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The Nicomachean Ethics by Aristotle is a foundational text in Western philosophy, delving
into the nature of the good life and the pursuit of happiness. Understanding the core ideas
of the Nicomachean Ethics is crucial for anyone interested in ethics, virtue, and the art of
living well. This comprehensive exploration will unpack Aristotle's profound insights into
virtue, happiness, practical wisdom, and the role of community in human flourishing. We
will examine the teleological framework underpinning his ethical system, the distinction
between intellectual and moral virtues, and the significance of habituation in developing
good character. Ultimately, this article aims to illuminate Aristotle's enduring vision of
eudaimonia, a state of flourishing that transcends mere pleasure and embraces a life of
meaningful activity and virtuous action.
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The Ultimate End: Eudaimonia

At the heart of Aristotle's ethical philosophy, as presented in the Nicomachean Ethics, lies
the concept of eudaimonia. Often translated as "happiness," this term carries a much
richer and more profound meaning than our modern, fleeting sense of pleasure.
Eudaimonia, for Aristotle, represents a state of flourishing, a life lived well and in
accordance with our highest human capacities. It's not a passive state, but an active one,
achieved through consistent, virtuous activity over the course of an entire life. Think of it
as the ultimate goal, the telos, towards which all human actions naturally aim. Everything
we do, from studying for an exam to building a business, is done with some conception of a
good outcome in mind, and Aristotle argues that this ultimate good is eudaimonia.

Aristotle arrives at this conclusion through a process of rational inquiry, examining what it
is that humans inherently strive for. He dismisses more superficial conceptions of
happiness, such as those based purely on pleasure, honor, or wealth, arguing that these
are either means to an end or ultimately insufficient for a truly good life. Pleasure is
enjoyable, certainly, but can be pursued by slaves and animals, and doesn't fully capture
what makes a human life excellent. Honor, while desirable, depends on others' opinions
and is therefore external. Wealth is merely a tool, useful for acquiring other things, but
not an end in itself. For a life to be truly fulfilling, it must be grounded in something more
stable and intrinsically valuable, something that defines us as rational and social beings.



The Nature of Virtue: Intellectual and Moral

Aristotle categorizes virtues into two main types: intellectual virtues and moral virtues.
This distinction is crucial for understanding how we develop the character necessary for
eudaimonia. Intellectual virtues, such as wisdom, understanding, and prudence, are
acquired through teaching and learning. They involve the rational part of the soul and are
concerned with truth and knowledge. For instance, scientific knowledge allows us to
understand unchanging truths, while practical wisdom helps us make good decisions in
specific situations.

Moral virtues, on the other hand, are developed through habit and practice. These virtues,
like courage, temperance, justice, and generosity, are concerned with our emotions and
actions. They are not innate; rather, we become just by doing just acts, brave by doing
brave acts, and so on. Aristotle emphasizes that moral virtue is a disposition, a settled way
of responding to situations. It’s not just about knowing the right thing to do, but about
having the character that inclines you to do it naturally and consistently, without undue
effort or internal conflict. It’s like learning to ride a bike: you can read all the books about
it, but until you get on and practice, you won't truly possess the skill.

The Doctrine of the Mean

One of the most celebrated and distinctive ideas in the Nicomachean Ethics is the doctrine
of the mean, often referred to as the "golden mean." Aristotle argues that moral virtue lies
in a mean, or intermediate state, between two extremes, one of excess and one of
deficiency. For example, courage is the mean between the vice of cowardice (deficiency of
confidence) and the vice of rashness (excess of confidence). Similarly, temperance is the
mean between self-indulgence (excess of pleasure-seeking) and insensibility (deficiency in
experiencing pleasure).

This doctrine is not a simple arithmetic average. The mean is relative to the individual and
the situation. What is courageous for one person in one circumstance might be foolhardy
for another or in a different context. It requires a nuanced judgment, informed by practical
wisdom, to determine the appropriate action or feeling. The virtuous person doesn't simply
avoid extremes; they find the right balance, the fitting response that is neither too much
nor too little. This balance is not static; it's a dynamic equilibrium that allows for
flourishing and effective engagement with the world.

The Role of Habit and Practice

As mentioned earlier, Aristotle places immense importance on habituation in the
development of moral virtue. We are not born with virtues; we acquire them through
repeated action. This is a fundamental aspect of his ethical framework. Think about any
skill you've mastered, whether it's playing a musical instrument, speaking a new language,
or even cooking a complex dish. It wasn't instant knowledge; it was the result of consistent



practice, of making mistakes, learning from them, and refining your technique over time.
The same applies to virtue.

Becoming a virtuous person involves consistently choosing to act in accordance with
virtue, even when it's difficult. By repeatedly performing acts of courage, we cultivate a
courageous disposition. By habitually acting with generosity, we become generous. This
process shapes our character, making virtuous actions more natural and less of a
conscious struggle. Aristotle would say that the good citizen, the good person, is one who
has been habituated into virtue from childhood, making the pursuit of the good an
ingrained part of their being. This underscores the significance of upbringing and
education in shaping individuals who can achieve eudaimonia.

The Importance of Practical Wisdom (Phronesis)

Practical wisdom, or phronesis, is an intellectual virtue that plays a pivotal role in
Aristotle's ethics. It is the ability to deliberate well about what is good and advantageous
for oneself, not in any particular respect, but with a view to the good life in general.
Phronesis is what guides us in applying the doctrine of the mean, helping us discern the
right course of action in complex and varied situations. It's not merely about theoretical
knowledge; it's about applied intelligence, the capacity to see what is relevant and to
make sound judgments.

Without practical wisdom, even possessing knowledge of what virtue is would be
insufficient. We might know that courage is a virtue, but phronesis tells us when to be
brave, how to be brave, and to what extent. It connects our understanding of the good
with our actions, enabling us to translate our ethical principles into concrete behavior. A
person with great theoretical knowledge but lacking phronesis might be ineffective or
even harmful. Conversely, someone with a high degree of practical wisdom can navigate
the complexities of life and make decisions that lead to genuine flourishing. It's the rudder
that steers the ship of virtue.

Friendship and the Social Nature of Ethics

Aristotle dedicated a significant portion of the Nicomachean Ethics to the topic of
friendship, recognizing its indispensable role in a flourishing life. He argues that humans
are inherently social beings, and that no one would choose to live without friends, even if
they had all other goods. Friendship, for Aristotle, is a virtue and a necessary condition for
eudaimonia. He identifies three types of friendship: those based on utility, those based on
pleasure, and those based on virtue. While friendships of utility and pleasure are common
and can be valuable, Aristotle asserts that the highest form of friendship is that between
virtuous individuals, who love each other for their own sake.

These virtuous friendships are enduring and mutually enriching. Friends who share
virtuous characters encourage each other’s moral development, providing support,
offering honest feedback, and serving as living examples of the good life. In this way,



friendship not only contributes to individual happiness but also strengthens the ethical
fabric of the community. Aristotle believed that a well-ordered society would foster such
virtuous relationships, as they are essential for the collective pursuit of the good. Our
ethical lives are not lived in isolation; they are deeply interwoven with our relationships
with others.

The Contemplative Life

While Aristotle champions a life of virtuous activity as the primary path to eudaimonia, he
also suggests that the highest form of human happiness might lie in the contemplative life,
or the life of intellectual virtue. This is because the activity of the intellect, the pursuit of
knowledge and understanding, is the most divine and enduring activity available to
humans. The contemplative life involves engaging in philosophical speculation and the
pursuit of abstract truths, which Aristotle sees as the purest form of rational activity.

This doesn't diminish the importance of moral virtue and practical wisdom. Rather, it
suggests a hierarchy of human activities, with contemplation at the pinnacle. The virtuous
activities discussed throughout the Nicomachean Ethics provide the necessary foundation
and the stable character required to engage in this highest pursuit. A life of practical
virtue allows us to manage our affairs well and live harmoniously with others, creating the
conditions for us to then turn our attention to the more abstract and eternal truths.
Ultimately, Aristotle's ethics offers a holistic vision, where different aspects of human
excellence work together to achieve the ultimate good.

Q: What is the primary goal of Aristotle's Nicomachean
Ethics?
A: The primary goal of Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics is to define and achieve
eudaimonia, a state of human flourishing, living well, and fulfilling one's potential through
virtuous activity over a complete life.

Q: How does Aristotle define happiness, and why is it
different from modern conceptions?
A: Aristotle defines happiness (eudaimonia) as an activity of the soul in accordance with
complete virtue, not as a fleeting emotion or passive state of pleasure. It's a sustained
condition of living a good and fulfilling life, grounded in rational and virtuous actions,
rather than momentary enjoyment.

Q: What are the two main types of virtues discussed in
the Nicomachean Ethics, and how are they acquired?
A: The two main types of virtues are intellectual virtues, acquired through teaching and
learning (e.g., wisdom), and moral virtues, acquired through habit and practice (e.g.,



courage, justice).

Q: Can you explain Aristotle's doctrine of the mean in
simple terms?
A: Aristotle's doctrine of the mean suggests that moral virtue lies in finding a balance
between two extremes: an excess and a deficiency. For example, courage is the mean
between cowardice and recklessness, and this balance is relative to the individual and the
situation.

Q: Why does Aristotle emphasize habituation in
developing moral character?
A: Aristotle emphasizes habituation because he believes that moral virtues are not innate
but are cultivated through consistent practice. By repeatedly performing virtuous actions,
individuals develop a disposition to act virtuously, making it a natural part of their
character.

Q: What role does practical wisdom (phronesis) play in
Aristotle's ethics?
A: Practical wisdom, or phronesis, is crucial for applying the doctrine of the mean and
making sound ethical judgments in real-life situations. It's the ability to deliberate well
about what is good and advantageous for a flourishing life, guiding virtuous action.

Q: According to Aristotle, what is the role of friendship
in achieving eudaimonia?
A: Aristotle considers friendship essential for a flourishing life, arguing that humans are
social beings. The highest form of friendship, between virtuous individuals, provides
mutual support, encouragement for moral growth, and a vital component of living well.

Q: What does Aristotle mean by the "contemplative life,"
and how does it relate to other virtues?
A: The contemplative life, focused on the pursuit of knowledge and understanding, is
considered by Aristotle to be the highest form of human activity and happiness. It builds
upon and is made possible by the stable character and well-ordered life achieved through
moral virtues and practical wisdom.
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