
 

 

 

Abstract—Aristotle, in his discussion of the different kinds of 

men or attitudes of men in relation to ethical dilemmas, draws a 

distinction among at least four kinds: the sophron, the enkrates, the 

akrates, and the self-indulgent man. The sophron is the self-

controlled man, according to Aristotle. He is one who deliberates in 

every situation he gets into, and follows the dictates of reason. The 

enkrates, on the other hand, is just as aware as the sophron; but 

unlike the self-controlled man, is attracted to what is already beyond 

his nature and limits. He is however, able to resist temptation and still 

follows reason.  

The last two, the concern of the investigation in this paper, are 

those who ignore the call of reason. The akrates, just like the 

enkrates, is fully aware of his options, the voice of reason and the 

invite of passion. Unlike the former though, an akrates tends away 

from reason. He is a tempted man, just like the enkrates; but unlike 

the former, he succumbs to seduction and morally fails to do what is 

right. The last is what is called the self-indulgent man. A self-

indulgent man is one who is not aware of what reason tells him to do. 

He goes on to do what he “feels” will make him happy, without 

proper deliberation. 

A famous adage goes that “Ignorance is a bliss.” This bliss is what 

a self-indulgent man enjoys. Employing textual and philosophical 

analysis of Aristotle‟s and related texts, this paper will examine why 

being morally weak is a still a preferable disposition of the soul 

compared to being ignorant; thus, self-indulgent.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 

OR an agent of choice, his preference is always an 

indication of primacy among the other options. Let me 

start this paper by stating the reason behind my choice of 

topic. The question of what would I rather be (if I had to be 

one or the other): a morally weak person (akrates) or a self-

indulgent one, appeals to because of two reasons. First, 

although not necessarily the more important between these 

two, the question solicits a personal position, allowing me to 

put forth the products of my own contemplation, rather than 

just reinterpreting, if not reechoing what Aristotle‟s position is 

on the matter. Aristotle agrees that ethics is to be dealt with, 

learned, and taught not for theoretical purposes but more than 

anything else, for the student to be good. Aristotle puts it more 

accurately when he says, “The purpose of the present study is 

not, as it is in other inquiries, the attainment  
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of theoretical knowledge: we are not conducting this inquiry in 

order to know what virtue is, but in order to become good, else 

 
 

there would be no advantage in studying it [1].” Responding to 

this question, to me, seems to actualize what Aristotle has in 

mind for students of ethics. To regularly deliberate about one‟s 

own life and the ethical conundrums he faces is the only way 

by which one acquires a fuller grasp of ethics. The second 

reason for my choice of this question and I suppose is the more 

important between my two considerations is the timelessness 

of the question at hand. Time and time again, people, myself 

included, face ethical dilemmas that challenge the very notion 

of deliberation in action. I have had experiences of dealing 

with people who, rather than thinking about their moral 

puzzles, resort to following the epicurean decree of hedonism 

and simply going with “what they feel like is right” and “what 

will make them happy.” I have had friends who‟d just heed 

“what their hearts tell them”, referring to what their passions 

urge them to do, rather than undergo the Aristotelian advice of 

contemplation before action. Worse, I may have encountered 

those who declare, oftentimes weirdly enough, with bravado, 

that ignorance is a bliss and thus, over-thinking about moral 

matters is useless worrying. Life is short, according to them, so 

one might as well pursue what he „feels‟ will make him happy. 

This is odd for me because what happiness and right is does 

not seem to be compatible with the idea of mindless action. In 

my own life, there have been times when I failed to do what is 

right, but I have been an “over-thinker” ever since, if that is 

how some people brand people like me who try to deliberate 

before acting. There might have been days when I also had to 

cram requirements for school or at work because I failed to 

pay attention to the voice of reason telling me what to 

prioritize. Despite this, I‟ve always been a firm believer in 

thinking through actions especially when I know I‟ve erred in 

the past because of my lack of reflection. The inquiry that I am 

about to struggle with in this paper is therefore, true to the 

Aristotelian ideals, a challenge to my own attempt at living a 

good life and at the same time, a clarification to one of the 

most pressing problems this generation also faces, whether it is 

better to be a man who knows what is right and fails, or a man 

who does not concern himself with what is right and 

obviously, as a result, fails morally. 

 There is a famous fable that is usually attributed to Aesop. 

A number of versions in different cultures also appear. Let me 

briefly retell here the story of the boy and the filberts. The 

story goes that there was a boy who put his hand into a 

container full of filberts. He tried to get as many filberts as he 

could and so when he pulled out his hand from the container, 

the narrow neck of the container prevented him from taking 

out his hand. He was so frustrated because of his dilemma: he 

wanted to withdraw his hand from the container yet doing so 

required him to let go of his filberts, something he wasn‟t 

willing to do. There was a bystander who saw him and advised 
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him, “let go of half of the filberts and you will be able to take 

out your hand from the container.” 

 

II. ARISTOTLE‟S FOUR KINDS OF MEN 

 I didn‟t know how the story ended, but I will employ it to 

characterize the four kinds of men that Aristotle generously 

talks about in Nicomachean Ethics, the four kinds of attitudes 

that are relevant to the present inquiry. After this preliminary 

elucidation, I will zoom in on the problem that this paper will 

try to address. Aristotle, in his discussion of the different kinds 

of men or attitudes of men in relation to ethical dilemmas, 

draws a distinction among at least four kinds: the sophron, the 

enkrates, the akrates, and the self-indulgent man. The 

sophron, using the story above, will probably know just how 

much filbert he needs and thus will not take too many as not to 

be able to withdraw his hand from the container. He is the self-

controlled man, according to Aristotle. He is one who 

deliberates in every situation he gets into, and follows the 

dictates of reason. He is aware of his limits and nature and will 

never want to do what he knows is contrary to his limits and 

nature, what he can and should do.  The enkrates, on the other 

hand, is just as aware as the sophron; but unlike the self-

controlled man, is attracted to what is already beyond his 

nature and limits. Just like the morally weak man, he is 

someone who also finds pleasure in something that violates the 

dictates of reason. He is however, able to resist temptation and 

still follows reason. Had the boy been an enkrates, he would 

feel like getting more than what he needed. The idea of having 

more filberts will be appealing to him; but in the end, he‟ll do 

what he thinks is right and just acquire what is enough. Moral 

struggle will be present for him but in the end, the enkrates 

emerges victorious. He is therefore the morally strong man. 

These two, the sophron and the enkrates are ethically laudable 

because they heed the voice of reason, despite the second one 

having to struggle first. The last two, the concern of the 

investigation in this paper, are those who ignore the call of 

reason. The akrates, just like the enkrates, is fully aware of his 

options, the voice of reason and the invite of passion. Unlike 

the former though, an akrates tends away from reason. The 

akrates in the story is one who, although aware of his capacity, 

of what he just needs, gives in to the tempation of having more 

than enough filberts. He still attempts to get as many filberts 

and as a result, fails to withdraw his hand from the container. 

The akrates regrets his decision and his failure to do what is 

right. He is a tempted man, just like the enkrates; but unlike 

the former, he succumbs to seduction and morally fails to do 

what is right. This giving in to desire makes him a morally 

weak man: a man who cannot stand up to the lure of 

inclinations. The last is what is called the self-indulgent man. 

A self-indulgent man, in the story, is one who is not aware of 

what reason tells him to do. He goes on to do what he “feels” 

will make him happy, without proper deliberation. He will 

accumulate as many filberts as his hand will allow him because 

he does not even know what is enough and what his nature 

allows. He will fail to withdraw his hand, but he will not regret 

because in the first place, he doesn‟t know that what he did 

was wrong. Sustaining the illustration in the fable, I surmise 

the self-indulgent man might even blame the container for his 

failure to accomplish what he wants. He will not blame himself 

for he is not aware, due to lack of reflection, of his own moral 

blunder.  

Although the aim of a moral life is mastery of reason over 

passion, experience tells us how rampant the opposite happens 

in daily life: how unsound moral decisions are made either 

knowingly or unknowingly — how most of us listen to appetite 

more than to reason. I will therefore focus on the two kinds of 

person who make wrong moral decisions: the akrates and the 

self-indulgent man. I defend the position that an akrates is 

better than a self-indulgent man and that if I had to choose 

between the two, I‟d rather be akratic than indulgent. In what 

follows, I will carefully compare and contrast the two kinds of 

person, the akrates and the self-indulgent man, in order to 

yield a picture of which is preferable. 

III. THE AKRATES AND THE SELF-INDULGENT MAN 

In terms of action, the akrates and the self-indulgent man 

both perform what is base and what is contrary to reason. Both 

pursue things that are pleasant to the body. It is therefore 

apparent that neither of the two lives the truly good life. If 

ethics‟ aim is to bring into center the wholeness of human 

excellence in the activity of deliberation that unites desire, 

appetite, and pleasure with reason, neither of the two 

tendencies, being akratic and self-indulgent are recommended 

aims. Choosing between the two is like choosing the lesser 

evil. Selecting one is like avoiding the worse moral position.  

 Although both compliant to temptation, the akrates and the 

self-indulgent man differ in the manner by which they yield to 

temptation. “A self-indulgent person is led on by his own 

choice, since he believes that he should always pursue the 

pleasure of the moment. A morally weak man, on the other 

hand, does not think he should but pursues it nonetheless [2].” 

One of my worst battles with akrasia involves my need for 

physical activities and exercises. I am fully aware of the 

body‟s need to sometimes, if not frequently, move, burn 

calories, and expel wastes. But in the same degree that I know 

this fact, I also hate engaging in any physical activity. For my 

undergraduate required physical education classes, I chose to 

enroll in a scrabble class, a PE 1 lecture class, duckpin 

bowling, and ten-pin bowling. As I get older, my metabolism 

seems to be getting much slower. I have long been advised by 

my doctors to at least take a walk around the UP campus from 

time-to-time. Knowing this, I try to walk or ride the bike 

especially when the weather cooperates (like these past 

weeks). There are days when I literally drag myself to take a 

walk and win against the temptation to just drive or ride a 

jeepney or a cab. Life would have been a lot easier if I just 

give in to my appetite, to my perennial desire for comfort, but 

I know what is right and what I am supposed to do. Some days, 

the slothful „me‟ wins. Some days, reason reigns. In essence, 

on my days of defeat, I become an akrates but not a self-

indulgent man. Awareness of what is right but not supporting 

knowledge with action makes me an akrates. Knowing that I 

sometimes fail prepares me better each time and allows me to 

focus my attention in getting the right action done next time. 

 We can also compare the akrates and the self-indulgent man 

in terms of their reasoning. The morally weak man acts under 
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the influence of some kind of reasoning and opinion, an 

opinion which is not intrinsically but only incidentally opposed 

to right reason. The self-indulgent man acts under the 

influence of appetite, that which is directly opposed to reason. 

Anita Rani‟s BBC documentary entitled “World‟s Busiest 

Maternity Ward” showed me in shocking proportion the 

problem of overpopulation in the country. It is hard to grasp 

why seemingly, the socio-economic status of Filipinos is 

inversely proportional with the number of kids they produce. 

The poor tend to birth more kids, while the rich tend to curtail 

the number of offsprings they have. I am aware that 

overpopulation, its dynamics and issues cannot be discussed in 

a single paragraph, more so, if only to illustrate a single point 

in this paper. However, I‟d like to focus on what I reckon as a 

possible case of either self-indulgence or akrasia among most 

poor Filipinos. I do not understand why some Filipinos, having 

full knowledge of the difficulty involved in raising more kids, 

do not plan out their families. Corruption in the government 

and failed implementation of reproductive projects aside, why 

are families as big as that one featured in the documentary 

continue to reproduce? What kind of reasoning is involved 

here, if at all there is? Suppose the universal premise that 

producing more children beyond one‟s means is not right 

because it leads to a harder, poorer life, not just for oneself but 

for a future offspring, has been established and accepted as 

true, why then would a person still neglect this reasoning and 

go on reproducing? I do not personally think that most 

Filipinos are indulgent in the Aristotelian sense, acting on 

appetite beyond reason, copulating like dogs without thinking 

of the future of their future kids. The BBC documentary 

showed me, among other bases, that Filipinos also think for 

their future. I suppose this is another case of akrasia—one that 

is caused by some form of opinion that is not directly opposed 

to right reasoning, like appetite. Probably, these Filipinos are 

aware of the general premise mentioned above but are 

sometimes misled in individual cases (i.e. Another child will 

not hurt, “This-should-be-the-last-child idea,” or This child 

might be the „swerte‟ or lucky child). 

Another point of comparison between the morally weak and 

the self-indulgent is in terms of regret. The self-indulgent man 

is one who feels no regret since he abides by the choice he has 

made. A morally weak feels regret after realizing he failed to 

follow the dictates of reason. In this regard, I remember one 

former First Lady of the Philippines known for her amassing a 

huge number of shoes during her time in power. In one 

documentary I have seen online through the website youtube, 

she was interviewed and asked whether or not there was any 

regret in any decision they (her husband and she) have made 

during their time in palace. To this, she replied in the negative. 

There was not any trace of regret. In fact, she was too proud of 

what they have „achieved‟ when her husband, the late 

president, was still in power. All the bad things people hurled 

against them, to her, were misinterpration and 

misrepresentation of what actually happened. They were good 

people, she said. They made the Philippines better. But how in 

the world is accumulation of so many shoes good for the 

Philippines? How is an ostentatious life of party and gold good 

for this country? This is probably a good example of self-

indulgence. Not sensible to reason, the self-indulgent man 

never regrets. This is in binary opposition to an akrates. Aware 

of his mistake, of his weakness, he regrets his wrong decision 

and hopefully resolves to be better. 

Connected with the last point is the difference between the 

akrates and the self-indulgent man‟s mode of choice. The 

morally weak man violates choice, whereas the self-indulgent 

man whose acts are vicious always pursue acts in accordance 

with choice. To the morally weak man, regret is expected 

because he isn‟t able to do what his choice of action is. He 

makes the right decision but pursues an erroneous action. This 

inconsistency between his choice and action leads him to 

regret. The self-indulgent man, on the other hand, whom I‟ve 

stated never regrets, does so because his choice is always 

compatible with his action. His wrong action is brought about 

by his wrong moral choice. 

Likewise, a morally weak man is a kind of person who 

pursues bodily pleasures to excess and contrary to right reason, 

though he is not convinced (that he ought to do so); the self-

indulgent, unlike the other, is persuaded to pursue them 

because he is the kind of man who does so. The past week 

bombarded Philippine news (and by extension forced itself 

upon us) with a supposed planned extortion against a 

Philippine TV celebrity(?). One version shows the said 

celebrity crying foul and exposing the vile attempt of a few 

people to extort money from him by fabricating a story of him 

trying to rape a woman inside her own apartment. There is one 

angle, one part of the story never exposed or magnified by 

commentators that interests me as a student of ethics. Why did 

the celebrity go to the apartment of the woman again? The two 

camps never agreed in most of their versions of the story. But 

they did agree on one thing, that the celebrity and the 

supposedly, raped victim just met two years ago. The celebrity 

got her number. They talked and communicated for sometime 

through texting and sending messages via the social media 

platform, facebook. They stopped for some time. And this 

year, they rekindled the supposed „friedship‟. Why would a 

man go to a single lady‟s flat alone again when obviously, they 

are not long-time friends? Is this a case of a man trying to woo 

another woman when he already, by his own admission, has a 

girlfriend? His acknowledgement that his girlfriend has been 

so good and forgiving to him regardless of what he did seems 

to confirm my suspicion that what spurred this whole 

hullabaloo is a case of a man who knows he should no longer 

be dating someone else but he did anyway. My point, he is an 

akrates. 

Moreover, a self-indulgent man is not aware of his vice but 

an akrates knows his weakness. Dr. Piers Steel, an industrial-

organizational psychologist, in his brief history of 

procrastination [3], mentions Aristotle. He says:  
 

Another notable Greek reference to this trait is found in the 

work of the philosopher Aristotle, who wrote much of his 

Nicomachean Ethics on the weakness of the will, what the 

Greeks called akrasia. Specifically, Aristotle discusses a form 

of akrasia called malakia, which is not doing something that 

you know you should (clearly, procrastination).  
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I have read Dr. Steels‟ book because his supposed 

specialization, procrastination, is one of my Achilles' heels. I 

have a tendency to take on so many things, procrastinate, and 

eventually see myself having to rush things up until the last 

minute. I see myself staying up late watching my favorite 

television series or movies instead of going to bed. I have long 

known this problem of mine and have been firm in doing 

something about this. This makes me an akrates. This paper, 

for example, is an achievement against akrasia, as I finished 

this well before the deadline. This kind of awareness is 

probably not available to a self-indulgent who thinks 

procrastination is normal.   

Indeed, as a final point, a self-indulgent man cannot be 

cured but a morally weak person can be cured. The morally 

weak man can be cured because he seeks cure. He knows he is 

sick. Death is something that we all anticipate but is not 

excited about. I think, there is also death in the form of one‟s 

moral decay. When one person has plunged completely into 

the sea of immoral behavior and he doesn‟t even want to be 

rescued because he doesn‟t know that he is dying, there‟s no 

more hope. A self-indulgent man is like that. In his ignorance 

of what is reasonable, in his continuous clinging on to the 

appetite, the self-indulgent man brings himself closer to a 

moral death every time he commits a moral mistake. In the 

end, this is why I‟d rather be an akrates. An akrates is aware 

of what is right and wrong. He might be not as steadfast as a 

morally strong person or enkrates, but he is getting there.  

IV. CONCLUSION 

Sustaining the medical metaphor, the sophron is one who is 

completely healthy. He knows the right habits, the right steps 

to take to maintain good health. He is never attracted to 

anything that promises temporal pleasure yet in the end, causes 

sickness and death. The enkrates, on the other hand, is 

attracted to worldly habits. The thought of doing pleasurable 

acts that might actually be harmful to him is appealing too. But 

then, he is unfaltering. His constrant deliberation takes him 

beside reason. Reason never leaves him. Indeed, although he 

struggles; in the end, he wins. The akrates just like the 

enkrates, because of constant deliberation and contemplation, 

is fully aware and mindful of wrong and right. He chooses 

what is right but then, aware of his weakness, he gives in to 

temptation and pursues bodily pleasures against his better 

choice, resulting inevitably to regret. He struggles, but he 

loses. He is like a sick man because of his constant failure to 

do what is right; but he does not give up. He is pained but he 

still continues his treatment because he doesn‟t want to 

surrender to death. It is because of this that I‟d rather be an 

akrates than a self-indulgent man—a man who doesn‟t even 

deliberate thus not knowing what is right; he chooses what is 

vicious precisely because he is not aware of its nature; he 

therefore does not regret. He dies. The self-indulgent man 

welcomes moral death with embrace, but not because he likes 

it but precisely because he is not aware of what death is. 

Some people would say, the modern-day epicureans among 

us, for example, that there‟s nothing wrong with pursuing 

pleasure to the extreme. What is wrong with partying all-

night? What‟s wrong with excessive shopping? With using up 

your month‟s salary in a night of fun? There is no need to think 

about these actions because they are mere enjoyment and fun. 

But if they are, why do some people regret splurging and 

shopping, using up a month‟s salary all in a day? Why do some 

people wake up after a night‟s drinking spree, while nursing a 

hang-over, and regret everything that happened the night 

before? Probably, a self-indulgent man does not just want to 

struggle. He doesn‟t want the pain that comes with knowing he 

is wrong. With this resignation, he dies morally. As for me, I‟d 

rather regret from time-to-time, promise to do better each time, 

and continue to live. To the self-indulgent who carries the 

epicurean mantra of “Drink, be merry, for tomorrow you might 

die, “ I say what an akrates would, “Tomorrow‟s another day.”  
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