Dr. Ari Santas’ Notes On:

Aristotle’s Nichomachean Ethics, Book I 
I. Overview of Text: Three Paths of Excellence in Pursuit of the Good Life 

The good life—eudaemonia—for Aristotle, was a function of our fulfilling our distinctively human function, and fulfilling it with excellence (doing it well).  The concept of excellence, arete, is what we today call virtue.  In pursuit of excellence, Aristotle identified three kinds of human virtue, or, paths of excellence:  personal excellence, intellectual excellence, and interpersonal excellence.

A.  Moral Virtue
· Moral Virtue, according to Aristotle, involved the idea of character development.  

· These virtuous characteristics, for which we give people praise, are not fixed behavioral traits based on prohibition, like the Christian virtues, but attitudes and actions following the Greek tradition of moderation.  

· These properties of character involve a disposition to choose a middle ground—a mean—between excess and deficiency.

· so a courageous person, for instance is one who chooses, as a matter of habit, between the extremes of too much fear and not enough

· Notice that any give virtuous act is therefore context bound, varying with not only the circumstances, but with the abilities and dispositions of the individual person.

· two courageous persons could respond differently, therefore, to the same situation and the same courageous person will respond differently as the situation varies
B.  Intellectual Virtue
· Intellectual Virtue, for Aristotle, is the same as wisdom, which, after all, is excellence in thought.  

· There are two kinds of wisdom: Theoretical Wisdom—sophia—and Practical Wisdom—phronesis.

· sophia involves formulaic reasoning with makes use of the Principle of Non-Contradiction (what we identify with mathematical reasoning

· phronesis involves a combination of means-ends reasoning with moral virtue:  a skillful reasoner without moral virtue is clever, but not wise.

C.  Virtuous Friendship
· Because humans are social animals as well as rational animals, full excellence must include excellence in our interaction with one another.

· There three kinds of friendly interaction—philia, what Aristotle scholars choose to call friendship.

· Useful Friendship is a friendly interaction in which the common bond is utility.

· Here the affection is not so much for person as it is for what they bring.

· Pleasure Friendship is a friendly interaction in which the common bond is mutually felt pleasure.

· Here the affection more closely involves the person, because it is shared good feeling, but it is still more focused on the feeling than the person.

· Virtuous Friendship is a friendly interaction in which the common bond is mutual respect.

· Here the affection is the person, not what he or she brings, yet at the same time, a virtuous friend is an enduring source of both pleasure and usefulness.

II. Outline of Book I
A.
Ethics and Politics
· Today ethics is a broader area of inquiry than in Aristotle’s day

· Today’s meaning: ethics is a branch of philosophy which inquires into and offers solutions to moral problems

· concerning personal or collective action

· Aristotle’s meaning:  ethics is the area of philosophy which concerns itself with the development of a good character (i.e. personal action)

· Politics deals with collective action
· The Nichomachean Ethics is more of a guidebook for finding the good life (eudemonia) than it is a discussion of right and wrong conduct
· The focus on character is important

· The questions of collective action and public policy are relevant to ethics, but more suitable to the study of politics (which is the master science of all inquiry)

B.
The Good
· The goal of ethics is to help us find the good

· So what is the Good?

· In general, good = that towards which things aim

· What we strive for in all things

· So The Good = that towards which all things aim

· What we strive for ultimately

· good is to The Good as extrinsic goods are to intrinsic goods:

· Extrinsic good:  a means to an end: it’s worth depends on something else

· Intrinsic good:  sought only for itself: an end-in-itself
C.
Happiness

· Aristotle contends that it is clear that Happiness is the Good—the end (aim) of all human action

· Happiness is the intrinsic good
· To show this, he gives two criteria of intrinsic goods, and shows that happiness fits them:

· Finality: to be intrinsic, a good must not be pursued for any other end

· This is true of happiness

· Self-Sufficiency: to be intrinsic, a good must not be capable of enhancement or diminution

· This is true of happiness also

· So happiness is the intrinsic end, by these definitions

D.
What is Happiness?
· We know that happiness is “the end” (the aim of life), but what is happiness?

· Aristotle considers three common views of his day:

· Pleasure: sensual indulgence

· Honor: fame and glory

· Contemplation: rationality and study

· Is it pleasure?

· No, because we seek pleasure only partly for itself; we pursue it largely for something else—namely happiness

· Also it is not self-sufficient, it depends strongly on contingencies such as wealth

· Is it honor?

· No, for the same reason

· Nor is it self-sufficient, for it depends on those who confer it upon us

· Happiness is neither of these, though they are involved with happiness

· Is it contemplation?

E.
The Function of Man (anthropos
)
· To partially answer the question concerning contemplation, Aristotle considers what the function, or essence, of man is

· Does man, as man, have a function—a purpose?

· What is man’s essence? (distinguishing mark)

· Is it the capacity to live and grow (nutrition)?

· No, other things share this with us

· Is it the capacity to perceive things through the senses?

· No, other animals can do this

· Is it the capacity to engage in rational activities

· Yes, that is what makes man different
· the plucked chicken example
· Man’s good/goal/end then is to exercise his rational faculties, and to do it well
· Happiness then is an activity of the (rational) soul in accordance with perfect virtue

F.
Rationality and Human Happiness
· Since “the Good” is that towards which we aim and our function/purpose is to be rational, it follows that our good—happiness—will have to involve rationality

· Insofar as we want to act as distinctly human beings, we must exercise our reason

· There are two ways that rationality will give us happiness



1)  Practically: by its use, we calculate how to achieve what we need and want

2)  Theoretically: by inquiring into the world around us we develop that faculty that is distinctly human

· Either way, the exercise of reason with excellence realizes our potentiality

G.
The Permanence of Happiness

· Aristotle did think Happiness is a feeling of elation or temporary satisfaction: it is the product of many years work 

· He did not see it as a kind of temporary state of mind

· People with “manic depression” swing high and low as far as moods go, but we would not want to say they are happy one minute and unhappy the next

· Happiness had to be a stable and permanent state of mind

· Once we achieve it, the incidents of life have little affect on our overall outlook

· Self-Sufficiency: if you’re happy, having your iPod or car stolen will not make you unhappy (though it can make you indignant)

· He contends that only in extreme cases can our fortunes shake us from an acquired state of happiness

H.
The Human Soul
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Intellectual Excellence:








(intellectual virtue)
Moral Excellence: Bringing our desires under rational legislation

Moral Vice: Discord between our rational and irrational sides
� The Greek word anthropos means human being, and is gender neutral.





