Dr. Ari Santas’ Notes On:

Aristotle’s Nichomachean Ethics, Book II
A.
Focus on Moral Values
· Book II is concerned with virtue, and the development of character: moral excellence

· Books III and IV further elaborate on virtue and character

· Virtue is important because it is through virtuous behavior that we can achieve happiness
· But virtue (arete)for the Greeks was not quite what it is today

· Virtue = excellence, or skill at doing things
· Virtues are skills in achieving our goals

· Moreover, they are the means by which we bring together our rational and irrational sides
· Bringing appetites under rational principle = Being virtuous

B.
Virtue and Habit
· Being virtuous means more than just thinking good thoughts

· To bring actions under rational legislation involves action as well as it does thinking 

· To be virtuous, we must do virtuous deeds, and continue to do them until we perform them habitually
· A virtuous person does the virtuous thing automatically
· A vicious person does the vicious thing automatically
· Virtue is an (acquired) skill that we get by performing the right kinds of actions over and over again

· How do we know which actions are right?

· Here is where our reasoning capacity comes in

· Aristotle has a method for finding virtue
C.
The Mean
· Aristotle contends that if we take away virtue, we shall see that  it is a mean between two extremes

· Doing good, being virtuous, is a matter of aiming between the extremes of excess and deficiency

· Like the right amount of food is neither too much nor too little

· Virtue = a disposition to choose the mean 

· Finding the mean is no simple task, since there are no fixed rules to help us

· The mean between 10 and 2 = 6, but the mean in virtue is not so simple as a midpoint

· The mean in virtue is always relative to us and our particular circumstances

· 10 lbs. of food is too much, 2 lbs. is too little; how much is just right?
· It depends on:

· Size, Metabolism
· Activity level
D.
A Note on Method
The study of ethics, in general, and virtue, in particular, differs from theoretical knowledge in three important ways:

1)  Ethics cannot proceed by fixed rules which take no account of situation and circumstance, whereas Theoretical knowledge is (presumably) about external and unchanging things

2)  The goal of Ethics is to prompt action and it must involve desires and interests, whereas the goal of theoretical knowledge is a disinterested quest to understand the world as it exists distinct from us

3)  Moral virtue comes from habituation, whereas intellectual virtue comes from study and understanding

E.
The Table
· Aristotle’s original text included a table, with some examples of virtues and the extremes which they oppose
· It has since been lost, but I have reconstructed part of it here: 

	Subject
	Excess
	Deficiency
	The Mean
	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
	grouchy
	friendly
	circumstance
	good relations


F.
Relative Appearances
· Because what the mean is depends on so many things, finding it is not always easy

· We cannot calculate it algorithmically
· To make matters worse, it is often difficult to recognize it when we are acting extremely
· Everyone things that they are acting on the mean

· The grouch in line: “It is the cashier’s fault”

· The brawler: “He was provoking me”

· Moreover, from the extremes, the mean looks extreme

· The courageous man looks cowardly to the reckless man and reckless to the cowardly

· A self-controlled man looks self-indulgent to the insensitive and insensitive to the self-indulgent

· So, how do we find the mean?

G.
Finding the Mean
· Aristotle makes two suggestions



1)  Know thyself (nothing to excess)

· Stay away from your own bad tendencies (i.e. eating, drinking, fighting)



2)  Steer towards lesser evil
· Avoid the worse extreme

· e.g. self-indulgence is worse than insensitivity, cowardliness is worse than recklessness (how come?)
· On the whole, we can appeal to our own as well as society’s experience on what sorts of actions, give what sort of personalities, under what sorts of conditions, have desired results been achieved

· Consider the goal: what course is most likely to meet it?

· Consider the context: what sort of context is needed in this sort of situation?


H.  Continuing the Table: An Exercise (fill in the blanks)
	Subject
	Excess
	Deficiency
	The Mean
	Relative to
	Goal

	studying
	
	
	
	
	

	partying
	
	
	
	
	

	video games
	
	
	
	
	

	speaking your mind
	
	
	
	
	

	making money
	
	
	
	
	

	having sex
	
	
	
	
	

	disciplining children
	
	
	
	
	

	calling home
	
	
	
	
	


