Aristotle (384-322 BC), Nichomachean Ethics.

Good & The Golden M ean.

Book |: happinessisan activity of soul in accordance with perfect virtue
virtuerequiresaction; it isnot a state, but an activity that produces a good result;
to be virtuous one must act virtuously.

Asin the Olympic Gamesit is not the most beautiful and the strongest that are
crowned but those who compete (for it is some of these that are victorious), so
those who act win, and rightly win, the noble and good thingsin life.

Book 11: virtueisthe golden mean between two vices,
one of excess and one of deficiency

recklessness courage cowar dice
vanity proper pride false humility
lavishness generosity meanness
ostentatious magnificent niggardly
irritable good-temper ed passive
boastful honest false modesty
brazen modest bashful
flatterer friendly quarrelsome
buffoon quick-witted dull, boorish
envy righteousindignation Spite

moral virtue comes about as a result of habit

Book |

1

Every art and every inquiry, and similarly every action and pursuit, isthought to aim at
some good; and for this reason the good has rightly been declared to be that at which all things
aim. But a certain difference is found among ends; some are activities, others are products
apart from the activities that produce them. Where there are ends apart from the actions, it is
the nature of the products to be better than the activities. . . .

2

If, then, 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), and if we do not choose everything for the sake of
something else (for at that rate the process would go on to infinity, so that our desire would be
empty and vain), clearly this must be the good and the chief good. Will not the knowledge of it,



then, have a great influence on life? Shall we not, like archers who have amark to aim at, be
more likely to hit upon what is right?

For even if the end is the same for a single man and for a state, that of the state seems at all
events something greater and more complete whether to attain or to preserve; though it is
worth whileto attain the end merely for oneman, it isfiner and more blessed to attain it
for anation or for city-states. These, then, are the ends at which our inquiry aims, sinceit is
politics, in one sense of that term.

4

All knowledge and every pursuit aims at some good, what it isthat we say politics aims at
and what isthe highest of all goods achievable by action? Verbally there is very general
agreement; for both the general run of men and people of superior refinement say that it is
happiness, and identify living well and doing well with being happy; but with regard to what
happinessisthey differ, and the many do not give the same account as the wise.

5

Let us, however, resume our discussion from the point at which we digressed. To judge from
thelivesthat men lead, most men, and men of the most vulgar type, seem (not without
some ground) to identify the good, or happiness, with pleasure; which isthereason why
they love thelife of enjoyment. For there are, we may say, three prominent types of life- the
pleasur e seeking, the political, and thirdly the contemplative life. Now the mass of
mankind are evidently quite slavish in their tastes, preferring alife suitable to beasts, but
they get some ground for their view from the fact that many of those in high places share
these tastes. A consideration of the prominent types of life shows that people of superior
refinement and of active disposition identify happiness with honour; for thisis, roughly
speaking, the end of the political life. But it seemstoo superficial to be what we are looking
for, sinceit is thought to depend on those who bestow honour rather than on him who receives
it, but the good we divine to be something proper to a man and not easily taken from him.
Further, men seem to pursue honour in order that they may be assured of their goodness; at
least it is by men of practical wisdom that they seek to be honoured, and among those who
know them, and on the ground of their virtue; clearly, then, according to them, at any rate,
virtue is better. And perhaps one might even suppose this to be, rather than honour, the end of
the political life. But even this appears somewhat incomplete; for possession of virtue seems
actually compatible with being asleep, or with lifelong inactivity, and, further, with the greatest
sufferings and misfortunes; but a man who was living so no one would call happy, unless he
were maintaining athesis at all costs. But enough of this; for the subject has been sufficiently
treated even in the current discussions. Third comes the contemplative life, which we shall
consider later.

Thelife of money-making is one undertaken under compulsion, and wealth is evidently
not the good we ar e seeking; for it ismerely useful and for the sake of something else. And
so one might rather take the aforenamed objects to be ends; for they are loved for themselves.



But it isevident that not even these are ends; yet many arguments have been thrown away in
support of them. Let us leave this subject, then.

6

Y et it would perhaps be thought to be better, indeed to be our duty, for the sake of maintaining
the truth even to destroy what touches us closely, especialy as we are philosophers or lovers of
wisdom; for, while both are dear, piety requires usto honour truth above our friends.

7

Let us again return to the good we are seeking, and ask what it can be. It seems different in
different actions and arts; it is different in medicine, in strategy, and in the other arts likewise.
What then is the good of each? Surely that for whose sake everything else is done. In medicine
thisis health, in strategy victory, in architecture a house, in any other sphere something else,
and in every action and pursuit the end; for it is for the sake of thisthat all men do whatever
elsethey do. Therefore, if thereisan end for all that we do, thiswill be the good
achievable by action, and if there are mor e than one, these will be the goods achievable by
action.

So the argument has by a different course reached the same point; but we must try to state this
even more clearly. Since there are evidently more than one end, and we choose some of these
(e.g. wedlth, flutes, and in general instruments) for the sake of something else, clearly not all
ends are final ends; but the chief good is evidently something final. Therefore, if thereis only
onefinal end, thiswill be what we are seeking, and if there are more than one, the most final of
these will be what we are seeking. Now we call that which isin itself worthy of pursuit
mor e final than that which isworthy of pursuit for the sake of something else, and that
which isnever desirable for the sake of something else morefinal than thethingsthat are
desirable both in themselves and for the sake of that other thing, and therefore we call
final without qualification that which isalways desirablein itself and never for the sake
of something else.

Now such athing happiness, above all else, isheld to be; for thiswe choose always for self
and never for the sake of something else, but honour, pleasure, reason, and every virtue
we chooseindeed for themselves (for if nothing resulted from them we should still choose
each of them), but we choose them also for the sake of happiness, judging that by means
of them we shall be happy. Happiness, on the other hand, no one chooses for the sake of
these, nor, in general, for anything other than itself.

Happiness, then, is something final and self-sufficient, and is the end of action.
Presumably, however, to say that happiness is the chief good seems a platitude, and a clearer

account of what it is still desired. This might perhaps be given, if we could first ascertain the
function of man. For just asfor aflute-player, a sculptor, or an artist, and, in general, for al



things that have a function or activity, the good and the ‘well' is thought to reside in the
function, so would it seem to be for man, if he has a function. Have the carpenter, then, and the
tanner certain functions or activities, and has man none? Is he born without a function? Or as
eye, hand, foot, and in general each of the parts evidently has a function, may one lay it down
that man similarly has afunction apart from all these? What then can this be? Life seemsto be
common even to plants, but we are seeking what is peculiar to man. Let us exclude, therefore,
the life of nutrition and growth. Next there would be alife of perception, but it also seemsto be
common even to the horse, the ox, and every animal. There remains, then, an active life of the
element that hasarational principle; of this, one part has such a principle in the sense of
being obedient to one, the other in the sense of possessing one and exercising thought. And, as
'life of the rational element’ also has two meanings, we must state that life in the sense of
activity iswhat we mean; for this seems to be the more proper sense of the term. Now if the
function of man is an activity of soul which follows or implies arational principle, and if we
say 'so-and-so-and ‘a good so-and-so' have a function which isthe samein kind, e.g. alyre, and
agood lyre-player, and so without qualification in al cases, eminence in respect of goodness
being added to the name of the function (for the function of alyre-player isto play the lyre,
and that of agood lyre-player isto do so well): if thisisthe case, and we state the function of
man to be a certain kind of life, and thisto be an activity or actions of the soul implying a
rational principle, and the function of a good man to be the good and noble performance
of these, and if any action iswell performed when it is performed in accor dance with the
appropriate excellence: if thisisthe case, human good turnsout to be activity of soul in
accordance with virtue, and if there are morethan one virtue, in accor dance with the best
and most complete.

But we must add 'in acomplete life.' For one swallow does not make a summer, nor does
one day; and so too one day, or a short time, does not make a man blessed and happy.

With those who identify happiness with virtue or some one virtue our account isin harmony;
for to virtue belongs virtuous activity. But it makes, perhaps, no small difference whether we
place the chief good in possession or in use, in state of mind or in activity. For the state of
mind may exist without producing any good result, asin aman who is asleep or in some other
way quite inactive, but the activity cannot; for one who has the activity will of necessity be
acting, and acting well. And asin the Olympic Gamesit is not the most beautiful and the
strongest that are crowned but those who compete (for it is some of thesethat are
victorious), so those who act win, and rightly win, the noble and good thingsin life.

For, besides what we have said, the man who does not rejoice in noble actionsis not even
good; since no one would call aman just who did not enjoy acting justly, nor any man liberal
who did not enjoy liberal actions, and similarly in all other cases. If thisis so, virtuous actions
must be in themselves pleasant. But they are also good and noble, and have each of these



attributes in the highest degree, since the good man judges well about these attributes; his
judgement is such as we have described. Happiness then isthe best, noblest, and most
pleasant thing in theworld, and these attributes are not severed asin theinscription at
Delos-

Most nobleisthat which isjustest, and best is health;
But pleasantest isit to win what we love.

For all these propertiesbelong to the best activities, and these, or one- the best- of these,
we identify with happiness.

Yet evidently, aswe said, it needs the external goods aswell; for it isimpossible, or not
easy, to do noble acts without the proper equipment. In many actionswe use friends and
richesand political power asinstruments. .. Aswe said, then, happiness seemsto need this
sort of prosperity in addition; for which reason some identify happiness with good fortune,
though othersidentify it with virtue.

9

For thisreason also the question isasked, whether happinessisto be acquired by
learning or by habituation or some other sort of training, or comesin virtue of some
divine providence or again by chance. Now if thereisany gift of thegodsto men, it is
reasonable that happiness should be god-given, and most surely god-given of all human
thingsinasmuch asit isthe best. But this question would perhaps be more appropriate to
another inquiry; happiness seems, however, even if it is not god-sent but comes as a result of
virtue and some process of learning or training, to be among the most godlike things; for that
which isthe prize and end of virtue seems to be the best thing in the world, and something
godlike and blessed.

It will also on thisview be very generally shared; for all who are not maimed asregards
their potentiality for virtue may win it by a certain kind of study and care. But if it is
better to be happy thusthan by chance, it isreasonable that the facts should be so, since
everything that depends on the action of natureisby natureasgood asit can be, and
similarly everything that dependson art or any rational cause, and especially if it
dependson the best of all causes. To entrust to chance what is greatest and most noble
would be a very defective arrangement.

The answer to the question we are asking is plain also from the definition of happiness; for
it has been said to be a virtuous activity of soul, of a certain kind. Of the remaining goods,
some must necessarily pre-exist as conditions of happiness, and others are naturally co-
operative and useful asinstruments. And this will be found to agree with what we said at the
outset; for we stated the end of politicsto bethe best end, and politics spends most of its
pains on making the citizensto be of a certain character, i.e. good and capable of noble
acts.



10

... we have assumed happiness to be something per manent and by no means easily
changed, while a single man may suffer many turns of fortune'swheel.

Y et even in these nobility shinesthrough, when a man bearswith resignation
many great misfortunes, not through insensibility to pain but through nobility and
greatness of soul.

If activitiesare, aswe said, what giveslifeits character, no happy man can become
miserable; for hewill never do the actsthat are hateful and mean. For the man whois
truly good and wise, we think, bearsall the chances life becomingly and always makesthe
best of circumstances, as a good general makesthe best military use of the army at his
command and a good shoemaker makes the best shoes out of the hidesthat are given

him; and so with all other craftsmen. And if thisisthe case, the happy man can never
become miserable; though hewill not reach bliss, if he meet with fortuneslike those of
Priam.

13

Since happinessis an activity of soul in accordance with perfect virtue, we must consider
the nature of virtue; for perhapswe shall thus see better the nature of happiness. The
true student of politics, too, isthought to have studied virtue above all things; for he
wishesto make hisfellow citizens good and obedient to the laws. As an example of thiswe
have the lawgivers of the Cretans and the Spartans, and any others of the kind that there may
have been. And if thisinquiry belongs to poalitics, clearly the pursuit of it will be in accordance
with our origina plan. But clearly the virtue we must study is human virtue; for the good we
were seeking was human good and the happiness human happiness. By human virtue we mean
not that of the body but that of the soul; and happiness also we call an activity of soul. But if
thisis so, clearly the student of politics must know somehow the facts about soul, as the man
who isto heal the eyes or the body as a whole must know about the eyes or the body; and all
the more since politicsis more prized and better than medicine; but even among doctors the
best educated spend much lab our on acquiring knowledge of the body. The student of
politics, then, must study the soul, and must study it with these objectsin view, and do so just
to the extent which is sufficient for the questions we are discussing; for further precisionis
perhaps something more laborious than our purposes require.



Virtue too is distinguished into kinds in accordance with this difference; for we say that some
of the virtues areintellectual and othersmoral, philosophic wisdom and understanding and
practical wisdom being intellectual, liberality and temperance moral. For in speaking about a
man's character we do not say that he is wise or has understanding but that he is good-tempered
or temperate; yet we praise the wise man also with respect to his state of mind; and of states of
mind we call those which merit praise virtues.

Book Il - The Golden Mean

1

Virtue, then, being of two kinds, intellectual and moral, intellectual virtue in the main owes
both its birth and its growth to teaching (for which reason it requires experience and time),
while moral virtue comes about as aresult of habit, whence also its name (ethike) isone
that isformed by a dight variation from the word ethos (habit). From thisit isaso plain
that none of the moral virtues arises in us by nature; for nothing that exists by nature can form
ahabit contrary to its nature. For instance the stone which by nature moves downwards cannot
be habituated to move upwards, not even if onetriesto train it by throwing it up ten thousand
times; nor can fire be habituated to move downwards, nor can anything else that by nature
behaves in one way be trained to behave in another. Neither by nature, then, nor contrary to
naturedothevirtuesarisein us; rather we are adapted by natureto receive them, and
are made perfect by habit.

Again, of al the things that come to us by nature we first acquire the potentiality and later
exhibit the activity (thisis plain in the case of the senses; for it was not by often seeing or often
hearing that we got these senses, but on the contrary we had them before we used them, and
did not come to have them by using them); but the virtues we get by first exercising them, as
also happensin the case of the artsaswell. For the things we haveto learn before we can
do them, we learn by doing them, e.g. men become builders by building and lyreplayers
by playing thelyre; so too we become just by doing just acts, temperate by doing

temper ate acts, brave by doing brave acts.

Thisis confirmed by what happensin states; for legislators make the citizens good by
forming habitsin them, and thisisthe wish of every legidator, and those who do not effect it
miss their mark, and it isin thisthat a good constitution differsfrom a bad one.

Again, it isfrom the same causes and by the same means that every virtue is both produced and
destroyed, and similarly every art; for it is from playing the lyre that both good and bad lyre-
players are produced. And the corresponding statement is true of builders and of all the rest;
men will be good or bad builders as aresult of building well or badly. For if this were not so,
there would have been no need of ateacher, but all men would have been born good or bad at
their craft. This, then, isthe case with the virtues also; by doing the actsthat 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 being habituated to feel fear or confidence, we become brave or
cowardly. It makes no small difference, then, whether we form habits of one kind or of



another from our very youth; it makesa very great difference, or rather all the
difference.

2

Since, then, the present inquiry does not aim at theoretical knowledge like the others (for we
areinquiring not in order to know what virtueis, but in order to become good, since
otherwise our inquiry would have been of no use), we must examine the nature of actions,
namely how we ought to do them; for these determine also the nature of the states of
character that are produced, as we have said.

But though our present account is of this nature we must give what help we can. First, then, let
us consider this, that it isthe nature of such thingsto be destroyed by defect and excess, as
we seein the case of strength and of health (for to gain light on things imperceptible we must
use the evidence of sensible things); both excessive and defective exer cise destroysthe
strength, and similarly drink or food which is above or below a certain amount destroys
the health, while that which is proportionate both produces and increases and preserves
it. Sotooisit, then, in the case of temperance and cour age and the other virtues. For 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; and similarly the man who indulgesin every pleasure and abstains from none
becomes self-indulgent, while the man who shuns every pleasure, as boors do, becomesin a
way insensible; temper ance and cour age, then, are destroyed by excess and defect, and
preserved by the mean.

4

It iswell said, then, that it isby doing just actsthat the just man is produced, and by
doing temper ate acts the temperate man; without doing these no one would have even a
prospect of becoming good.

But most people do not do these, but take refugein theory and think they are being
philosophersand will become good in thisway, behaving somewhat like patients who
listen attentively to their doctors, but do none of the thingsthey are ordered to do.

5

Next we must consider what virtueis. Since things that are found in the soul are of three
kinds- passions, faculties, states of character, virtue must be one of these. If, then, the virtues
areneither passions nor faculties, all that remainsisthat they should be states of
character.

6



We must, however, not only describe virtue as a state of character, but also say what sort of
stateit is. We may remark, then, that every virtue or excellence both bringsinto good
condition the thing of which it isthe excellence and makesthe work of that thing be done
well; . .. thevirtue of man also will be the state of character which makesa man good and
which makes him do his own work well.

How thisisto happen we have stated already, but it will be made plain also by the following
consideration of the specific nature of virtue. In everything that is continuous and divisibleit is
possible to take more, less, or an equal amount, and that either in terms of the thing itself or
relatively to us; and the equal is an intermediate between excess and defect. By the
intermediate in the object | mean that which is equidistant from each of the extremes,
which isone and the samefor all men; by theintermediaterelatively to usthat which is
neither too much nor too little- and thisis not one, nor the samefor all.

If it isthus, then, that every art does its work well- by looking to the intermediate and judging
its works by this standard (so that we often say of good works of art that it is not possible either
to take away or to add anything, implying that excess and defect destroy the goodness of works
of art, while the mean preservesit; and good artists, as we say, look to thisin their work), and
if, further, virtue is more exact and better than any art, as nature also is, then virtue must have
the quality of aiming at the intermediate. | mean moral virtue; for it isthisthat is concerned
with passions and actions, and in these there is excess, defect, and the intermediate. For
instance, both fear and confidence and appetite and anger and pity and in gener al
pleasur e and pain may be felt both too much and too little, and in both cases not well; but
to feel them at theright times, with reference to the right objects, towardstheright
people, with the right motive, and in the right way, iswhat isboth intermediate and best,
and thisischaracteristic of virtue. Similarly with regard to actions also thereis excess,
defect, and theintermediate. Now virtueis concerned with passions and actions, in which
excessisaform of failure, and so isdefect, whilethe intermediateis praised and isa form
of success; and being praised and being successful are both characteristics of virtue.
Thereforevirtueisakind of mean, since, as we have seen, it aims at what isintermediate.

For men are good in but oneway, but bad in many.

Virtue, then, is a state of character concerned with choice, lying in amean, i.e. the mean
relative to us, this being determined by arational principle, and by that principle by which the
man of practical wisdom would determineit. Now it isa mean between two vices, that which
depends on excess and that which depends on defect; and again it isa mean becausethe
vicesrespectively fall short of or exceed what isright in both passions and actions, while
virtue both finds and chooses that which isintermediate. Hence in respect of its substance
and the definition which states its essence virtue is a mean, with regard to what is best and right
an extreme.



We must, however, not only make this general statement, but also apply it to the
individual facts. For among statements about conduct those which are general apply more
widely, but those which are particular are more genuine, since conduct has to do with
individual cases, and our statements must harmonize with the facts in these cases. We may take
these cases from our table.

With regard to feelings of fear and over-confidence cour age is the mean; of the people who
exceed, he who exceeds in fearlessness has no name (many of the states have no name), while
the man who exceeds in confidence is rash, and he who exceeds in fear and falls short in
confidence is a coward.

With regard to giving and taking of money the mean isliberality, the excess and the defect
prodigality and meanness. In these actions people exceed and fall short in contrary ways, the
prodigal exceeds in spending and falls short in taking, while the mean man exceeds in taking
and falls short in spending. (At present we are giving a mere outline or summary, and are
satisfied with this; later these states will be more exactly determined.) With regard to money
there are also other dispositions- a mean, magnificence (for the magnificent man differs
from theliberal man; the former dealswith large sums, the latter with small ones), an
excess, tastelessness and vulgarity, and a deficiency, niggar dliness; these differ from the
states opposed to liberality, and the mode of their difference will be stated later. With regard to
honour and dishonour the mean is proper pride, the excessisknown asa sort of 'empty
vanity', and the deficiency isundue humility; and aswe said liberality was related to
magnificence, differing from it by dealing with small sums, so there is a state similarly related
to proper pride, being concerned with small honours while that is concerned with great.

With regard to anger also thereisan excess, a deficiency, and a mean. Although they can
scarcely be said to have names, yet since we call the intermediate person good-tempered let us
call the mean good temper; of the persons at the extremes let the one who exceeds be called
irascible, and his viceirascibility, and the man who falls short an inirascible sort of person,

and the deficiency inirascibility.

With regard to truth, then, the intermediate is a truthful sort of person and the mean may be
called truthfulness, while the pretence which exaggerates is boastfulness and the person
characterized by it a boaster, and that which understates is mock modesty and the person
characterized by it mock-modest.

With regard to pleasantnessin the giving of amusement the intermediate person isready-
witted and the disposition ready wit, the excess is buffoonery and the person characterized by
it abuffoon, while the man who falls short is a sort of boor and his state is boorishness.

With regard to the remaining kind of pleasantness, that which is exhibited in lifein general, the
man who is pleasant in the right way is friendly and the mean is friendliness, while the man
who exceeds is an obsequious person if he hasno end in view, aflatterer if heisaiming at his
own advantage, and the man who falls short and is unpleasant in all circumstancesisa
quarrelsome and surly sort of person.



There are also means in the passions and concerned with the passions; since shameisnot a
virtue, and yet praise is extended to the modest man. For even in these matters one man is said
to be intermediate, and another to exceed, as for instance the bashful man who is ashamed of
everything; while he who falls short or is not ashamed of anything at al is shameless, and the
intermediate person is modest.

Righteousindignation is a mean between envy and spite, and these states are concerned with
the pain and pleasure that are felt at the fortunes of our neighbours;

8

Therearethreekinds of disposition, then, two of them vices, involving excess and
deficiency respectively, and one a virtue, viz. the mean.

9

That moral virtue isamean, then, and in what senseit is so, and that it is a mean between two
vices, the one involving excess, the other deficiency, and that it is such because its character is
to aim at what isintermediate in passions and in actions, has been sufficiently stated. Hence
also it isno easy task to be good. For in everything it isno easy task to find the middle,
e.g. to find the middle of a circleisnot for every one but for him who knows; so, too, any
one can get angry- that iseasy- or giveor spend money; but to do thisto theright person,
to theright extent, at theright time, with theright motive, and in theright way, that is
not for every one, nor isit easy; wherefore goodnessis both rare and laudable and noble.



