 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Aristotle’s Ethics


Every practical art, craft, or discipline has an object or goal that is considered to be good.  Medicine aims at health, military science aims at victory, and business aims at making money.  Every action chosen in a craft is chosen for the sake of the goal or good.  When you as a craftsperson make a choice in your craft you hope some good will result. Thus, for example, every business decision the businessperson makes is made so that the business will make money – at least that is the aim. Right at the beginning we have to note Aristotle’s distinction between theoretical and practical science. A theoretical science like physics for example seeks to discover a law of nature that is unchanging. A mathematician seeks the unchanging answer to an equation. However, a practical science seeks the correct method or means to accomplish a goal. While the goal is unchanging in a particular discipline, the means and methods can change constantly depending on the circumstances. If you had a serious medical condition and your doctor recommended voodoo or bloodletting you would hopefully find another doctor (unless of course you go in for that sort of thing).  The horse drawn carriage was a hot ticket business in the 18th century, but today outside of Amish Country not so much. We might want to place ethics in the category of theoretical disciplines because it is customary to think that ethics is concerned with deciding on the correct set of moral absolutes, perhaps thinking of the 10 commandments as the exemplar of this ethical genre. However, Aristotle (like Plato and Socrates) does not see ethics as a theoretical science. Being moral is a practical matter in which the person is concerned with discovering the correct means or method for achieving the good life. Aristotle’s aim in the Nicomachean Ethics is taking the reader through a step by step analysis of how to form that plan. A word of warning: it is well said that Aristotle is a great talker but a lousy listener. Aristotle develops the topic in his particular style using a deductive approach – by going from general definitions to specific concerns. Aristotle was justly proud of his inventions of deductive logic (a sufficient achievement to put him in the Pantheon) and scientific method; so I doubt he would have been responsive to stylistic criticism. (Repeat: We are not worthy – accompany with obsequious gestures, remembering that you are in really good company.)

Now if ethics is a practical science then it must have an absolutely uncontroversial goal – like business has the unquestioned aim of making money. The way we find this goal in any craft is to find that object in the discipline that we want only for its own sake and for which everything else in that discipline is done. For medicine that ultimate object is the health of the patient. But Aristotle argues that for the life of the human being the ultimate object is the good life or eudaemonia – loosely translated as Happiness, as we saw with Plato.  Everything we choose in life – career, spouse, hobby, where we live, etc., is chosen because we think it will make us happy. Remember that happiness here describes not just a transitory feeling, but is best seen as indicating the achievement of well-being over a complete life.

Aristotle thinks the above point is your basic no-brainer, having already been established by Socrates and Plato and completely absorbed by his intended audience of philosophically inclined young aristocrats. Aristotle then launches into a perfunctory presentation of the specifics of the above idea, first dispatching unworthy accounts of the criterion for happiness. Usually people think of happiness in terms of pleasure, honor, or money.  Pleasure, although important, is insufficient as the sole object for a person’s life.  When the feeling of pleasure accompanies an activity or object, that activity’s or object’s desirability is increased.  The pleasure itself is not considered to be the sole good or the only reason in pursuing an activity. So if you conclude a successful business deal that made your company a pile of money, you would probably feel good. But if you just wanted to feel good you could have a couple of Martinis. The important point of the process was the deal – the good feeling was a nice addition.  To dedicate one’s life to pleasure simply ignores what is really leads to success in life and devalues what leads to success: the intellect and the higher emotions. People that for example produce great art, brilliant science, and political success are pursuing much more than good feelings. The pleasure seeker has not risen above the life of an animal.  Neither is honor sufficient as the sole human pursuit.  If you are going to dedicate your life to a particular good it should be something that cannot be easily taken from you. The public bestows honors, and the public, being fickle, can easily take them away.  Wealth is often seen as the ultimate source of happiness. Money obviously contributes to happiness, but it is only a means to an end, never an end itself. We can only pity the person like Scrooge who has boatloads of cash, yet lives alone in relative squalor, not enjoying a ‘brass farthing’ of his wealth.  

In a very controversial passage Aristotle argues that The Platonic Form of the Good is likewise insufficient as the sole pursuit for human beings. Aristotle’s argument presents us with many difficulties that have occupied scholars for centuries. Chief among them is whether Aristotle is criticizing Plato, whom he never names directly, or a particular interpretation of Plato – offered by the Platonists. The treatment of this central notion of Plato’s philosophy is brief and unfortunately unenlightening considering that Aristotle spent 20 years with Plato and thy surely must have had multiple discussions on this point. Aristotle’s major criticism of the Theory of Forms offered here is the so called ‘third man’ argument, which incidentally Plato himself considered in his dialogue Parmenides. To say scholars are ‘divided’ on the meaning of Plato’s Parmenides is like saying your left foot and mars are ‘not all that close’. The situation is not much better with Aristotle’s ‘third man.’


Basically Aristotle argues that even if Plato’s theory were true it would not add much to our knowledge of the universe at large. Let’s say Plato is correct and there is a separately existing Form of ‘Man’ to which each individual man belongs. That would mean that there is a relationship between individuals and the Form and so there must be an additional form- a ‘third man’- that explains this additional relationship in the way that ‘married couple’ explains the relationship between husband and wife. Unfortunately however this line of reasoning keeps multiplying forms. ‘Husband’ has a particular relationship to ‘married couple’ as would ‘wife’, and these new relationships would be related generating another form and so on ad infinitum. This type of critique is sometimes called ‘Ockham’s Razor’ (William of Ockham -1287-1347): don’t multiply metaphysical entities without a good reason. (I’m not sure why Ockham got the credit.) Further Aristotle argues that the Form, if it exists, is no more ‘Man’ than an individual person simply by being eternal. Overall Aristotle is arguing that the Platonic idea is redundant.

 For Aristotle the word ‘Good’ does not signify just one idea and Plato is incorrect in treating ‘Good’ as if it had one uniform meaning in all instances – what grammarians call a univocal term. .  Rather, ‘good’ is a type of equivocal term: it has many, though related, meanings.  According to Aristotle things are said to be good according to the same pattern that we use when we say that things exist.  Even if we consider one substance that comes from one source, such as wood from a tree, we can see that it can exist in many different ways. Once we take a tree and cut up into wood, we can then make a chair, a desk, a table, and so on.  In a way these are the same – they’re all made of wood from the same tree – but they are also different.  The living tree grows, but the cut up wood does not; the chair is a place to sit, the table is a place to eat, etc.  These things exist as different kinds or types and they exist in different ways, times, places, sizes, and shapes.  So too, these things are good in different ways – a tree is not good in the same way that lumber is good.  A chair is not good in the way a desk is good.  Thus good does not mean just one thing.  So even if there were a Platonic Form of the Good it would be useless in our search.  We are looking for the good that is particular to human beings – not some universal good that all things supposedly share. Again, even if the Universal Good existed, it would be insufficient to answer our question as to what is good for human beings.

Since we have defined happiness as that which is the proper goal for human beings, then to understand what happiness for human beings is we must try to locate our proper goal.  The function of something determines its proper goal.  The function of something, a craft for example, is determined by its characteristic activity.  The function of a carpenter is to build; hence the goal of a carpenter is some sort of building or construction – e.g. a house.  The excellence or virtue of carpentry is characterized by doing this well – the house built by an excellent carpenter stands for hundreds of years etc.  The characteristic or specific activity of persons, in general, is reasoning, and so therein lies our function.  Human happiness or human good, then, will be derived from reasoning well - just as the good in carpentry is derived from building well.  Since reasoning, for Aristotle, is done by the soul, the good for persons is derived from an excellent activity of the soul, or as Aristotle puts it – an activity of soul in accord with perfect virtue.   A proviso must be added: over a complete life.  The ultimate goal for human beings cannot be something momentary such as a feeling.  Happiness is the project of a lifetime.


Happiness, then, is derived from an excellent activity of the rational part of the soul or what we call the intellect.  But since we are not looking for scientific truths or facts, but rather how to achieve a particular goal, then happiness is derived, more precisely, from the excellence of the practical intellect relative to human conduct.  In a given situation we want to be able to choose the action which will lead or add to a good life in the long run.  Now only practice and habit can perfect any art or craft – just about anyone can get a sound out of a violin, but only years of practice (and talent) will make you a virtuoso.  The same may be said of the excellence of the practical intellect we are addressing, which we call ethical or moral virtue.  It can only be acquired through practice.


In the practical domain either excess or deficiency does not achieve the end result.   Exercise is a means to good health, but either too much or too little will be detrimental.   The same can be said of dieting.  Hence practical excellence is always a mean between extremes, and this applies to practical excellence in the habits of human conduct or character– the moral virtues.  The most worthwhile human actions usually require managing the pleasures, pains, feelings, and passions associated with those actions.  Generally, the more conducive the action is to the good life the more difficult or painful it is.  So, for example, a good education will produce a good career and a good life (usually), but education requires a lot of sweat.  Owning a successful business will probably allow you to retire early and rich, but it will take hard work – and so on.


Hence a moral virtue is a habit or disposition found as the mean between two extremes which manages pleasures and pains under specific circumstances allowing the individual to choose correctly and so attain the good life.  For example – since a successful business is usually built over a long period of time, that success will also include a number of reversals.  Courage will be needed to see the businessperson through the difficult times.  But what is courage and how is it obtained?  Courage is the virtue that allows us to overcome our fears.  It avoids the defect of cowardice – fearing too much which generally immobilizes us - and the excess of overconfidence – blindly rushing ahead without caution.  We can obtain this virtue by the practice of rationally facing our fear, i.e., in difficult circumstances striking a reasoned balance regarding our fear – always avoiding defect and excess.  The more we do this the better at it we become.  The same may be said for the other virtues.


Thus moral conduct implies choice.  Choice requires deliberation and voluntary action.  It is only for voluntary actions that were are either blamed or praised.  If a person shoots another we can hardly blame the bullet – it was merely following the laws of physics.  We blame the person unless that person’s actions were involuntary – meaning he or she acted under compulsion.  We say a person is compelled to act if under normal circumstances the person would not commit that act (temporary insanity might be an example of compulsion).  For Aristotle, conditions such as ignorance, illness, or intoxication do not automatically mitigate responsibility if the person can or should have remedied the situation (The drunk driver chose to have too much to drink and then chose to drive.  Even if alcohol clouded his judgment about driving, he made the initial choice to drink too much).


Choice also involves deliberation.  Deliberation is deciding which is the correct means to an end that is within our power.  We do not deliberate about facts such as a scientific law.  Nor do we deliberate about ends themselves – a doctor does not consider whether health is the end of medicine or whether he should be concerned with the health of his patient.  If something is beyond our control we do not deliberate about it – for example, no one deliberates about the past.  Thus choice is defined as ‘deliberate appetition of things that lie in our power.’  That is, after rational consideration voluntarily selecting means to an end that can be accomplished.  

The virtue of prudence is defined as excellence in deliberation. Thus prudence is not science or philosophical wisdom – these deal with universal truths and are not oriented toward practicality or the accomplishment of any particular goal.  Neither is prudence what Aristotle calls intuition – this searches for the first principles or building blocks of science.  Again these are universal truths (e.g. two objects cannot occupy the same space at the same time).  Prudence deals with what must be done in a particular situation – the best medicine for curing this particular patient and so on.  Prudence is intelligence or skill in deliberating about what must be done to accomplish a particular goal.  The virtues are habits or dispositions that keep practical reasoning on track.  There is a reciprocal relationship between the virtues and prudence.  The virtues reinforce prudence and since virtue is a mean found by practical reason, prudence reinforces the virtues.  Thus the most prudent person available would make the ideal politician.  (Aristotle gives a detailed portrait of the extremely prudent person – the ‘great souled’ man – in Book 4  
Since justice is a virtue it is also a mean, but there is more than one type of justice, so there is more than one type of mean.   Justice involves either rectification or distribution.  Rectification concerns making sure transactions are fair.  In any transaction both parties should (approximately) receive equal value.  However this equality is disturbed if, as in the case of fraud for example, one party has unfairly received a greater share of the value.  It is up to the justice system, then, to fairly balance the scales.  Distributive justice generally involves common property – e.g. water rights – that is then distributed in proportion to the contribution of the citizen.  Proportion is maintained in transactions where barter is impractical – such as a transaction between a baker and a builder – by the use of money as medium of exchange.


Ultimately Aristotle recommends the life of intellectual contemplation as the happiest life because it is the most self-sufficient.
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