Ari Santas’ Notes On:
Aristotle’s Nichomachean Ethics, Book III
A.
Virtue and Voluntary Actions
• If you recall, virtue and vice are dispositions to act that are praised and blamed, respectively
•But we do not praise or blame an action, or disposition, unless we know it belongs to the agent

• That is, we only praise or blame voluntary actions

• Involuntary acts are either pardoned or pitied

• How come?

• The obvious question now is, when is an action voluntary, and when is it involuntary

• Involuntary acts are those that involve ignorance and/or constraint
B.
Constraint and Ignorance
1)  If actions are performed out of constraint (compulsion), they are involuntary (against our will)


• Purely compulsory: the cause is outside of agent



• Knife incident—“I got bumped and it slipped…”
• Partially compulsory: agent must choose an action to avoid some undesirable consequence


• I’m told: “Beat him or die”

• I’m told: “Confess or be beaten”
2)  If actions are performed out of ignorance, they are non-voluntary (not in accord with our will)

• Involuntary: when the agent regrets what has happened (would not have done it)


• Hunting accident: “I thought he was a hog.”
• Non-voluntary: no regret (perhaps would have done it anyway)

• Hunting accident? “Didn’t you think he was a pig?”



• Voluntary actions, then, are those that we will
C.
Acting from Choice
• Having distinguished voluntary from non-voluntary and involuntary actions, Aristotle will focus on the most important form of voluntary action (morally speaking):


• Choice


• Moral instruction always asks us to choose certain actions over others

• The question is what is choice?  What does it mean to choose an action?


• It must be voluntary, but not all voluntary acts involve choice:



• Acting out of desire (alone) is not choice
• Acting on impulse – stuffing that candy in your mouth (before removing the wrapper)




• Acting out of anger (alone) is not choice




• Impulsively striking back




• Wishing for something is not choosing




• I wish I had $1 million


• What then? Deliberation…

D.
Choice and Deliberation
• Aristotle contends that a chosen action is one that follows from previous deliberation

• To choose or have chosen an action, then, is to have deliberated about it before acting


• Acting from deliberation = choosing

• Question: what sorts of affairs do we deliberate about?


• Not eternal truths (2+2=4)


• Not natural regularities (sunrise every morning)


• Not chance occurrences (droughts, earthquakes)

• Answer: we deliberate about those things that are in our power to bring about through our action

• (Generally,) we do not deliberate about ends, but rather the means to their achievement


• E.g. medicine – the goal of health is a given

• Ends are the objects of wish
E.
Responsibility

• We are morally responsible, then, for all our voluntary actions


• We are accountable for the actions which we 1) deliberately choose


• Premeditated homicide


• We are accountable for those actions which are 2) performed on impulse


• Striking someone out of anger

• We are even responsible for action performed 3) in ignorance if we are responsible for our ignorance

• “I didn’t know it was wrong to speed!”


• should have known


• “I didn’t know what I was doing, I was drunk.”



• But you knew getting drunk leads to that sort of problem

F.
Responsibility and Character
• Aristotle considers the view that we must not consider vicious acts voluntary when they originate from a bad character

• A vicious character makes us do vicious deeds; hence we are not responsible – impulse controlled us

• Aristotle replies by saying that although we are impelled towards vicious deeds from bad character, we are the authors of this character


• We are responsible for our character


• The rock analogy (p.73)

• He considers another view that bad characters have bad things appear good to them, so they are acting, in their eyes, for the good; hence not responsible


• The drunk perceives drink as good: information was hindered

• His reply here is that we are also responsible for the appearance of good

• A duty to be informed as to good and bad

G.
Courage
• At this point, Aristotle shifts back to a discussion of virtue, trying to get clear on and elaborate upon the key features of the virtues

• The first one considered is courage
• We have already mentioned that courage involves finding a mean between recklessness and cowardliness; he now gives a complete characterization:

“He, then, who endures and fears what he should from the right motive, in the right manner and at the right time, and feels confidence in the same ways, is courageous” – p.77
• Strictly speaking, for Aristotle, this involves “fearlessly facing an honorable death and all emergencies that might involve a sudden death, and such emergencies mostly occur in war”


• He has doing battle for one’s country in mind!

• Undergoing pain to receive pleasure

H.
Self-Control

• The next virtue Aristotle focuses on is self-control


• Recall that self-control concerns our attitude and actions towards pleasure


• It only applies, however, to certain types of pleasure


• Once cannot over indulge (and hence show constraint) with




• Intellectual pleasures




• Pleasures of eyesight



• Pleasures of hearing



• Pleasures of smelling


• It is the pleasures of touch and taste that can lead to overindulgence




• Eating




• Drinking




• Sex



• Where you can go wrong here is in




• Quantity of indulgence




• Type of thing indulged in 




• Manner of indulgence

