage, and self-control. 



• He believed that physical training could foster ethical competition, helping 
individuals master their desires and develop discipline. 

Strength of Character 

• In The Republic, Plato argued that a just person has a well-ordered soul, where 
reason rules over spirit and appetite. 

• Strength, in this sense, is the ability to control impulses and act in accordance 
with reason. 

• True strength is not brute force—it’s moral fortitude and the power to pursue the 
good. 

Strength and Leadership 

• Plato was wary of unchecked power. He believed that strength must be 
tempered by wisdom and justice. 

• His ideal rulers, the philosopher-kings, were strong in character and intellect, 
using their power for the common good, not personal gain. 

• So, for Plato, strength was admirable—but only when it served higher virtues.  

Aristotle 

Aristotle’s view on strength—especially moral strength—was deeply tied to his ethics 
and understanding of human character. He explored this in Nicomachean Ethics, 
particularly in Book VII, where he distinguishes between different states of moral 
character. 

Moral Strength (Enkrateia) 

• Definition: The ability to resist excessive or irrational desires and act according 
to reason. 

• Key Idea: A morally strong person experiences temptation but chooses the good 
through self-control. 

• Contrast: Opposed to moral weakness (akrasia), where one knows the right 
thing but fails to do it due to overpowering desires. 

• Virtue Status: Not a full virtue like courage or temperance, but a commendable 
state that shows mastery over impulses. 

Strength vs. Virtue 

Trait Description Outcome 

Moral Strength Resisting desires to follow reason 
Acts rightly despite 

temptation 



Trait Description Outcome 

Moral 

Weakness 
Giving in to desires against better judgment Fails to act virtuously 

Virtue 
Acting rightly with harmony between desire & 

reason 
No internal conflict 

• Aristotle saw moral strength as a kind of internal struggle—a person may not 
yet be virtuous, but they’re on the path by choosing reason over impulse. It’s a 
transitional state toward full virtue, where the good becomes second nature. 

• He also linked strength to habituation: through repeated good choices, one can 
move from merely resisting temptation to genuinely desiring the good. 

Immanuel Kant 

Immanuel Kant had a distinctive take on strength, especially in the moral realm. He 
didn’t focus on physical prowess but rather emphasized what he called moral 
strength—the inner power to act according to duty, even when it's difficult. 

Kant’s Concept of Moral Strength 

• Definition: The capacity for self-control and perseverance in fulfilling moral 
duties. 

• Core Idea: Moral strength is the “strength of a human being’s will in fulfilling his 
duty”. 

• Virtue as Strength: For Kant, virtue itself is defined as moral strength—the 
ability to follow moral laws out of respect for them, not out of inclination or 
emotion. 

• Not Habitual: Unlike Aristotle, Kant argued that virtue can never become a mere 
habit. It must be freely chosen in each situation, showing ongoing moral effort. 

• Self-Constraint: He saw moral strength as a kind of self-constraint—resisting 
impulses and desires that conflict with moral law. 

Kant vs. Aristotle on Strength 

Aspect Kant Aristotle 

Focus Duty and moral law Reason over desire 

Strength Type Moral strength of will Moral strength (enkrateia) 

Role of Habit Rejected as basis for virtue Essential for developing virtue 

Conflict Between duty and inclination Between reason and desire 

 While Aristotle saw moral strength as a transitional state toward virtue, Kant made it the 
very definition of virtue itself—a constant, conscious commitment to moral duty. 

 



 

 

Mortimer Adler 

Mortimer Adler didn’t write extensively on “strength” in the physical or athletic sense, but 
his philosophical work does touch on strength in terms of intellectual rigor, moral 
character, and the disciplined life of the mind. 

Strength as Intellectual and Moral Virtue 

• Adler believed that philosophy is everyone’s business, and that living an 
intellectual life was a moral obligation for humans. 

• He emphasized truth, goodness, and justice as objective ideals, suggesting 
that real strength lies in the pursuit of wisdom and virtue, not brute force. 

• In his view, strength would be tied to moral character, the ability to discern real 
goods from apparent ones, and to act in accordance with reason and ethical 
principles. 

Strength Through Education and Dialogue 

• Adler championed the Great Books program, encouraging people to engage 
with the foundational texts of Western thought to develop intellectual resilience. 

• He saw philosophical inquiry as a way to cultivate mental discipline, which 
could be considered a form of strength—especially in resisting superficial 
thinking or emotional manipulation. 

Strength in Civic Life 

• Adler believed that philosophy should be a public undertaking, accessible and 
relevant to everyday life. 

• Strength, then, might also mean the courage to engage in thoughtful 
dialogue, defend truth, and uphold justice in society. 

So while he didn’t define strength in physical terms, Adler’s worldview suggests that true 
strength is found in reasoned conviction, moral clarity, and intellectual integrity. 

 

 

  



Beauty 

 

Socrates 

Socrates had a profound and layered view of beauty—one that went far beyond physical 
appearance. His ideas, especially as recorded by Plato, suggest that beauty is deeply tied 
to truth, goodness, and the soul’s journey toward wisdom. 

Key Ideas from Socrates on Beauty 

• Beauty as a Path to the Divine Socrates believed that true beauty leads the soul 
closer to the divine. He spoke of beauty as an eternal, unchanging ideal—not just 
something seen in faces or bodies, but a higher form that exists beyond the physical 
world. 

• The Ascent to the Beautiful In Plato’s Symposium, Socrates describes a 
philosophical journey: 

o First, one appreciates the beauty of a single body 

o Then, the beauty of all bodies 

o Followed by the beauty of souls 

o Then beautiful laws and institutions 

o And finally, the form of Beauty itself—pure, absolute, and eternal 

• Inner Beauty and Virtue He emphasized that true beauty arises from a harmonious 
and virtuous soul. Style, grace, and rhythm are reflections of a rightly ordered mind 
and character—not superficial traits. 

• Beauty and Ethical Transformation Socrates saw beauty as transformative. In 
Phaedrus, he suggests that beauty awakens the soul’s longing for wisdom and can 
liberate us from a purely bodily existence. 

• Beauty, Goodness, and Truth He often linked beauty with goodness and truth, 
suggesting that what is truly beautiful is also morally good and intellectually true. 

Socrates didn’t just admire beauty—he saw it as a force that could elevate the soul, 

reshape one’s life, and guide the pursuit of wisdom. It’s a poetic and philosophical take 

that still resonates today. 



Socrates’ ideas on beauty were deeply philosophical and spiritual, while modern views 

often lean toward the visual, emotional, or cultural. Let’s unpack the contrast: 

Socratic View of Beauty 

• Transcendent and Eternal: Socrates believed in an ideal form of beauty—

unchanging, eternal, and beyond physical appearances. 

• Moral and Intellectual: Beauty was tied to virtue, truth, and the soul’s harmony. 

A beautiful person, in his view, had a noble and rightly ordered character. 

• Philosophical Ascent: In Plato’s Symposium, Socrates describes a journey from 

appreciating physical beauty to recognizing beauty in laws, ideas, and ultimately 

the pure form of Beauty itself. 

• Distrust of Physical Appearance: He warned that physical beauty could be 

deceptive and even tyrannical—a fleeting power that distracts from deeper truths. 

Modern Views of Beauty 

• Subjective and Diverse: Beauty today is often seen as “in the eye of the 

beholder,” shaped by personal taste, culture, and media. 

• Physical and Emotional: Emphasis is placed on appearance, emotional 

response, and aesthetic pleasure. Inner beauty is valued, but often secondary. 

• Cultural and Social Influence: Standards of beauty vary widely across societies 

and eras, influenced by fashion, celebrity, and technology. 

• Empowerment and Identity: Beauty is also tied to self-expression, confidence, 

and identity—sometimes celebrated as a form of personal power. 

Key Differences 

Aspect Socrates Modern Views 

Nature of Beauty Eternal, ideal, metaphysical 
Subjective, diverse, culturally 

shaped 

Connection to 

Morality 

Strong—linked to virtue and 

truth 
Often separate from ethics 

Role of Appearance 
Distrusted, seen as 

misleading 

Central, though increasingly 

nuanced 



Aspect Socrates Modern Views 

Purpose of Beauty 
Elevates the soul toward 
wisdom 

Evokes pleasure, identity, 
expression 

Socrates saw beauty as a gateway to wisdom and virtue. Today, beauty is more democratic 
and expressive—but perhaps less anchored in the soul. Want to explore how other 
philosophers like Kant or Nietzsche weighed in on this? 

Plato 

Plato saw beauty as far more than skin deep—it was a gateway to truth, virtue, and the 

divine. His philosophy treats beauty not as a subjective feeling, but as an objective 

reality rooted in the eternal realm of Forms. 

Plato’s Core Ideas on Beauty 

• The Form of Beauty: In dialogues like Symposium and Phaedrus, Plato 

describes beauty as an ideal Form—unchanging, perfect, and eternal. All 

beautiful things in the world are imperfect reflections of this higher reality. 

• Beauty as a Ladder: In Symposium, he outlines a path where love of physical 

beauty leads to appreciation of spiritual and intellectual beauty, culminating in 

the love of the Form of Beauty itself. 

• Harmony and Proportion: Plato believed beauty arises from symmetry, unity, 

and order—qualities that reflect the rational structure of the cosmos. 

• Beauty and the Good: He closely linked beauty with goodness and truth. 

Experiencing beauty awakens the soul and draws it toward wisdom and virtue. 

Beauty’s Transformative Power 

• Plato saw beauty as a motivating force—it stirs the soul, inspires philosophical 

inquiry, and leads us toward the Good. 

• In Phaedrus, he describes how encountering true beauty can trigger a kind of 

divine madness, reminding the soul of its prior vision of the Forms. 

• Beauty isn’t just pleasing—it’s educational, shaping character and guiding the 

soul toward higher understanding. 

 

 



Aristotle 

Aristotle had a rich and nuanced view of the Beautiful (to kalon), which he explored 

across his works in ethics, rhetoric, metaphysics, and poetics. Unlike Plato, who saw 

beauty as an abstract ideal, Aristotle approached it more empirically and tied it to form, 

proportion, and human perception. 

Aristotle’s Key Ideas on Beauty 

• No Absolute Beauty: He rejected the idea of a single, metaphysical form of beauty. 
Instead, beauty arises from specific qualities in objects. 

• Essential Qualities: In Metaphysics, he identified order (taxis), symmetry, and 
definiteness as universal elements of beauty. 

• Magnitude Matters: In Poetics, he argued that beauty requires a certain size—large 
enough to be impressive, but small enough to be grasped in a single view. 

• Disinterested Pleasure: In Rhetoric, he emphasized that beauty gives pleasure 
without desire or lust, making it distinct from the merely useful or necessary. 

• Beauty vs. Goodness: He distinguished beauty from goodness: the Good is always 
active (en praxei), while the Beautiful can exist in stillness (en akinetois). 

Beauty in Art and Poetry 

• Selective Imitation (Mimesis): Art should imitate reality, but selectively—
highlighting what is meaningful or harmonious. 

• Tragic Beauty: Though he didn’t explicitly define beauty in Poetics, Aristotle implied 
that tragedy’s emotional impact and structure contribute to its aesthetic value. 

• Psychological Dimension: He noted that a poem’s beauty depends on our ability to 
comprehend it as a whole—linking aesthetic experience to memory and cognition. 

Aristotle’s view of beauty is deeply tied to form, proportion, and clarity, but also to the 
pleasure of understanding. It’s not just about what looks good—it’s about what resonates 
with the mind and evokes admiration without possession 

Aristotle’s idea of beauty (to kalon) and his concept of moral strength (enkrateia) are more 
intertwined than they might seem at first glance. He didn’t treat beauty as merely 
aesthetic—it was also ethical and aspirational, a quality of character that could shine 
through virtuous action. 

 



Beauty as Moral Excellence 

• Aristotle often described virtuous actions as beautiful, not just good. 

• In Nicomachean Ethics, he used kalon to refer to noble, admirable deeds—those 
done for their own sake, not for reward. 

• A morally strong person, who resists temptation and chooses reason, acts in a way 
that is ethically beautiful. 

Strength as a Path to the Beautiful 

• Moral strength is the ability to overcome irrational desires and act according to 
reason. 

• Though not yet fully virtuous, the morally strong person is on the path to virtue—
and thus, to the beautiful life. 

• Aristotle’s “golden mean” connects both ideas: beauty and morality arise from 
balance and proportion, whether in character or in form 

The Kalon as a Motivator 

• Aristotle believed that people are drawn to the kalon—we admire it, aspire to it. 

• This admiration helps motivate morally strong individuals to persist in choosing the 
good, even when it’s difficult. 

• In this way, beauty isn’t superficial—it’s a moral beacon, guiding us toward 
excellence. 

Plato and Aristotle 

Plato and Aristotle both saw beauty (to kalon) as deeply connected to moral character—

but they approached it from radically different angles. Plato’s view is transcendent and 

metaphysical, while Aristotle’s is empirical and grounded in human experience. 

Plato: Beauty as a Gateway to the Divine 

• Transcendent Ideal: Beauty exists as an eternal Form—unchanging and perfect. 

Earthly beauty is just a shadow of this higher reality2. 

• Moral Ascent: In Symposium, Plato describes a “Ladder of Love” where one 

moves from physical attraction to love of the soul, then to laws and knowledge, 

and finally to the Form of Beauty itself. 



• Soul-Stirring Power: Beauty awakens the soul’s memory of the divine, inspiring 

a longing for truth and virtue. 

• Virtue Through Contemplation: Experiencing true beauty leads to philosophical 

reflection, which cultivates wisdom and moral excellence. 

Aristotle: Beauty as Ethical Clarity 

• Empirical Qualities: Beauty arises from order, proportion, and clarity—

qualities we can perceive and evaluate in the world4. 

• Moral Motivation: In Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle links beauty to noble action. 

The virtuous person acts not just rightly, but beautifully. 

• Character Development: Beauty is something the person of good character 

perceives clearly. It motivates right desire and right reason. 

• Virtue in Action: For Aristotle, beauty isn’t abstract—it’s visible in the harmony 

between reason and desire in a well-formed soul. 

Key Differences in Shaping Moral Character 

Aspect Plato Aristotle 

Source of Beauty Eternal Form Observable qualities 

Role in Ethics Inspires ascent to virtue Reflects virtue in action 

Moral Development Through contemplation Through habituation and choice 

Beauty’s Function Awakens soul to truth Guides and affirms moral judgment 

   

Plato’s beauty is a cosmic compass, pointing the soul toward the divine. Aristotle’s 

beauty is a moral mirror, reflecting the harmony of a well-ordered life. Both see it as 

essential to becoming good—but one starts in the heavens, the other in the heart. 

Kant 

• Disinterested Pleasure Kant argued that beauty gives us pleasure without desire. 
When we find something beautiful, we enjoy it simply for what it is—not because we 
want to possess it or use it. This “disinterestedness” is key to making a pure 
aesthetic judgment. 

• Subjective Yet Universal Although beauty is based on personal feeling, Kant 
believed that we speak with a “universal voice” when we call something beautiful. In 
other words, we expect others to agree—even though the judgment is rooted in our 
own experience. 



• Free Play of the Mind Beauty arises when our imagination and understanding are in 
harmony. This “free play” creates a sense of joy and order, even if we’re not 
consciously analyzing the object. 

• Beauty as a Symbol of Morality Kant saw a deep connection between beauty and 
ethics. He claimed that beauty symbolizes moral goodness because both involve 
freedom and harmony. Aesthetic experience, in this sense, prepares us for moral 
reflection. 

• Form Over Content Kant emphasized form—symmetry, proportion, and design—
over emotional or symbolic content. He believed that beauty lies in the structure of 
things, not in what they represent. 

   Bonus Concept: The Sublime 

Kant also explored the sublime, which is different from beauty. The sublime is what 
overwhelms us—like vast mountains or violent storms. It’s not pleasing in the usual sense, 
but it stirs awe and respect for the power of reason and human dignity. 

Kant’s view is a blend of psychology, philosophy, and ethics. It’s not just about what looks 
good—it’s about how beauty shapes our minds and moral sensibilities.  

Nietzsche 

• Beauty Is Human-Made Nietzsche rejected the idea of objective beauty. He argued 
that beauty doesn’t exist independently in the world—it’s something humans 
project onto things. As he put it: 

• Beauty as Self-Worship In Nietzsche’s view, when we call something beautiful, 
we’re often admiring a reflection of ourselves. 

• No ‘Beautiful in Itself’ He dismissed the Platonic idea of a transcendent, ideal form 
of beauty. For Nietzsche, there is no universal or eternal “beautiful”—only 
interpretations shaped by culture, emotion, and individual perspective. 

• Beauty Promises Happiness Nietzsche also suggested that beauty is experienced 
as beneficial—it “promises happiness.” This emotional response, especially in 
artists, can inspire gratitude and creative expression. 

• Aesthetic Experience Is Interested Unlike Kant’s “disinterested pleasure,” 
Nietzsche believed that aesthetic experience is deeply personal and driven by 
desire. We find things beautiful because they resonate with our needs, values, or 
aspirations. 



Nietzsche’s take is raw, psychological, and deeply human. He saw beauty not as a lofty 
ideal, but as a tool for self-expression, power, and even illusion. 

Nietzsche vs. Other Philosophers 

Plato Beauty is an eternal, ideal form 

Kant Beauty is disinterested and universal 

For Nietzsche , Beauty is subjective, self-reflective 

Mortimer Adler 

Mortimer J. Adler saw beauty as one of the six great ideas—alongside truth, goodness, 

liberty, equality, and justice—that shape human judgment and action. In his book Six 

Great Ideas, Adler treated beauty not just as an aesthetic experience, but as a 

fundamental value by which we evaluate the world. 

Adler’s Core View on Beauty 

• Judgment-Based Value: Beauty, like truth and goodness, is a standard we use 

to judge ideas, actions, and creations—not something we act upon directly. 

• Subjective vs. Objective: Adler acknowledged the tension between subjective 

taste and objective standards. While beauty often feels personal, he argued 

that it can be discussed rationally and philosophically. 

• Transcendental Quality: He placed beauty in the same category as truth and 

goodness—transcendental values that apply to all things in some measure. 

• Cultural Variation: Adler noted that perceptions of beauty vary across time and 

cultures, but this doesn’t mean beauty is purely relative. Instead, it invites deeper 

inquiry into why certain forms are admired. 

Beauty and Human Flourishing 

• Adler believed that understanding beauty is essential to living a fully human life. 

• He saw beauty as tied to enjoyment and aesthetics, but also to moral and 

intellectual development. 

• In his seminars, he emphasized that philosophy—and beauty—should be 

accessible to everyone, not just academics. 

 

 



 

 

 

 


