Dr. Ari Santas’

Aristotle and the Golden Mean
Exercise
The following a reconstruction of the table Aristotle makes reference to in Book II of the Nicomachean Ethics.  I have added two columns to emphasize the contextual nature of moral virtue.

	Subject
	Vice of Excess
	Vice of Deficiency
	The Mean

(moral virtue)
	Relative to
	Goal

	Offering Amusement


	clownish
	boring
	witty
	circumstance
	entertain

	Confronting Fear


	cowardly
	reckless
	courageous
	circumstance & ability
	overcome adversity

	Spending Money
	extravagant
	stingy
	generous
	circumstance & needs
	security & enjoyment

	Indulging in Pleasure


	self-indulgent
	inhibited
	self-controlled
	circumstance & tendencies
	health and enjoyment

	Self-Image


	arrogant
	self-deprecating
	self-assured
	self-worth
	self-knowledge & correction

	Reacting to Anger


	short-tempered
	apathetic
	gentle
	circumstance & tendencies
	assertiveness

	Feeling Shame


	bashful
	shameless
	modest
	circumstance & tendencies
	self-knowledge & correction

	Offering Pleasantness


	obsequious

(“brown nose”)
	grouchy
	friendly
	circumstance
	good relations


Because the “Golden Mean” is not reducible to an easy formula, it is easy for the unreflective person to get confused and for the vicious to make rationalizations.  Aristotle comments that because the mean is relative to circumstances and individuals, there’s also a relativity of appearance:

· the courageous looks reckless to the coward, and cowardly to the reckless

· the self-controlled looks self-indulgent to the inhibited and inhibited to the self-indulgent

He then offers prescriptions: a)  know thyself—what are your tendencies, what do you need to work on personally? b) when in doubt, steer towards the lesser of evils—which extreme is worse?

Continuing the Table: (fill in the blanks)

	Subject
	Vice of Excess
	Vice of Deficiency
	The Mean

(moral virtue)
	Relative to
	Goal

	studying
	
	
	
	
	

	partying
	
	
	
	
	

	video games
	
	
	
	
	

	speaking your mind
	
	
	
	
	

	making money
	
	
	
	
	

	having sex
	
	
	
	
	

	disciplining children
	
	
	
	
	

	calling home
	
	
	
	
	


