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Ø  Today we begin Unit 2 of the course, focused on Normative Ethics: 
the formulation of practical principles for how people should behave. 

•  (normative = concerning how things ideally should/ought to be,���
in contrast with descriptive = concerning how things actually are) 

 
 

The first ethical system we will consider this unit                                                    
is called virtue ethics. 
 

Aristotle (384-322 BCE) introduces the general principles of virtue ethics ���
in the first two books (i.e., chapters) of his work Nicomachean Ethics. 

 

 

–  Virtue ethics encourages to become good (virtuous) people, ���
or in other words, to develop excellent moral character, 

»  since it characterizes right actions as what good people do ���
and wrong actions as what bad people do. 

»  So, to understand what actions are right/wrong on this account, ���
we have to know what makes a person good/bad. 
•  We’ll learn how Aristotle uses an approach ���

called teleology to answer this question. 
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Aristotle begins by stating that since human action is incredibly complex, 
Ø we should only expect to be able to develop rough guidelines ���

for how to act rightly – not rigid laws. 
 

 

He writes: “Our discussion will be adequate                                            ���
if it has as much clearness as the subject-matter admits of”. 
 

•  “…noble & just [i.e., right] actions….exhibit much variety & fluctuation…  

–  We must be content, then, in speaking of such subjects                                ���
and with such premises to indicate the truth roughly and in outline, ���
…speaking about things which are only for the most part true...” 

Ø He believes that we cannot hope to make any universal, infallible 
statements about the right way to act: at best we can say ���
what will be right most of the time, in most circumstances. 

 

–  “In the same spirit, therefore, should each type of statement be received; ���
for it is the mark of an educated man to look for precision in each ���
class of things just so far as the nature of the subject admits.” (I.3) 

–  What he says about ethics should be read as an attempt to say      ���
 only what is generally true – not what is true without exception. 

»  In contrast, other systems of normative ethics propose ���
rigid, incontrovertible rules for how we should act.  3	  



To understand Aristotelian ethics, we must understand his ���
teleological approach to explaining how living things behave. 

Ø  telos (Greek) = end, aim, final purpose, ultimate goal/objective 

–  According to Aristotelian teleology, anything which undergoes 
change throughout its existence is developing toward its telos. 

•  Everything a living organism does is done ���
in order to actualize its telos (transform potential into reality): ���
to become what it is supposed to be, to realize its true purpose. 

–  E.g., an acorn’s actions allow it to become a glorious oak tree: ���
a caterpillar’s life purpose ���
is to develop into a butterfly. 

 
 
 

Ø   Aristotle believes human life must have a telos, too. 

•  Presumably, the best way for a person to act will allow him/her ���
to fully achieve the final objective of human life, 

»  so knowing the telos of human life                                    
should help us determine the ideal way for humans to act. f4 



•  Aristotle starts by identifying “the good” as the telos of all human action. 
 

–  “…every action & choice, is thought to aim at some good;  
•  and for this reason the good has rightly been declared to be                             

that at which all [of our deliberate actions] aim.” (I.1) 
 
 

But he wants to identify “the highest of all goods achievable by action” (I.4),���
since the best way for humans to act aims at achieving the highest good possible. 

 He reasons that: 

–  “If…there is some end of the things we do, which we desire                  
for its own sake (everything else being desired for the sake of this), 

» …clearly this must be…the chief good.”  
 

 He asks (rhetorically): 
 

•  “Will not the knowledge of [the highest good],                                           
then, have a great influence on life?  
•  Shall we not, like archers ���

who have a mark to aim at, ���
be more likely to hit upon what is right?” (I.2) 
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Aristotle reasons about “the highest good achievable by human action”: 

•  The final end of all our actions must be something that is                       ���
 “always desirable in itself and never for the sake of something else,” 

–  (because if the end of our actions was good for the sake of something else, ���
then it wouldn’t be the ultimate goal of our strivings at all,���
and if our strivings have no ultimate goal, then they would be pointless.) 

•  …such a thing eudaimonia, above all else, is held to be;                                ���
for this we choose always for itself & never for the sake of something else. 

Eudaimonia translates to flourishing, well-being, ���
having a life truly worth living. 

•  Some scholars translate eudaimonia as happiness – but this can be 
misleading because it involves more than pleasant feelings, as we will see.) 

 

•  …honor, pleasure, reason, & every virtue we choose indeed for themselves… 

–  but we choose them also for the sake of eudaimonia,                                     
judging that through them we shall be happy.  

•  Eudaimonia, on the other hand, no one chooses for the sake ���
of these, nor, in general, for anything other than itself. . . . 

»  Eudaimonia, then, is…the end [goal] of action.” (I.7) 6	  



But what is eudaimonia, really? What does it mean to have a live worth living? 
 

•  Aristotle answers this question by appealing to the function of human life:  

–  “…[Since] for all things that have a function or activity, the good…is thought ���
to reside in the function, so would it seem to be for man, if he has a function. 

 

 

Ø “What then can this [function of human life] be?“ 

»  He rules out some potential functions that are                                            
not specific to humans, but instead shared with other beings: 

•  “Life seems to belong even to plants,                                                    
but we are seeking what is [unique] to man.                                         
Let us exclude, therefore, the life of nutrition & growth. 

•  Next there would be a life of perception, but it also seems 
to be shared even by the horse, the ox, and every animal.  

Ø The only potential function left, which is unique to humans,                          
is “an active life of the element [of man] that has reason.” 

•  Aristotle concludes: “…the function of man                        ���
is an activity…which follows or implies reason.” 
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•  “Now if the function of man is an activity of soul                                         ���
which follows or implies reason,” Aristotle continues,  

–  “the function of a good man [must] be                                                       
the good & noble performance of these” activities of reason. 

 Summary of Aristotle’s reasoning so far: 
 

 

1)   The best way for humans to act ���
 aims at the highest good achievable by human action. 

2)   Eudaimonia is the highest good achievable by human action. 
3)   The highest good achievable by human action ���

 fully satisfies the function of human life. 
4)   The function of human life is the use of reason. 

5)   The best way for humans to act aims at eudaimonia, ���
 which is the full satisfaction of the function of human life, ���
 i.e., the best possible use of reason. 

»  Aristotle’s reasoning supports the normative conclusion that ���
we should cultivate our powers of reasoning ���
if we truly want to have a life worth living. 8	  



Aristotle expands upon his definition of eudaimonia: 

•  “…[since] any action is well-performed when it is                                                              
performed in accordance with the appropriate virtue…” 

Ø  “…[then eudaimonia] turns out to be activity ���
of [the rational part of our] soul exhibiting virtue, 

–  …but we must add ‘in a complete life’ …one day,                                    
or a short time, does not make a man blessed & happy.” (I.7) 

5)  The best way for humans to act aims at eudaimonia ���
which is the full satisfaction of the function of human life, ���
i.e., the best possible use of reason. 

6)  The best possible way of doing anything is virtuous. 

7)  Therefore, eudaimonia is the virtuous use of reason 
(throughout one’s whole lifetime). 

 

Ø  But what does any of this have to do with ethics? 
•  Aristotle’s ethical theory emerges from his account of moral virtues. 
–  A virtuous person uses their reason to figure out what is morally best ���

in each and every situation they confront. 
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A virtue is a disposition or tendency to do something well. 

–  Aristotle believes that moral virtue – the disposition to do ���
the right thing ethically -  “comes about as a result of habit” (II.1)  

 

He contends that “none of the moral virtues arises in us by nature”: ���
no one is born virtuous; we only become morally virtuous through our actions.  

…[T]he [moral] virtues we get by first exercising them,                     
as also happens in the case of the arts”: 

 

•  just as “men become builders by building              ���
and lyre-players by playing the lyre;  

•  so too we become just by doing just acts,       ���
temperate by doing temperate acts,                            
brave by doing brave acts. 

 

•  …This is confirmed by what happens in states;                 
for legislators make the citizens good                                
by forming habits in them” (II.1) 

•  So, repeatedly doing the right thing at the right time makes us morally virtuous, 
–  and once we’re virtuous, doing the right thing is an ingrained disposition. 10	  



•  On Aristotle’s view, doing the right thing is a practical skill,���
which becomes a habit if we do it consistently enough. 

Every interaction with other people is a chance                        ���
to hone our skill of acting virtuously. 

–  “…by doing the acts that we do in our transactions             ���
with other men we become just or unjust, 

–  and by doing the acts that we do in the presence of danger, ���
and by being habituated to feel fear or confidence,               ���
we become brave or cowardly.  

–  The same is true of appetites and feelings of anger;  
•  some men become temperate & good-tempered,       ���

others self-indulgent & irascible, by behaving in one way ���
or the other in the appropriate circumstances.” (II.1) 

»  So, it’s not enough just to have good intentions,                 ���
 or to understand what you ought to do, 

Ø We develop good moral character only by                     
actually doing what is right when opportunity arises. 
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Moreover, Aristotle thinks that to be truly virtuous, ���
it isn’t even enough to do the right thing –  

Ø  you also have to enjoy it (& not enjoy doing wrong). 

•  “We must take as a sign of states of character                                 
the pleasure or pain that [result from] acts; 

–  for the man who abstains from bodily pleasures                       
and delights in this very fact is temperate, ���
while the man who is annoyed at it is self-indulgent,  

–  and he who stands his ground against things that are        
terrible & delights in this or at least is not pained is brave, ���
while the man who is pained is a coward.” 

He concludes that:  
 

Ø  “[someone with] virtue tends to do                                   
what is best with regard to pleasures and pains, ���
and [someone with] vice does the contrary.” (II.3) 

•  Do you agree with Aristotle that you haven’t done ���
the right thing unless you were happy to do it? 
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Ø  Since virtue has to do with regulating our pleasure & pain, ���
Aristotle thinks that moral education must begin at an early age. 

“It is very important “whether we form habits of one kind                
or of another from our very youth.” (II.1) 

•  It’s easy to do the right thing if we are trained to do so from a young age. 

–  We must also learn early in life to take pleasure in doing good things 
and find it painful to do wrong. 

•  He notes that our habits with respect to pain & pleasure        
“have grown up with us all from our infancy;  
–  this is why it is difficult to rub off this passion,               

engrained as it is in our life.” (II.3) 

»  In other words, it’s hard to train yourself out of     
enjoying something bad or disliking doing good. 

»  It’s best that we learn to enjoy the good                            
and dislike the bad from the start. 

 

 

•  “Hence we ought to have been brought up in a particular way               
from our very youth, as Plato says, so as both to delight in and                
to be pained by the things that we ought; this is the right education.”  
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Aristotle suggests a general guideline for determining ���
what character traits / dispositions are virtuous: 
•  virtues represent the golden mean ���

(the average, midpoint) between two extremes: ���
an excess (too much) & a deficiency (too little). 

–  He draws this conclusion by noting that ���
most things that are good for us are best in moderation: 

•  E.g., “drink or food which is above or below a certain amount ���
destroys the health, while that which is proportionate [to our needs]     ���
produces and increases and preserves it.” 

–  Too much or too little food/drink/sleep/studying/partying is bad: ���
but an intermediate amount is good for you. 

•  Aristotle reasons: “So too is it, then, ���
in the case of temperance & courage ���
and the other virtues… 
•  temperance and courage, then, ���

are destroyed by excess and defect, ���
and preserved by the mean.” 
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Every Aristotelian moral virtue is an intermediate between extremes. 
 

Ø  E.g., Courage is the intermediate between fearing everything & fearing nothing: 

–  “…the man who flies from and fears everything and                           
does not stand his ground against anything becomes a coward, ���
and the man who fears nothing at all but goes to meet every danger 
becomes rash,  

»  …[but] by being habituated to despise things that are fearful        
and to stand our ground against them we become brave,  
•  and it is when we have become so that we shall be             

most able to stand our ground against them.” 

Ø  Temperance is the intermediate between enjoying too much pleasure              
and not enjoying enough pleasure. 

–  “…the man who indulges in every pleasure and abstains from none 
becomes self-indulgent, while the man who shuns every pleasure…
becomes in a way insensible...  

»  …[but] by abstaining from [most, but not all] pleasures                     
we become temperate,  
•  and it is when we have become so that                                            

we are most able to abstain from them” (II.2) 15	  
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According to Aristotle, 
•  doing the right thing is like sailing the middle path between two evils. 
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Everything in the middle column is an Aristotelian virtue,  
while both the Excesses & Deficiencies are vices. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Ø  Do you agree with his list? 



Acting ethically uses our reason because it requires deliberation & discretion. 
 

»  “…to what point and to what extent a man must deviate            
[from the mean] before he becomes blameworthy                         
it is not easy to determine by reasoning,  
•  such things depend on particular facts, and the decision rests 

with perception” of the situation, & judgment of what’s best 
for those particular circumstances (II.9) 

Ø  Ethical decision-making gets easier if we establish a habit of aiming at the mean. 

–  Even so, we ought to expect that                                                                          
we will occasionally err on the side of excess or deficiency: 

•  “the intermediate state is in all things to be praised,  
–  but…we must incline sometimes towards the excess,                  

sometimes towards the deficiency; ���
for so shall we most easily hit the intermediate and what is right.”  

Ø  So on Aristotle’s account, you don’t have to do the exact right thing ���
every time in order to be a virtuous person. 

–  You just have to be the kind of person who always aims to do the right thing, ���
and who pays attention to the demands of particular cases. 18"	  



In general, Aristotle thinks there aren’t hard-and-fast rules                                    
which tell us the right way to act in a certain situation. 

Ø …but there are a few things he is sure are never right. 

•   “not every action nor every passion admits of a mean; 
–  … some actions have names that already imply badness,  

»  e.g. spite, shamelessness, envy,                                           
and in the case of actions adultery, theft, murder;  

–  for all of these and such like things imply by their names          
that they are themselves bad, and not the                              
excesses or deficiencies of them.  

Ø It is not possible, then, ever to be right with regard to them; ���
one must always be wrong” [in doing any of these]. (II.6) 

–  E.g., there is no such thing as “committing adultery with           
the right woman, at the right time, and in the right way, ���
but simply to do [commit adultery at all] is to go wrong.” 

This complicates his ethical account: 
•  Along with following the guideline to always aim for the mean, ���

you must also know & follow some rules like “murder is always wrong”. 19	  


